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A critical evaluation of how the therapeutic relationship is conceptualised within the Person- Centred approach, critically discussing how this impacts on the development and maintenance of the therapeutic relationship. 

This essay will attempt to briefly outline the theory of the person-centred approach whilst considering the essential components required to build and sustain the therapeutic relationship. Key terms such as core conditions will be defined and their impact on the bond between client and therapist will be discussed in relation to achieving a positive client outcome. Key areas of interest such as online counselling, personality matching and cultural differences will be addressed providing evidence of possibilities and limitations with regard to developing and maintaining the therapeutic relationship within the person-centred approach. The foundations of person-centred therapy were established in the 1950’s by American psychologist Carl Rogers. His humanistic approach is based upon the significance and dynamics of the therapeutic relationship as opposed to the use of particular techniques as in cognitive behaviour theory (CBT) and psychodynamic theory (Joyce, 2018). According to Rogers (1998), prevalence of the core conditions; empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (UPR) are essential in order to develop and maintain the relationship between client and therapist and achieve a positive client outcome. In order to achieve these core conditions, therapists must be truly accepting of their clients, non-judgemental and display genuine empathy for the experience the client presents (Bond, 2015: Bozarth and Wilkins, 2001). However, Kivlighan, Kline and Gelso et al (2017) and Kivlighan, Narvaez and Carter, (2019) state that creating and sustaining a bond between client and therapist can be difficult to attain if authenticity and acceptance are not consistently demonstrated by the therapist and perceived by the client. Sackett and Lawson (2016) posit the idea that it is unrealistic to presume therapists can understand all issues from all clients perspectives as individuals are uniquely conditioned due to societal restraints, therefore preconceptions and life experiences can not be truly shared and understood by others. According to McCarthy (2014) in order for the therapeutic relationship to develop and be maintained, there must be an equal distribution of power between the client and therapist, yet this is difficult to achieve as we are all conditioned by our positions society. 

The initial counselling session for a client may be a time of uncertainty and apprehension, therefore it is essential that the therapist allays any fears and concerns by making the client feel at ease (Ganske, Gnilka, Ashby, et al, 2015: Paul and Charura, 2014). The therapist must begin to develop a therapeutic relationship with the client immediately, in a calm manner, paying attention to their own body language and that of the client (Bond, 2015: Doherty and Thompson, 2014). The person-centred approach applied during counselling sessions focuses on therapist engagement in order to connect with the client holistically, considering tone of voice, eye contact and mirroring body language (Ganske, Gnilka, Ashby, et al, 2015: Paul, 2015; Tolan, 2017). Research has shown that if the client feels at ease in their environment, they will find it easier to relax and feel less self-conscious, which in turn effects their willingness to open up to the therapist (Sackett and Lawson, 2016; Thompson, 2003). The therapist must demonstrate empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard to the client by being non-judgemental, portraying a calm presence and being an active listener, there by encouraging the client to talk freely in a safe environment (Reeves, 2013; Wilkins, 1997). In order for the therapist to demonstrate empathy, authenticity and acceptance, an understanding must be conveyed through bodily semantics such as love and warmth, regardless of whether the therapist has had a similar experience (Feltham and Horton, 2009: Janis, 2018). In Denmark, empathy is a philosophy which has been taught as part of the education system since 1993 (Morning Future, 2019). It is a compulsory lesson, embedded in the national curriculum, and evidence suggests that the benefits can be seen in all aspects of Denmark’s society. Research carried out by Alexander and Sandahl (2016) suggest empathy is essential to building and maintaining relationships and is beneficial to mental health as lower rates of mental health issues, self-harm and suicide are recorded amongst the population.  

