A critically reflective essay on the role and impact of the core conditions within therapeutic settings.

This essay will explore the relationship between the core conditions (Rogers,1980) and how they are applied during the therapeutic process and the role they play in therapist self-care and relational depth.
Carl Rogers (1980) was known as the father of Counselling, he developed his humanistic theory of counselling and strongly believed in the relationship between the client and the counselor, that the biggest part of the therapy experience was the honest and real relationship between client and counselor. There were six conditions that Carl Rogers developed these were an emotional contract, the client is vulnerable, the counsellor shows congruence, unconditional positive regard, empathy shown and the client perceives unconditional positive regard, but he condensed them down to the three core conditions unconditional positive regard, empathy and congruence  and used these as the core values of his humanistic approach ( (Mc Leod, 2009)his core conditions continue to be those used by counselors, mental health workers, social workers etc.  This essay critically looks at the role these conditions play whilst trying to achieve a therapeutic relational depth and if and how they play a role in relation to therapists’ self-care.
The first of these core conditions, being unconditional positive regard, centers around the client being able to feel accepted for exactly who they are.  When you can separate the client from their behavior and see the core of the person as they are and have an acceptance of this person no matter who they are, then relational depth will follow (Kensit,2000). 
The second core condition is congruence, the ability to be transparent and to be able to show the client you can relate to them without making the client feel as if it is just a professional relationship (Edwards, 2009).  The final condition is empathy, this is when the therapist tries to identify with how the client is feeling and really tries to understand what the client is or was going through (Mc Leod,2009). However, to show the client true empathy is to also be mindful that you can never really feel the full extent of the client’s pain as you can never fully experience how that felt completely for the client.
How do these core conditions come into play when applied to the therapeutic relationship between client and counsellor? And how do these core conditions help to achieve a therapeutic relational depth?
Therapeutic relational depth is the deep connection felt between the client and the counsellor within the therapeutic relationship, the thought is that, by being able to work at a relational depth really enables the client to grow and change within the sessions (Mearns, 2005). 
The core condition empathy plays a huge part in being able to develop a therapeutic relational depth, to show empathy in a session allows the client to see the counselor as someone who truly cares and feels for the experience that the client is going through. Empathy between a client and counsellor is a process that involves intentional activity. Empathy is not seen as a trainable skill but is seen as a quality within someone (Mc Leod, 2009). Showing empathy towards the client can create a greater sense of trust in the relationship and develop a deeper level of understanding. Showing empathy during the session towards your client can be as simple as a head nod or expressing that you hear the client, making that person feel validated with how they are feeling, the client will start to trust in you, and the process. and believe that you have a real genuine feeling for them. The counsellor will be using the skill of empathic understanding rather than just showing empathy and this creates a deeper layer to the relationship between counsellor and client, rather than it being a business-based relationship (Clark,2010).
Displaying empathy during the session is a productive tool in facilitating the focuses and attention back to the client. This can be particularly useful when dealing with a client who is not used to expressing things about themselves and talking about their feelings. Empathy when used correctly, and authentically during the session, can stimulate self-exploration within the client (Norcross,2011)
Whilst the use of empathy during counselling sessions can be beneficial it also can at times present problems within the therapeutic relationship, it can sometimes be mistaken for sympathy and there is a great difference between the two. For example, a client is more likely to feel patronized if they feel like you are showing them sympathy and that there is a feeling of the therapist seemingly feeling sorry for the client (Clark,2010). This can cause the client to close and no longer want to share with the therapist in fear of feeling small and not as good as the therapist or good enough, potentially cementing the client’s feeling of worthlessness. Showing empathy can sometimes overemphasize the counselor’s reaction and in turn take the focus away from the client and more onto themselves (Clark, 2010).
When trying to build a therapeutic relationship between client and counselor, being able to display congruence is to be completely aware and present within the moment, to be aware of what you are feeling during the session and how you are reacting to it also: Showing no limitations within the session and to display a genuine honesty throughout and to remain present and centered with the client at all times  (Midwinter, 2015). The therapist presents themselves as fully at ease within the relationship, displaying a more human element and the client can feel more comfortable with enabling the client to disclose more and grow within the session (Kolden, 2011). Just like empathy, showing congruence can also have its weakness as well as its strengths. 
