How important is it to the therapeutic relationship, that we show up and be ‘authentic’?
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Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk6319542] ‘Authenticity’, a word which conjures up visions of something genuine, real and unadulterated. Experts measure authenticity by receiving extensive training on how to authenticate valued objects, memorabilia, and documentation, however interestingly, we are still struggling to measure the authentic nature of people. Defined in the psychological dictionary as ‘the quality of being genuine and true to one’s own values’ (Colman, 2015) it is also often perceived as a fundamental characteristic of the therapist, who must be viewed as ‘genuine’ and ‘real’ (Rogers, 1961). Authenticity is often shown by the therapist in our ‘down to earth’ attitudes, in that the client feels that the therapist is a ‘real ‘person and not just the therapist taking on a professional role (Gendlin, 1996). However, how important is it to the therapeutic relationship that we show  up and be real, and is our authentic nature a result of our ability to put into words and show how we feel in an unadulterated form , if so, is it wrong as therapists to show diplomacy, political correctness, and at times  aim to please our clients, or are we really hiding our authentic reality based selves. 

[bookmark: _Hlk6220590]In the following essay, my intention is to examine in depth my own experiences, thoughts and ideas in letting my true self be seen in the counselling room, whilst also drawing on evidence - based practice along with external conceptualisations. I propose to explore from the outlook of a trainee therapist, if it is more authentic  to express our personalities with faithfulness in various situations at the possible cost of social function, or if it is more authentic to seek greater goals by trying to get along with others and becoming more favorable, but at the potential risk of being honest to oneself, or even taking the wrong direction, possibly  effecting societal change. I will be examining qualities, relationships and correlational factors underpinning these benefits of being truly authentic and whether they tie in with Carl Roger’s attachment to the importance of the therapist’s authenticity in the counselling room (Rogers, 1980b). To answer the question in more detail, I will explore ‘how I show up’ in the therapeutic room. 

 This will take the form of a heuristic assignment which will follow the framework of Moustakas heuristic research methods, in which according to Moustakas, ‘the heuristic process will uncover the knowledge that is entrenched and interspersed within us, through an understanding of ourselves in connection to and in relation to the active whole’ ( Moustakas, 1990). A self – analysis along with exploration will also be undertaken, to uncover the essence and significance of my own experience of the phenomenon of Authenticity.  In Husserls words ‘we must go back to the ‘things themselves’ (Husserl, 1904), in which the research question will be explored through deep engagement with internal thoughts, feelings and emotions, which have been logged in a personal journal over a duration of six weeks. This internal exploration can be compared to the stage for Buber’s perception of what is constructed within the self and moves between the ‘I and thou’ (Buber, 1958). It is also Polyani’s exclusive backdrop of the personal and practical knowledge an individual cultivates and carries to the next ‘meeting’ (Polyani, 1962).


Findings of literature review

In 1957, Carl Rogers identified the essential and acceptable conditions of therapeutic change and implied that so a client can develop, they require an environment that encompasses authenticity. It attributes the counsellor’s own integration in the therapeutic relationship, in that he is ‘freely and deeply himself’ (Rogers, 1957). Greenburg et al (2002) demonstrate that communicating the Counsellors authenticity with the client is essential and entails letting the client know that the counsellor is in emotional contact and thus trying to be ‘whole’ and ‘open’ in the relationship (Jourard, 1971). Consistent with this value, the counsellor is seeing the therapeutic relationship as a ‘genuine’ relationship taking place between two human beings, each a point of action and experiencing, in which both can become enriched. 

Although ‘authenticity’ is most fully developed in person – centered theory, therapist authenticity is highly respected in many other theoretical orientations. The idea of the ‘therapist real relationship’ (Gelso and Carter, 1985) is a perfect example of this, and not only has it been developed very similarly to authenticity, but it is also consistent with concepts offered by psychoanalysts (Greenson, 1967). The authentic relationship in Psychoanalysis is viewed generally as being undistorted by transferential material, and consists of two characteristic features, realistic perceptions and genuineness. In fact, ‘authenticity’ is seen as ‘the ability and willingness to be what one truly is in the relationship ‘(Gelso and Carter, 1985) with the term ‘authenticity’ also connected to other descriptions, such as ‘genuineness, congruence, honesty, openness’ (Gelso and Hayes, 2002).

