                                       Empathy, Unconditional Positive Regard and Congruence

Carl Rogers was involved in developing the person-centred approach to therapy. He believed that clients have the means to understand themselves and to change the beliefs they have about themselves as well as being able to change their attitudes and behaviour, he believed this could be achieved with the right psychological attitudes being provided (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). It is  believed that a client comes to  therapy with emotional problems, which have been caused by  relationships where the experience has been detrimental to their self-acceptance and self-worth. It was considered by Paul Rogers that a therapeutic relationship where the client feels accepted and valued would have a healing effect. The foundations of this relationship consist of six stages (McLeod, 2019): the 1st; being two persons in psychological contact, the 2nd; the first, whom we shall  term the client, is in a state of incongruence, being vulnerable or anxious, 3rd; the second person, who we shall term the therapist is congruent or integrated in the relationship, 4th; the therapist experiences unconditional positive regard for the client, 5th; the therapist experiences an empathetic understanding of the client’s internal frame of reference and endeavours to communicate this experience to the client, 6th; the communication to the client of the therapist empathetic understanding and unconditional positive regard is to a minimal degree achieved (McLeod, 2019, p. 155). All six of these conditions are necessary in the therapeutic relationship, but three are considered the core conditions, being congruence, unconditional positive regard and empathy (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). 

One of the three core conditions of the therapeutic relationship is empathy. Empathy is considered to be where a helper (counsellor) puts to one side their own experience and perception of reality and instead explores and experiences the reality of the clients as if they themselves were experiencing the clients reality in the form of their thoughts and feelings (Mearns, Thorne, & McLeod, 2008). Empathy is considered a process of being with the client; it is not just responding to the client accurately, giving the impression that they are understood. All humans experience and perceive the world differently, with different frames of reference and it is considered the therapists job to be able to let go of their perspectives and really experience what it is to feel as their clients feel. Although the counsellor is considered to be experiencing what the client is experiencing it is understood that the therapist can step out of this when it is time to do so and not become immersed and lost in the emotional state of the client (Mearns, Thorne, & McLeod, 2008). It is also thought to be important not to over-identify with the client with statements such as ‘me too’, as it is considered within the therapeutic relationship that there is a difference, with empathetic understanding being more important than relatedness (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). With this understanding of the clients reality, it is thought that the counsellor will be able to communicate back to the client what has been understood in an authentic accepting way; this aids the client to experience themselves as accepted and understood, allowing them to feel safety in exploring their inner dialogue and their experience of the outside world without misunderstanding or judgement (Reeves, 2022). One way of expressing empathy could be through self-disclosure such as stating “when you said that, I felt sad”. This kind of emphasis may help the client feel understood in the way they hadn’t before (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Another way of expressing empathy could be shown through body language. This can be shown by mirroring the body language of the client - a nod of the head to show that they are being listened to, by giving eye contact but not overly as this can make people feel uncomfortable and by facial expressions that relate to what is being expressed (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). The effects of good empathetic responses by counsellors were examined by Vanaerschot (Vanaerschot, 1993). He found that clients felt less alienation and more acceptance. They also felt more autonomous, felt like a valuable person: the empathy received gave them more understanding of what they were experiencing in the sense of knowing their feelings and their true thoughts (McLeod, 2019).
Unconditional positive regard is considered to be where the counsellor values the client as they are, with respect and with a non-judgemental attitude (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). The counsellor must be willing to see the client as a worthwhile human being who deserves to be helped, it does not however mean that the counsellor has to see the behaviour of the client as right or to be approving of it. It is important that the counsellor sees the client as an equal human being with different beliefs and values and still offer a unconditional non-judgemental attitude and warmth in communication (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021). Unconditional positive regard may create a paradox when combined with congruence, if the counsellor does feel judgement and does not like the client, for the counsellor to be congruent they would have to express these feelings but this would not be expressing unconditional positive regard and if the counsellor was to pretend like they did like the client and wasn’t judging this would not be congruent and would come across to the client (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021). In these circumstances it would be advisable for the counsellor to seek more training and to gain more self-awareness as it is considered that these views come from the counsellors own values and belief system (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021).  A client may have only previously experienced positive regard when they had been judged by others as having been good or of having done a good job, which may have expressed to them that they are only acceptable when they are achieving others expectations of them. They may have formed a belief they are only lovable when they are good and this may have had an effect on the client developing an awareness of other people’s wants, needs, beliefs, values but not of their own (Reeves, 2022). The counsellors unconditional positive regard, therefore, may support the client to become more congruent; this is attained by supporting the client to explore their true beliefs, their true attitudes and their true personality (Reeves, 2022). Carl Rogers believed that people heal and grow when they are given acceptance - that even in a clients worst failings they are still acceptable and if clients are accepted they become graceful in the sense that they accept others as they are too. If clients don’t fear being abandoned because of their true self then they are freer to spontaneously be themselves, moving towards achieving their goals and aspirations. Rogers also stated that if clients receive conditional regard from the counsellor, that this may bring about incongruence for the client (Cherry, 2020).