The National Health Service (NHS) (2017), state there has been a sharp increase in patients requiring access to mental health services and that during 2016-2017 over 1.4 million of the United Kingdom’s (UK) population were referred for counselling. Due to depleted NHS funds and extensive waiting lists, many patients choose to take part in cyber counselling as it is cheaper and easily accessible (Ratcliffe, 2017). Mishna, Bogo and Sawyer (2015) suggest that online counselling is the preferred option, rather than traditional face to face therapy, for clients who may be conscious of being stigmatised and labelled by peers and professionals alike. However, it highlights the possibility of therapists casting aspersions about clients which posits the question, can therapists be truly accepting and authentic? Professional therapy sites such as Talkspace, Babylon and PlusGuidance have in excess of 700,000 clients who prefer to use online counselling as opposed to traditional face to face therapy (Ratcliffe, 2017). Clients are able to access therapists via video calls, email or messaging and are reportedly disinhibited to discuss their problems in such forums, believing it is easier to talk freely without having direct eye contact or be in close proximity to the therapist (Kozlowski and Holmes, 2017). Cultural differences are highlighted by a study conducted in Malaysia with 409 university students and found that over 35% prefer to use online counselling as there is stigma attached to mental health issues in Asian culture (Wong, Bonn, Tam, et al, 2018).  However, research suggests that some therapists find it very difficult to build a therapeutic relationship with clients during online counselling as they fail to get a real sense of the person due to a lack of physical closeness and interpersonal interaction (Kozlowski and Holmes, 2017).

 Issues raised by Bond (2015) and Ratcliffe (2017) state there are ethical concerns regarding cyber counselling sites not using professional therapists which highlights the emotional damage that may be caused by professionally untrained counsellors. The skills required to develop and maintain a therapeutic relationship are crucial in achieving a positive client outcome and failure to create this essential bond can be detrimental to both the client and therapists well-being (Malta, Evans and Cooper, 2019: Oldale and Cooke, 2015). Ratcliffe (2017) and Mishna, Bogo and Sawyer (2015) suggest that therapists find it difficult to ascertain if the client is in distress and feel powerless when clients disengage from further contact by logging off during online sessions. Ratcliffe (2017) states online counselling raises concerns regarding clients self-harming as therapists are unable to pick up on emotional cues from clients due to a lack of awareness of clients body language and tone of voice. Genuineness, acceptance and empathy are difficult to convey without interpersonal interaction which can only be gained from face to face engagement (McLeod, 2007: McCarthy, 2014: Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). According to Mishna, Bogo and Sawyer (2015), cyber counselling raises concerns regarding professional qualifications and current training for counsellors and psychotherapists as teaching practices currently focus on traditional face to face counselling techniques (Jude, Austin, Julius, et al. 2018). Ratcliffe (2017) emphasises that cyber counselling limits the therapist’s ability in developing a therapeutic relationship with the client, as they are unable to gauge the clients true personality. Questions are raised regarding the suitability of online counselling as an appropriate medium for patients with generalized anxiety and borderline personality disorders as these clients would benefit more from face to face therapy (Cooper and Norcross, 2016: Murphy, Elliot and Carrick, 2019). 

Norcross (2018) states that the therapeutic relationship is the single most important predictor of treatment outcome, regardless of the type of therapy. The strength of the working alliance between therapist and client is an essential mechanism, both powerful and curative and is the causal lead to change for the client (Norcross, 2018). Cooper and Norcross (2016) argue that matching therapists’ and clients’ personalities, values and needs is essential to creating a strong therapeutic alliance, which is a predictor of achieving a positive clinical outcome. The Cooper-Norcross Inventory of Preferences (C-NIP) is an online survey consisting of an eighteen-point preference list covering client needs, values, characteristics, culture and therapist behaviour, attributes and styles. The survey intends to enhance the efficacy of psychotherapy by matching client and therapist personalities, whilst intending to develop a strong therapeutic relationship and reduce the possibilities of ruptures within the alliance (Cooper and Norcross, 2016). The survey was conducted amongst 860 British, white, females and produced significant results demonstrating the importance of eliminating a mismatch of personalities, with dropout rates of therapy reduced by a third (Cooper and Norcross, 2016). According to Cooper and Norcross (2016) the therapeutic relationship develops with fluidity due to the pre-treatment collaboration and clients feel empowered and respected from the beginning of the process as their values and needs are considered. The C-NIP is useful in determining which types of personalities and disorders are suitable to specific styles of therapy which is beneficial to the development of the therapeutic relationship between client and therapist. The feedback systems in place are useful tools for highlighting clinical outcomes and clients who may be at risk of dropping out (Cooper and Norcross, 2016).  