To show congruence throughout a session means no facade and relies on the therapist being totally genuine throughout, this can be very easy to spot if it is being faked and can in fact cause the opposite to what the counsellor is trying to achieve and can make the client feel like they are being lied to or that the counsellor has no real interest in what the client is saying. It is also to be mindful of how tiring that can be if a counsellor is seeing multiple clients a day it can really take its toll on the counsellor emotionally and physically and may not be as effective tool by the end of the day as it would be at the beginning of the day (Hughes,2014)
Unconditional positive regard is a harder core condition to display due to the nature of having to accept the client regardless of the behavior they have shown or are showing it is displaying a full acceptance of the client regardless of that. The use of unconditional positive regard in a session allows the client to speak of the most shameful behaviors and guilts knowing their will be no judgement and this can promote a self- love and growth from the client as they feel free of their shame and secrets (Bozarth,2007)
That being said, the importance of self-care for a counsellor, in order to build or maintain a therapeutic relationship, is paramount. Self-care really becomes the core of what a therapist should practice, however, self-care can be incredibly challenging for a counsellor as it requires the counsellor to make time for themselves and become aware of their own emotions and misgivings. Self-care for the therapist is about making conscious efforts to maintain or improve your emotional, mental, and physical wellbeing (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy,2018)
Burn out is common amongst therapists and mental health workers, burnout is a phrase used to describe an emotional fatigue, as a counsellor’s main role is to focus solely on someone else’s emotions, pain and sometimes extreme trauma, the counsellor is required to always be in the caring circle but this can be problematic (Skovholt, 2001) . 
The core conditions, all three of them, require the counsellor to always show full engagement but empathy requires a deeper level of feeling which can often leave the counselor feeling drained. Empathy can lead to something referred to as emotional fatigue this is when someone who is working consistently with clients who are depressed, suicidal, or grieving can lead to a term called vicarious traumatization, this happens through empathic engagement with clients who have experienced trauma (Canfield, 2005 ). This is a very real and problematic part of being a counsellor, so it is important to have a good network of support around you, ideally from a management level or supervisor. Finding yourself to be able to turn off professionally when coming home and leaving the issues of the day at the door, is not being in denial when done right, it is however an act of self-preservation which goes hand in hand with having the correct support system put in place. 
Another potential problem with Rogers’ (Rogers, 1980) core conditions when relating to the therapist’s self -care is the congruent stage and the counter transference between client and therapist that could occur. Countertransference is when the therapist starts to have ‘over the top’ emotional response to a client, when they become preoccupied with the client or even have an intense dislike for a client. This can cause the therapist to actively show their dislike during a session or become overly critical to the client. This can be detrimental during therapy as it creates a lack of boundaries, and in some cases can cause an over dependence from client to counsellor (Colli, 2015).  
However, whilst others believe that transference on some level during therapy is almost inevitable due to the depth of emotions that you explore together, it is knowing what the warning signs are and when to pull back. It is important to note that when a therapist is experiencing this, they are acting from an unconscious emotion within them, this is why it is recommended that a therapist themselves undergo personal therapy in order for them to be able to work through anything they are experiencing or any past emotional trauma (Colli, 2015) . 
Whilst the core conditions are heavily used and are important, as they allow the client to see the therapist as a human, it allows the client to feel as one with the therapist and equal, but this can be difficult for a counsellor when they are subjected to someone who has committed serious or violent acts and shows no remorse or guilt. Rogers’ humanistic approach believes that behavior displayed and acted on is free will of that person and that the person can control how they behave, meaning that someone who would have potentially acted in a horrible way would have been in total control of the actions that they showed.
