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The Power and Compassion
of Rational Emotive
Behavior Therapy (REBT)

Debbie Joffe Ellis
Columbia University, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter demonstrates the effectiveness of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) for enabling
people to enhance their lives and create greater happiness. It is the pioneering approach developed
by Albert Ellis PhD, the late husband of the author, that heralded in the cognitive revolution in psy-
chotherapy, and which influenced approaches that followed it such as Cognitive Behavior Therapy,
Positive Psychology and more. It is a holistic approach that reminds us of the inseparable interplay of
thoughts, emotions and behaviors, and in addition to being an evidence based therapy, it can also be a
way of life for those who choose to apply it as such. By practicing its principles which encourage us to
create healthy emotions in response to adverse situations, we are also guided to experience and express
unconditional acceptance of ourselves, others, and life, and to practice daily gratitude. In so doing we
can feel compassion and empathy for those who suffer, including ourselves, experience greater joy and
minimize emotional suffering in our lives.

INTRODUCTION

Countless people are hungry, starving at times, to feel greater joy and happiness in their lives. There
has been turbulence and challenge in societies of almost every culture and era as far as can be told, and
many would suggest that contemporary society contends with confusion, crisis, violence, brutality and
other such joy-zapping conditions.

Sadly, too few individuals seem to be aware that each one of us has the power to create our own
emotional destinies — despite and including any challenges in home life, societal unrest and global dis-
harmony. Many might want to suffer less emotional angst and pain, and intellectually know that happi-
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ness and other positive emotions are good for the mind, body and soul — but they lack a knowledge of
the “how-to’s” for getting there: Such tools are required for creating and maintaining healthy emotional
states. Additionally, it is not sufficient to simply know the tools, but to apply them in order to create
and maintain beneficial change. Furthermore, many people may not realize that what can significantly
contribute to a feeling of greater happiness more of the time, is not only the satisfaction of fulfilling their
individual wants and needs, but also the expression and experience of feeling empathy and kindness
towards others, and performing related actions which demonstrate such care.

The tenets and practices of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) are dedicated to helping
people learn ways to create greater happiness. REBT encourages people to adopt attitudes and actions
of self-care and self-acceptance and vigorously urges people to adopt attitudes of kindness and empathy
for the sake of helping others. Doing so can become an additional means to an ends of achieving the goal
of greater happiness. In other words, though helping and caring for others is ideally done for the sake
and well-being of those in need-- a lovely by-product can be greater happiness within the individuals
carrying out those deeds.

I feel with deep conviction, based on my personal experience, my experience as a professor and as
a therapist working with a variety of clients over the years of my professional life so far, and based on
solid scientific evidence and research (Ellis & Whiteley, 1979) — that the approach of Rational Emotive
Behavior Therapy (REBT) may be one of the most effective, evidence based approaches to enable the
maximization of joy and happiness in life, and to minimize emotional misery. It provides a healthy and
stabilizing philosophy of life along with tools for achieving a life of more happiness and minimal misery.

REBT is arguably the most holistic of psychotherapeutic approaches, reminding us of the inseparable
interplay between our thinking, our emotions and our behavior. At the heart of its philosophical core
is an emphasis on the importance of unconditional acceptance, gratitude, kindness, empathy, and the
encouragement to perform and express caring actions and attitudes towards ourselves, towards others
and towards the world in general.

Some main premises of REBT include, (i) that essentially most humans, in the absence of emo-
tional disturbance and mental illness, act in life-enhancing ways; (ii) that the goal of most humans is to
feel greater happiness throughout their lives; (iii) that acting with kindness and experiencing empathy
contributes to greater happiness; (iv) that experiencing daily gratitude distracts one from focusing too
much on negative thoughts, creates tranquility, and may be followed by uplifting experiences of awe and
wonder. A significant and growing body of scientific research supports the positive and healthy impact
of experiencing gratitude, wonder and awe (Wood & Chopra, 2015; Mills, Redwine, & Chopra, 2015;
Doraiswamy & Oz, 2015).

This chapter presents a brief account of certain experiences of REBT’s founder, Albert Ellis that
contributed to the development of his REBT theory. It expounds upon the basic elements of the scientific
evidence-based, rational, no-nonsense - yet also humanistic, compassionate, humorous (at appropriate
times!) and philosophical -approach of REBT, the basics of REBT Psychotherapy, and describes the
contribution and benefit of the REBT aspect of Unconditional Acceptance and gratitude for increasing
human happiness, kindness and empathy.

Albert Ellis PhD, my late and brilliant husband, was the genius who created REBT, and, in-so-doing,
heralded in the cognitive revolution in psychotherapy. In the years following his ground-breaking work
other cognitive approaches were developed that were influenced by REBT (Ellis, 2001b). They include
Cognitive Therapy (CT), Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT), Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), Ac-
ceptance and Commitment Theory (ACT) and Positive Psychology. Dr. Aaron Beck (CT founder) and
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