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1
The point of view that I represent has often been seriously misunderstood,
and I hope to give you a clear view of what client-centred therapy or the
person-centred approach really is. It is an experiential way of being. Let me
indicate some of the distinctive features about client-centred therapy which
perhaps sets it a little apart from some of the therapies you may be accus-
tomed to. The client-centred point of view is distinctive because it starts from
different premises than many other psychotherapies.

In the first place it relies on a constructive actualizing tendency of the
human organism as the motivating force for psychotherapy. I don’t find
evidence of innate destructive tendencies nor a necessity of keeping human
nature under control. We found instead that you can tap a positive force
within the individual which is constructive and developmental in nature.

A second characteristic is that it definitely rejects the medical model which
involves looking for pathology and developing a specific diagnosis, or think-
ing of treatment in terms of cure. That model seems to me quite inappropri-
ate for dealing with most psychological problems. We prefer a model based
on personal growth and development. In other words trying to release growth
and development rather than thinking of it as a pathology to be cured – one
of the distinctive features of the client-centred approach. Our theory develops
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on our experience with the clients, it is not an arbitrary theory which was
developed and then we fit the clients to it.

Why am I talking about ‘client’, not ‘patient’? For me that has a real
significance. A patient means someone who is sick, who puts himself in the
hands of the doctor, who feels that the doctor is probably the authority who
will tell him what to do. A client, on the other hand, is a self-respecting
person who comes to someone else for service: I go to a lawyer for help,
what I want is expertise. But I am still the one in charge, I am the one to
decide whether to take his advice or not, I am the one who is self-responsi-
ble. The use of the term client is to stress the fact that we regard the person
coming for help as a self-responsible, autonomous individual who is seek-
ing help, and we are trying to provide a climate from which he can find that
help for himself. The use of the word client means a greater respect for the
autonomy of this person.

The basic hypothesis is that if the therapist can provide a facilitative,
growth-producing psychological climate the person himself can move toward
greater self-understanding, toward more significant choices toward changing
behaviour or a change in self-concept. All of the outcomes that we think of in
regard to psychotherapy will gradually come about if the therapist can
provide an affirmative facilitative climate which permits the actualizing
tendency to take over and to begin to develop. One of the most important
contributions we have made is trying to define what sort of a climate that is
which enables the client to search within himself to develop better insight, to
develop better understanding, to bring forth a constructive change in his way
of coping with life.

There are three conditions which are essential: that the therapist is himself
a real person, a congruent person; that the therapist cares for the client, prizes
the client; and that the therapist exhibits a real empathy for what is going on
in the client.

Empathy is perhaps most easily described and understood. I believe it to be
a process rather than a state. The way of being with another person which is
termed empathic has several facets. It means entering the private perceptual
world of the other and becoming thoroughly at home in it. It involves being
sensitive, moment to moment, to the changing felt meanings which flow in
this other person, to the fear or rage or tenderness or confusion or whatever
that he or she is experiencing. It means temporarily living in his or her life,
moving about in it delicately without making judgements, sensing meanings
of which he or she is scarcely aware, but not trying to uncover feelings of
which the person is totally unaware, since this would be too threatening. It
includes communicating your sensings of his or her world as you look with
fresh and unfrightened eyes at elements of which the individual is fearful. It
means frequently checking with him or her as to the accuracy of your sensing
and being guided by the responses you receive. You are a confident compan-
ion to the person in his or her inner world. By pointing to the possible mean-
ings in the flow of his or her experiencing, you help the person to focus on
this useful type of referent, to experience the meanings more fully and to
move forward in the experiencing.
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To be with another in this way means for the time being you lay aside the
views and values you hold for yourself in order to enter another’s world with-
out prejudice. In some sense it means that you lay aside your self and this can
only be done by a person who is secure enough in himself that he knows he
will not get lost in what may turn out to be the strange or bizarre world of
the other, and can comfortably return to his own world when he wishes. This
description makes clear that being empathic is a complex, demanding and
gentle way of being.

Teaching this kind of therapy is by trying to teach people what it means to
be empathic in that sense, to be non-judgemental and yet to very subtly
understand all that is available in the consciousness of this other person, and
perhaps just a little bit below the layer of consciousness. In being empathic,
the therapist is not trying to go back into the past, it’s not trying to leap ahead
into the future; it’s trying to catch the meaning that is real to the client at that
moment. What the client is talking about might have reference to the past or
reference to the future but the meaning he is talking about is an immediate
meaning, is that meaning we would like to be sensitive to, enter into and be
a companion to.