In his later work, although Rogers concluded that ‘authenticity’ was the most valuable of the three core conditions, more recent literature has been more ambivalent (Klein et al, 2002; Orlinsky et al, 2005). In an extensive literature review, Klein and colleagues (2002) discovered that in around two – thirds of the seventy - seven results examined, it was found that there was no compelling relationship between levels of authenticity and outcome, in fact, only one third of the studies showed positive outcomes. This appears to correspond with Orlisnky and colleagues (2004) research, who discovered only 38 percent of the results exhibited a positive relationship between authenticity and outcome, however this was noticeably higher when measurements were taken between counsellors and clients as opposed to an observer being present. Research studies which require clients to characterize the most important factors for them in therapy, also appear to not forge any strong links between authenticity and outcomes, with counsellors’ ‘genuineness, realness or openness’ barely given attention as an essential element of the counselling work (Burckell and Goldfried, 2006).

Although one could argue, that the low correlation between authenticity and outcome may be the result of authenticity being a relatively ‘high frequency’ event in therapy (Steering Committee, 2012), could it also indicate that some clients reject an authentic, natural counsellor style? (Conte et al, 1995). In a research study by Maluccio (2004) for example, one client equated ‘professional competence with formality and structure’, in that she felt that the ‘informal and spontaneous’ approach from her therapist as too casual, and lost confidence in the counsellor’s ability to help her. Cultural backgrounds can also have an important influence on client prediction for authenticity (Lago, 2011). Members of other cultures often approach psychotherapy in fundamentally different ways than their westernised counterparts (Patterson and Forgatch, 1985). To illustrate this, the value in Western Psychotherapy for autonomy and independence might not hold true for independently oriented clients from Eastern cultures (Tseng, 1999). Personal autonomy and self – differentiation is often discouraged in clients and instead they may desire a more structured relationship in which the therapist takes on a more formal, directive and authoritative and less authentic role (Sue and Sue, 2003). However, Yalom (1989) has historically argued that the counsellor needs to refrain from hiding behind professional roles, and that the counsellor’s ‘presence’ as an authentic and ‘transparent’ human being, stimulates client risk taking and assists in breaking down the client’s sense of isolation (Yalom, 1989).

[bookmark: _Hlk6324968]What is also the potential cost to the counsellor?  We have discussed feelings of ‘enrichment’,  ‘  ‘mindful self – awareness’ and ‘self- acceptance’  that the counsellor might feel, however Ibarra (2015    ) argues that there is a cost to being ‘ truly’ authentic, in that if we are to give full attention to being true to ourselves, we are at risk of becoming  ‘ fixed’ in that self, rather than changing and evolving ourselves. Could being ‘truly’ authentic also put us at risk of over sharing in the therapy room? Brenne Brown suggests that there is evidence that oversharing is more likely when authenticity is important to us (2010). In two studies by Psychologist Gwendolyn Seldman, it was found that people who are motivated to express their authentic selves, are more likely to ‘over share’ personal and emotional content with further studies suggesting that people who wish to be seen as authentic, are more at risk of sharing information that will jeopardise their professional relationship ( Seldman, 2014). It is interesting therefore to imagine what impact this could have in the therapy room, when we are trying to ‘walk ‘in our client’s shoes and not ‘spill’ out of our own.

[bookmark: _Hlk6229575]
Methodology

Aware that ethical principles and concerns are fundamental and can emerge at the planning, implementation and reporting stages, the research methods that were selected in this study were unified with Clark Moustakas framework (1990). Initial engagement was undertaken with the theme of Authenticity, where I explored my own awareness, knowledge and self -dialogue around showing up in life and being ‘real’ and ‘genuine’. This helped in formulating my question on the possible strengths and weaknesses of being authentic. It also led to an immersion in the experience of the phenomenon of authenticity, by keeping a daily diary of my thoughts and experiences around the subject matter. I was able to look at how authenticity had an impact on my own personality, thoughts and emotions, which subsequently gave me much ‘food for thought’ on my approaches as a trainee therapist. I developed a further awareness of where else the theme was being expressed and consciously observed in social contexts and public settings, all which gave a greater understanding of the phenomenon which enabled me to use a qualitative approach, with the intention of illustrating my findings.

Once this raw data collection was achieved, I embarked on a stage of incubation, which entailed detaching myself from the subject matter with the aim of letting my knowledge expand to another level. Putting this subject matter to bed for a period, and involving myself in other distractions, elicited a new awareness on authenticity. This incubation period is also highlighted by Polyani who described that’ discovery does not ordinarily occur through deliberate mental operations and directed calculated efforts (Polyani, 1964). This proceeded to follow a natural process of illumination which allowed me to freely access and open myself to new ideas in my comprehension of the phenomenon, in order to adjust any misshapen theories and to resolve any suppressed explanations. All this, with the intention of setting free any crucial revelations in relation to my phenomenological experience. The further process of explication enabled me to gain a further understanding and explanation of the ideas identified, by developing an internal spotlight on my own awareness, and an interpretation of what I saw in terms of my own frame of reference,  in order to develop an understanding of the fundamental themes which developed. The concluding phase of the research is where I gained complete familiarity with all the data in all its most important constituents, characteristics and themes enabling me to gain clarification and particulars of the whole experience. This creative synthesis is set in the form of a narrative prose.


