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Crown House Classics

“Dedicated to preserving quality books”

Ordeal Therapy:
Unusual Ways to Change Behavior

InIn this classic book noted therapist Jay Haley explains how and why the use of 
ordeals work in therapy. He provides an account of the theoretical basis of 
ordeal therapy, showing how it builds on the work of Milton H. Erickson. The 
main requirement of an ordeal is that it should cause distress equal to or 
greater than that caused by the symptom, just as a punishment should fit the 
crime. If an ordeal isn’t severe enough to extinguish the symptom, it can be 
increased in magnitude until it is. It is also best if the ordeal is good for the 
person.person. Examples of what’s good for people are exercise, improving the mind, 
eating a healthy diet, and other self-improvement activities. Ordeals may also 
include making a sacrifice for others. Haley explains how ordeals can succeed 
in promoting change even in cases with long histories of therapeutic failure, 
and describes the use of different kinds of ordeals, outlines the stages of ordeal 
therapy, and details special techniques to use with different clients.

The detailed and extensive case histories cover a wide variety of clients, 
problems, and therapeutic difficulties. Haley discusses stances to take with 
different types of clients, strategies to use when working with individuals 
alone or with several family members, pitfalls to guard against, uses of 
different kinds of ordeals, stages of ordeal therapy, and important 
considerations when giving directives involving ordeals. He also gives advice 
on cases that present special therapeutic dilemmas such as suicide threats, and 
provides new insights into the way individuals and families behave.provides new insights into the way individuals and families behave.

Problems discussed include psychosomatic symptoms, uncontrollable and 
violent children, separation and divorce, anxiety, incontinence, sexual 
frustration, alcoholism, speech blocks, and depression. 

JAY HALEY, who passed away in 2007, was a professor at Stanford 
University, Howard University, the University of Maryland, and at the 
California School of Professional Psychology. He was director of Training at 
the Philadelphia Child Guidance Clinic, co-founder of the Family Therapy 
Institute in Washington, D.C., and founder of Family Process, the basic journal 
in the field. He is known as one of the founders of the field of family therapy, 
strategic therapy, and brief therapy. His early work was in collaboration with 
somesome of the foremost thinkers of our time such as, Gregory Bateson and 
Milton H. Erickson, MD.
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