The second attitude that is important is an attitude of prizing the client
or caring for the client and having an unconditional positive regard for the
client. It is not always easy to care for the person who comes to you. The
kind of caring I am talking about is at its best when it is a non-possessive,
non-judgemental caring. It is perhaps most similar to the feeling that a
parent feels toward a child, where a child may misbehave at times, may do
things that are wrong in the parent’s eyes, but overall the parent prizes that
child, regards the child as someone of worth, someone to love and care for,
regardless of specific behaviours. That type of caring is most effective in
therapy. It is something that the therapist cannot order within himself. But
the relationship is going to be more profitable if that kind of caring exists.
A term I have sometimes used for caring is ‘unconditional positive regard’.
It is a positive caring which has no conditions attached. If I say, ‘Well I like
you when you do such and such, but not when you do this other thing’, that
is a conditional kind of caring and we often see parents to do that kind of
caring. There is no doubt that has certain values, too. But for the emotional
growth, for the development of the individual, the relationship is best in our
experience when the care is really unconditional. When it is a caring for the
person as the person is at that moment.

The third condition that we discovered to be important is that in our expe-
rience the therapeutic relationship is most likely to be effective when the ther-
apist in a relationship is a real person. I mean that in every sense of the word.
If I am in a relationship with another individual I would like to know what it
is I am experiencing inside in my gut. I would like to be aware of what I am
experiencing in relationship with the client; I would like to be able to express
that to the client, if it seems appropriate. It means that the client is in rela-
tionship not with a person in a white coat, not with a professional, not with
a facade but with a real honest-to-God person. That takes away from some-
thing that some therapists prize a great deal, namely the professional facade
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that they put on when they meet someone else. It is more effective when the
therapist is himself or herself as he or she is at that moment. For that kind of
genuineness we use the term ‘congruence’ to indicate a matching between
what is being experienced inside and what is in awareness in the intellect and
what is expressed verbally.

If all those three match in a therapist then I think the client is very fortunate,
and constructive personal change is most likely to occur.

In talking about these three conditions sometimes people, in reading about
them, have turned them about into shoulds: you should be empathic. That is
not at all what I am talking about. It is that if in a relationship this kind of
empathy or of caring exists, then the relationship will be constructive, but it
is not as though you can tell yourself to be empathic and immediately be
there. What I am saying is if these three conditions exist, then change is much
more probable. But you cannot order yourself to do that.

You may ask how does change come about in a client in face of these facil-
itating conditions, how does this produce any effect at all. I would like to give
a very simple explanation of it which may help to indicate why these attitudes
seem to be effective in therapy. Let us assume for a moment that the client is
a woman. If the client finds herself really listened to in this intense, sensitive
and deep way, she begins to listen to herself more: ‘What is going on in me?’
In other words the empathic attitude on the part of the therapist encourages
in the client a more sensitive listening to herself. As the therapist exhibits
more of a positive and unconditional caring toward the client, the client
begins to feel: ‘Possibly I am worthwhile, possibly I can care for myself more,
possibly I can regard myself with greater respect.’ And there she begins to
change the often very negative self-attitudes which are so common in clients.
So it begins to develop a more positive self-concept in the client. In other
words what happens in the client is a real reciprocal of what’s occurring in
the therapist. As the therapist listens to the client, the client comes more to
listen to himself or herself; as the therapist cares with a more unconditional
caring for the client, the client’s self-worth begins to develop. As the client
responds in herself in both those ways then the client is becoming more real,
more congruent, more expressing of what is actually going on inside.

From the very first we have been concerned in framing our theory, which
in turn is based on our practice, framing it in terms which make it possible to
investigate it empirically. Back in 1957 I first began to enunciate some of these
conditions of psychotherapy as necessary and sufficient conditions. That arti-
cle (Rogers, 1957) has probably stimulated more research than anything I’ve
ever written, and now there is a quite enormous body of research built on the
effectiveness of these conditions on all different kinds of clients – so-called
neurotic clients who come to a clinic, persons on the backward of the schiz-
ophrenia ward in the state hospital, normal people. These conditions describe
some very important elements in therapy which have been confirmed by a
great deal of research in many different countries.
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Psychotherapy (UKCP), 113
United Nations, 35
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,

355

V
veterans, of services, 24–5, 95
victim/victimizer tendencies, 158
visage metaphor, 39

W
We, 43
websites, useful, 399
Weltanschauung, 31
Wertphilosophie, 35
Wisconsin Project, 12, 132
Women PeaceMakers Program, 

316
work environment and person-centred

approaches, 309–13
World Association for Person-Centred

and Experiential Psychotherapy
and Counseling (WAPCEPC), xxi,
xxiii, 392–3, 399

WorldLink, 316

Z
Zen Buddhism, 32, 229
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