Analysis

The completed data comes in the form of personal observations, reflections and thoughts assembled over a period of eight weeks. This collation of reflective journal writing incorporated a medley of daily written accounts which varied considerably in both length and form. Journal entries consisted of specific thoughts and experiences, in which some days journal entries were short and succinct, whilst other days encapsulated much longer pieces of reflective writing. Not afraid at times to drift away from the subject matter, some of the writing had an unconstrained attachment to authenticity, whilst other pieces of writing had a strong connection to the subject of authenticity. The primary data, which was generated from this, enabled me to explore, collect and interpret the data holistically. It highlighted unforeseen twists and turns in my writing, accentuating parts of myself I had not yet discovered or addressed. This awakening, I considered to be both therapeutic and enlightening.

A thematic analysis was conducted following close inspection of all the assembled data, initiating a full exploration of all the texts. Themes in the form of emotions and common words were then handpicked from the data in order to support my values and emotional coding, an example being,  ‘ we are afraid that our authenticity isn’t enough’, and that ‘what we offer isn’t enough’, the word ‘ fear’ was then added to the side of such texts. Highlighting this example further, was exploration such as, ‘ when we are perceived to go against the grain and show our reals selves to the world, some of us can feel threatened and will close ourselves off to what we feel hurts the most, the way we look, how well we are loved and how good we are as parents, which interpreted further was  ‘ shame and vulnerability’. Working though this process for all the collated data resulted in forty-four similar themed words which were then condensed into four sub groups labelled ‘Genuineness, Personal ideas, reflection and theoretical content ‘.
The genuine group contained themes such as ‘real’, ‘fake’, ‘honest’ and ‘‘deceptive’, all of which had an undeviating association with authenticity. The personal category included thoughts and feelings based on my inner reflections but didn’t necessarily directly link to the subject matter. An example was  ‘ surprise’, at how easily my writing flowed in my journal, and other such words as ‘ procrastination’ and ‘ mischievous’,  words that some researchers  might deem to be irrelevant in the research process, which affected myself rather than anyone else, and yet  I felt all these words linked in with  the relationship from the original raw data. 

 The third sub group was called ‘processing’, which incorporated my own thoughts and feelings about the process development of authenticity.  It also highlighted that some groups can overlap others, in that my own reflections had the tendency to encroach on this group too, for example, my reservations at the process of engagement, ‘ surely, I will struggle with reengaging’ and the process of immersion, ‘ will I disappear down a dark hole’??. Finally, the last group, explored the theoretical content I had discovered in relation to authenticity,  for example,   listening to Brene Brown’s Ted talk on fear and vulnerability, telling me to ‘’show up , don’t fluff up and stand your sacred ground’ (Brown, 2010), and quotes from  Jungian Psychologist Dr James Hollis, ‘’that we are not here to fit in or be well balanced’’ ( Hollis, 2018). 

This was all fascinating stuff and sparked my curiosity and thirst for even further analytical exploration. Admittedly though,  I did at times experience confidence ‘ blips’ when collating my data, and regularly asked myself that age old question of how much the results of the researcher originate  in the ‘data’ or in the ‘researcher’ (Cooper, 2008),  although one could also argue that there can be equably vast amounts of subjective interpretation in statistical research (Gelman and Hennig, 2015) , and I found great flexibility in the method, in particular because I found it can be used for both inductive and deductive approaches, thus not requiring any powerful assumptions about epistemology. I also found that the skills of journal writing are of no less importance than methodical analysis and am therefore inclined to agree with researchers such as David Renne (2012) who calls it ‘methodical hermeneutics’, a mere translation of the hermeneutic process into a practice. 



 Creative Synthesis

I love to see ‘raw’ truth and openness in other people, but the thought of anyone seeing it in me, has until recently conjured up a range of emotions, thoughts and physical sensations which would sit uncomfortably within me. This realisation really hit home a few months ago whilst sitting in front of a client. I wanted to discuss poor attendance in our sessions, and suddenly became aware that I felt uncomfortable addressing this, as I was deeply afraid of being disliked by the client. On further reflection, I realised that with every client, I would search for what I thought they wanted to see in me and would adopt a suitable mask to match the client.  I realised that I was learning from my clients how to ‘fake’ authenticity and learnt how to make it sound that what I was saying was real. I was a master at learning how to be politically correct and win friends and influence people and was adept at working out how everyone wanted to see me and would adapt my personality to fit in with those expectations. I realised that it had taken years to perfect my skills at making it sound that what I was saying was ‘real’, and I came to learn that the best way to fake authenticity is to believe in it, and thus came to believe a lot of ‘fake ‘things about myself. 