The ability to then display empathy and have unconditional positive regard for a person and show congruence to someone who has no feelings of sorrow for something terrible that they have done is not only a very confronting and real moment for a counsellor, but also requires a level of depth and knowledge from that counsellor on knowing their boundaries and the limitations to their skills.  The potential emotional toll and guilt that counsellor may feel by having to display such levels of understanding towards something like this can be detrimental to that person’s mental health (Bozarth,2007)
That will be where the importance of self-reflection and self-care comes from, and how useful it is as a tool to be able to process the session. To write down the event, how you felt during it, to evaluate the session to then have an action plan to be able to assess what you would have done differently, is hugely instrumental in your growth as a counsellor (Gibbs,1998).
The ability to practice self-reflection is another area of self-care for the counsellor as it helps the counsellor not only be able to perform their job at the best possible standard that they can (BCAP,2018) it also is an act of mindfulness; it can be used at the end of a long day to be able to write it down and process it before coming home. It also is a great tool to use when something has worked well in a session and you want to retrace your steps to make sure you maintain that level and give yourself moments of congratulations, it does not always have to be used just for when you feel the need for self-improvements.
The hardest part of self-care that I have experienced, just within the three years of training, has been being able to know when to switch off emotionally, whilst empathy is seen as an important tool, and by some as just a given that a counsellor must show, it can also be the one that is most mentally taxing. During mock sessions that we have taken part in as part of the training, I was noticing that especially in the beginning, I was carrying around with me what some people had disclosed and this made me take a greater look into boundaries within the therapeutic relationship and the importance of creating those boundaries, not only for the client but also for myself the counsellor. Boundaries between counsellor and client are seen to be creating a safe foundation for the therapeutic relationship, enabling the counsellor to have maximum effects within the session whilst keeping themselves and the client safe (Speight, Suzette,2013).
The most effective part of the core conditions that I had found useful and constructive within the mock sessions that have been done over three years, is the accepting people for who they are, unconditional positive regard to know that the behavior does not represent the person and that no matter what they have done, you are able to see past this. Unconditional positive regard has taught me a deeper side to empathy. The core conditions appear to fit perfectly together, they almost enable one another to show one, is to naturally show another one, and so forth. However, Rogers (1980) had suggested that these are skills, are not necessarily teachable, rather that they are qualities that the counsellor already possess. This can obviously be problematic if someone does not have the natural instincts that Rogers talks of.
In conclusion the core conditions have a mix of strengths and weakness. They require a deeper level of understanding in some areas, it requires the counsellor to show a forgiveness and understanding which is almost like an enlightened state and it does not leave much room for the counsellor to be human. There appears to not be a lot of ‘wiggle room’ when it comes to simply just having an off day. These conditions also hold an expectation that the counsellor will just accept even the worst person and their behavior, and not only to accept it, but to show empathy towards them; this is where it becomes most challenging. The feeling of having to give your all emotionally to each client during each session, can also seem like a big undertaking for the counsellor every session and to maintain it for every client throughout the day.
However, the strengths and beauty that can come from the core conditions when utilized correctly is one that can build a real connection to the client and give the client the feeling of really being understood and valued, making sure the outcomes of the session are not only effective but provide long-term solutions for the client. To show a client a complete acceptance of who they, are no matter what they have done, can be life changing for some. What would appear to be such a small act to some, can have a huge impact for others. Carl Rogers and his core ideas hold a structure that ultimately is about putting yourself in the other persons shoes and trying to identify with someone to show them they are not alone, and what could be more meaningful to someone than that.
 The core conditions also serve as a reminder to the therapist about growing and taking care of themselves, to reflect on their practice and to always find a way of improving; the importance of being professionally monitored (supervision) as well as having a strong personal support system. However as mentioned before, whilst they serve as a reminder and a framework to follow to care for the mental wellbeing of counsellor, it leaves little room for the counsellor to be human, as it requires the counsellor to show a patience and understanding that sometimes may not be possible. The counsellor is also expected to hold no judgement or internal bias, this is almost an impossible ‘ask’ for any human being and counsellors are just human beings with flaws and insecurities of their own.
Overall, Rogers provides a strong guidance to the approach of humanistic counselling but maybe it should be used as just, that a guidance, not a rule.
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