 Following on from this theme of matching clients to therapists, Borelli (2019) suggests matching clients and therapists with similar language skills is crucial to developing a strong working alliance. Language Skills Matching (LSM) concentrates on the functional features of language such as pronouns, prepositions and conjunctions as opposed to nouns and adjectives. The premise is that therapists focus on how clients use words as opposed to what they are actually saying, hence, creating a mutual bond as client and therapist are more in sync with each other (Borelli, 2019). According to Atzil-Slonim, Bar-Kalifa, Fisher et al (2018) when clients and therapists have a deep connection and are in sync with each other, emotional congruence is heightened. Through this development of the therapeutic relationship, an interpersonal interaction occurs which leads to a meaningful experience for the client and produces better clinical outcomes (Atzil-Slonim, Kalifa, Fisher et al, 2018). According to Rogers (1998), congruence is the most important component of the core conditions as it enhances both the client’s and therapist’s feeling of connectiveness and being in the moment. Emotional congruence enables the client to feel better understood and more confident to delve deeper into hidden emotions, leading to positive social outcomes in the quality of relationships and healthy development (Camp, Foxx and Flowers, 2018). Consistent with this theory, Atzil-Slonim, Bar-Kalifa, Fisher et al (2018) state that emotional contagion occurs within a developed therapeutic relationship if intense emotions are exhibited from the beginning of a counselling session by either the therapist or client. Positive feelings are very powerful and tend to be present at the end of a counselling session when the contagion interaction is present (Atzil-Slonim, Bar-Kalifa, Fisher, et al, 2018). However, emotion contagion occurs with negative emotions too, so similarly, if adverse feelings are prevalent at the beginning of a session, they will also be apparent at the end, possibly leading to a rupture within the therapeutic alliance (Atzil-Slonim, Bar-Kalifa, Fisher, et al, 2018).  
 
Developing and maintaining a therapeutic relationship within the person-centred approach when working with clients of differing sexual orientations and cultural beliefs can be challenging for therapists (Alessi, 2019; Day-Vines, Steen and Arnold, 2018; Yon, Malik, Mandin, et al, 2018). In order to develop a strong therapeutic alliance, therapists must have genuine understanding and knowledge of clients beliefs and values in order to demonstrate true empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (Alessi, 2019: Kastrani, Vassiliki and Athanasiades, 2017). Research suggests that extensive knowledge and the demonstration of authentic core conditions are essential to enable the therapist to be confident and comfortable in challenging the client and are central to the process (Day-Vines, Steen and Arnold, 2018; Yon, Malik, Mandin et al, 2018). A thorough understanding of clients diverse beliefs and values invites the therapist to reflect on their own views and opinions, paying attention to blind spots or hidden prejudices, whilst enabling the therapist to relate interpersonally with the client (Alessi, 2019). Yon, Malik, Mandin et al (2018) conducted research into the development and maintenance of the therapeutic alliance between white therapists and black, minority, ethnic (BME) clients employing a qualitative interview method using interpersonal process recall (IPR). Results suggest that a demonstration of empathy is vital to ensure a strong therapeutic alliance and that although a strong bond can be developed and maintained, clients, may be unwilling to discuss issues central to their core beliefs (Yon, Malik, Mandin et al, 2019).  Clients from Asian cultures in particular, generally respect authority, therefore an imbalance of power may exist within the therapeutic relationship, effecting a genuine interplay of emotional congruence (Day-Vines, Steen and Arnold, 2018; Yon, Malik, Mandin et al, 2019).