This sudden ‘awareness’ of my unwillingness to regularly not show my authentic self in the therapy room had a resounding impact on me, as I ‘genuinely’, (excuse the pun), had not seen it coming. Panic set in, as the realisation that I was studying to be a humanistic counsellor and was unable to relate to one of the core conditions of humanistic therapy.  Carl Rogers words resonated within me, ‘Genuineness in therapy means that the therapist is his actual self during his encounter with his client. Without facade, he openly has the feelings and attitudes that are flowing in him at the moment’ (Rogers, 1980      ), and I was suddenly aware that this was causing an obstacle in my therapeutic relationship with my clients. Trainee therapist ‘anxiety’ set in, and whilst I realised that my counselling skills were developing well in other areas, they were sadly lacking in this area in my practice, not just in the therapy room but also in the big world. Is it just me I reflected, or are we all struggling to be authentic, and how important is it that we show up and be real?  Are there authentic people and inauthentic people or is it something that we choose to do at any given time?? I addressed all this in personal counselling, as I wanted to know where this devolve from my own authentic self-originated from. I was on a quest to find the ‘real me’ and embarked on that scary inward journey with my counsellor.

Initially I found it very difficult, as I found choosing to be authentic in a culture which dictates everything we should do, a big undertaking. Does it not take an extraordinary individual to search for authenticity in our society today, in a culture where being authentic is devalued and success, achievement, power and avoidance of any criticism is what we must all strive towards?? Our dominant cultural imperative gives little effort and time to the worth of being authentic. Imagine our education provided us with courses on how to foster ‘genuine’ communication and emotional intelligence, we might adjust our priorities accordingly. Today’s highly competitive attitudes will award the winners, not the most genuine, with the belief that to be authentic may hinder success.

[bookmark: _Hlk5627977]I might consider  ‘ what is the big issue here??’, a little ‘ porky’ here and there is harmless, or ‘ I am not going to be genuine as I am sensitive to their feelings’ , but when we change our thoughts and feelings in order to elicit safer communication, are we not limiting our own development as well as our clients?? Are we not suppressing our own authenticity in deference to having a secure and unconfrontational way of communication? We appear to have this overwhelming concern with what others think of us, so much so, that we disguise features in our personality to avoid others judgement or adverse reaction. I spent years perfecting my ‘faking’ it skills. If I had concerns on how others perceive me, then I would manipulate my personality in the hope of seeking approval or even avoiding disapproval. The aim was to ‘mask’ my real self, but don’t we all do it in some way? There seems to be an inverse correlation at our own sensitivity to how others perceive us and being able to be authentic. It requires after all a ‘real’ sharing of our inner world, regardless of the consequences. Most often, our behaviour is intended to avert certain consequences which enable us to change or alleviate our actions or communication, to make certain that those consequences won’t be unfavourable or uncertain. These inclinations curtail our authenticity and inhibit our growth and self- worth. Being authentic demands a ‘genuine sharing’ in the now. I find that our thoughts often collude in a tangle of excuses as to why we cannot show our real selves. 

 I searched for my own inner tangle of excuses in order to try and explain where my own ‘mask’ had developed and expressed curiosity as to when it was first worn. It was when I was five years old and my parents were going through a divorce. I can’t remember witnessing any raised voices, awkward silences or fighting between my parents, just a distant memory of an evening when they sat me down to explain my mother would be leaving and I would be staying with my father. To spare me the ‘raw’ truth of their separation, she highlighted how ‘special’ my father was, but that they thought they would be ‘better’ at being friends. I didn’t fall for this one bit, and immediately assumed that if my father wasn’t the problem, then it must be me. This experience of sudden separation, confusion and a sense of devaluation almost changed my personality overnight. To cope with this open wound of loss and abandonment during a time when very few people separated, I looked for reasons, such as maybe she left because I wasn’t beautiful enough, clever enough, kind enough, loving enough. I decided then that my truth wasn’t enough, and that what I had to offer wasn’t enough. I subsequently learnt that to speak out, to be honest, to share who I was, was dangerous. Being the ‘real’ me, could lead to further abandonment.

It has taken time after revisiting these painful times in my past to discover who I really am, who is behind the mask, and to rediscover my ‘true’ identity and build my own ‘self-worth’. This exploration felt at times like a lone human being wandering between ‘no man’s land’ in a desperate search to find my sacred ground. However, I eventually managed to breakthrough from the experience of ‘fear’ ‘vulnerability’ and ‘insecurity’ and it feels liberating, comforting and good. I have been able to set the stage in myself for self – empowerment, unchaining myself from the unhappiness of worrying how others perceive me, emboldening me to be more authentic. I have now chosen not to ‘subordinate’ myself in how I am judged by others, or what opinion is formed of me. This, I now see is a fundamental point of ‘real’ self-esteem. I am now protective of my genuineness and am alert to any deviations from my genuineness as a form of self – betrayal, realising that self – betrayal can be destructive, after all it has many disguises.

Discussion


My findings of my own research are, that I now know that trying to exhaustively people please and avoid confrontation at any cost, is simply betraying my own ‘self’ as I ‘drown’ in deference to others. I have noticed that when I communicate my vulnerable feelings, people wish to listen, and that the validation that I have searched for up until now is becoming a real possibility. I realise that my genuine self – esteem means averting any self – betrayal, after all I can’t be ‘true’ to myself and abandon my authenticity at the same time. This is not to say, that I should withhold any generosity or compassion to others, but that we shouldn’t undermine ourselves in the process.  This has all made me a better counsellor, and I can now identify with Greenburg et al (2002), in that I am able to build a deeper emotional contact with my clients by being more ‘whole’ and ‘open ‘in the relationship.

I  will still tread tentatively with my newfound ‘  authenticity’, as whilst I appreciate all the benefits of remaining ‘true’ to myself, I am also conscious of the risks of becoming fixed and rigid to that self, and on discovering my new identity, I know I am that person who wants to see herself as constantly changing and evolving. Perhaps ‘authenticity’ shouldn’t be a goal that we all aim to obtain, but it should be an ongoing process, and although Carl Rogers defines authenticity as ‘the quality of being real or genuine, not copied or false’ ( Rogers, 1961) the only difficulty I see in this, is that authenticity is not an objective to arrive at, but perhaps a process that we try and grasp each day. It can be seen to be an ‘evolving ‘inner truth that at times can feel quite tricky in our world which moves at a rate of knots. Brene Brown (2010) believes that there are people who purposely practice being authentic, and then there are those who do not, and that there are the rest of us who are authentic on some days and perhaps not so authentic on others. Her research findings, I find comforting as I know that I can choose authenticity, and that makes me hopeful that being able to be ‘real’ is something I can now deeply value.

We are all complex unique human beings, who often bring the world into the therapy room, and must therefore not assume that’ one size fits all’, in our expectations from the therapist. Slight caution is therefore needed on ‘how we show up’ in the therapy room as Maluccio (1979) and Tseng (1999) highlighted in their research studies. We are at times at risk of bringing our Western approaches  into the room which might not sit comfortably with us all, therefore I believe a degree of diplomacy, political correctness, and at times the need to please our clients, might mean our authenticity needs to be adapted to our individual clients. 
.
The consensus following the literature review, was that the empirical support for authenticity to client outcome warranted further research. There appears to be a dearth of research on ‘ authenticity’ outcome in the last ten years, however what has been discovered so far, is that all of us appear to  have different needs, preferences and expectations for relationships, all of which we can bring to the therapy relationship, and one can perhaps assume that the desire for authenticity carries across clients too. Some would like a more authentic therapist, some less. Authentic match between a client and therapist may therefore be of great consequence for the therapy relationship.

The question of how important it is to the therapeutic relationship that we show up and be authentic can now be answered. I am drawn to real, honest and warm people, and with my new found awareness I am aspiring to be one of those people too, but I also feel that caution must be taken. We must be conscious not to ‘overdo’ our authenticity, and in agreement with researchers Jackie Ford and Nancy Harding, we mustn’t ignore that there can perhaps be a ‘unvirtuous’ side to being authentic (Ford and Harding, 2011). Aristotle highlighted that all virtues lie between vices of deficiency and excess. ‘Too little generosity is selfishness, too much generosity becomes self-sacrifice. Too little courage makes us cowardly and too much makes us reckless.’ (Aristotle, 1705). I think this can be said for authenticity, if we have too little, we are seen as not ‘ real’ ‘ and ‘ genuine’, too much and we are at risk of  becoming ‘fixed and rigid’ or ‘ ‘over – sharing’ and  ‘ too informal’, so I think it is all about finding that safe ‘ middle ground’ between showing our ability and willingness to be who we truly are , whilst balancing our respect, generosity and compassion for others, and that I believe can only make us better counsellors. 
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