 Although therapists are able to work on their own prejudices and make conscious decisions to appreciate and understand clients views and opinions, therapists own attachment style and introject subconsciously affects the therapeutic relationship (Steel, Macdonald and Schroder, 2018). Previous research has focussed on how clients’ internalised relational model can affect the development and maintenance of the working alliance and influence treatment outcomes. However, recent studies suggest therapists can also subconsciously influence the strength of the therapeutic relationship by reacting differently to different clients, raising questions of the therapist’s ability to demonstrate true and genuine core conditions (Jayne, Purswell and Stulmaker, 2019; Steel, Macdonald and Schroder, 2018). Research suggests that therapists are not blank canvases and are governed by their internalised relational model of self (introject) or how others’ relationships work with others (attachment style) or a combination of both Sackett and Lawson, 2016: Steel, Macdonald and Schroder, 2018). Introject has not always been considered relevant to the quality and development of the therapeutic alliance, however, the intrapsychic way in which therapists work is crucial to achieving a positive outcome (Steel, Macdonald and Schroder, 2018). Internalised relational models are dictated by early-year care givers and affect the way future relationships are formed (Jayne, Purswell and Stulmaker, 2019). Research implies that If therapists had loving mothers and non-neglecting introjects, they would be helpful and warm towards clients. However, negative images of care givers subconsciously create protecting introjects which implies the therapist would act in an unhelpful, controlling way towards clients (Steel, Macdonald and Schroder, 2018).  According to Steel, Macdonald and Schroder (2018), therapists and clients personal characteristics combine to create an individual interpersonal context, influencing the development of the working alliance and ultimately clinical outcome. This relatively new evidence strengthens the significance of previously mentioned research regarding the importance of matching clients and therapists to ensure the development and maintenance of a strong therapeutic relationship and ultimately a positive client outcome (Cooper and Norcross, 2016). 

In conclusion to this essay a critical evaluation has been carried out regarding the development and maintenance of the therapeutic relationship within the person-centred theory. Initially, the main concepts of the person-centred approach were outlined, and key terms were defined. The core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard are crucial to the development and maintenance of the working alliance between client and therapist. In order to build the relationship, the client must feel the therapist truly accepts them, is genuine and authentic (Bond, 2015: Bozarth and Wilkins, 2001: Rogers, 1998). Empathy is crucial to the relationship as it enables the client to feel understood and validated without fear of judgement. The impact of empathy embedded in the education system in Denmark highlighted the positive effect it has on relationships throughout society (Alexander and Sandahl, 2016) However, according to Rogers (1998), congruence is the most important factor within the therapeutic alliance as it allows the client and therapist to feel a connection and be their true self. An increase in mental health patients in the UK was highlighted alongside the concerns regarding waiting lists and depleted health service funds, linking to an increase in clients using online counselling forums (NHS, 2017). Limitations of therapists being able to develop and maintain therapeutic relationships emphasised the distress therapists felt when clients disengaged from online forums, raising concerns of self-harm (Mishna, Bogo and Sawyer, 2015: Ratcliffe, 2017). Cooper and Norcross (2016) stated the importance of the therapeutic relationship within counselling and provided significant evidence of matching therapist and client personalities to improve treatment outcomes. LSM was discussed and illustrated the positive impact of matching clients to therapists who used similar functional language, focussing on how clients used words as opposed to what they actually said (Borelli, 2019). Evidence was presented to denote the challenges therapists face when working with clients with diverse values and cultural beliefs, stating the importance of reflecting on their own values and emphasizing the importance of demonstrating empathy within the relationship (Alessi, 2019: Yon, Malik, Mandin et al, 2018). Steel, Macdonald and Schroder (2018) provide evidence of the direct impact the therapist can have on the therapeutic relationship subconsciously, regarding attachment style and introject. Overall, the evidence presented states some of the possibilities and limitations for developing and maintaining the therapeutic relationship within the person-centred approach and emphasises the significance of the strength of the relationship between therapist and client as a predictor of treatment outcomes. 
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