Congruence is considered the ability to be authentic, to be open and non-defensive; to be genuine and real. Therapists need to be self-aware not just about what they are saying and feeling but also about what their body language is expressing (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Carl Rogers described congruence as a therapist being aware of what is coming up for them and being able to use this to inform their response back to their client. He stated that therapists should be aware and accepting of their own feelings they experience during a counselling session (McLeod, 2019). However, this does not mean that a counsellor allows their emotions or feelings to come out in an uncontrolled manner, but in a way that allows them to be self-aware and carefully construct a response to a client that is beneficial and in a way that allows the counsellor to not be afraid of expressing themselves (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021). It is considered that the counsellor needs to be present within the session with awareness of their attitudes, thoughts and feelings - being comfortable in their humanness, not pretending to have all of the answers or to be in a position of authority (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021). An example of congruence may be when a client mentions about a death in the family and the grief they are experiencing and if appropriate the counsellor discloses some grief they have experienced in a similar situation, followed up with an empathetic response stating how the counsellor can see how upsetting this situation is for the client. This therapeutic response may help the client feel more of their grief in a beneficial way. This also allows the client to see the humanness of the counsellor and possibly feel related to more (Sanders, Williams, & Rogers, 2021). A client witnessing the counsellor being congruent may feel a trust towards them to be honest and open. They might also recognise they are not being manipulated and feel free to express themselves. It is considered that congruence removes any mystery from the counsellor and this is considered a good thing as mystery creates an illusion of power (Mearns, Thorne, & McLeod, 2008). Congruence is also the expression of how the counsellor has come to their point of view and aids the client to become more congruent themselves (Mearns, Thorne, & McLeod, 2008). Some of the reasons why congruence is important in a counsellor-client relationship is because it can aid a positive flow of energy between counsellor and client; it can help the client trust the counsellor. A counsellor expressing their vulnerability can also support the client to express their own vulnerabilities. It can also help the client become more congruent themselves (McLeod, 2019). An incongruent counsellor may confuse the client and create an unsafe atmosphere for the client to share their experiences (McLeod, 2019).

To conclude - empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence are very important therapeutic exercises that help a client heal in professional and embedded counselling, but if carried out unskilfully may have a negative impact on the client (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Empathy supports a client to feel understood; it is about being present with the client and feeling into their experience as if the therapist was experiencing it but not allowing it to take over their emotional experience to a degree that they would lose themselves. Empathy gives the client a sense of safety to be able to explore themselves without the fear of being judged or misunderstood. Empathy can be expressed with body language, facial expressions and statements that relate the client’s emotions back to them (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Empathy has been shown to support the client to feel valued, to feel less alienated, to feel heard and understood and helps them understand that their own emotional experiences (McLeod, 2019). However, if a counsellor is not skilful in their approach with empathy the client may feel uncomfortable, closed off and not want to continue therapy (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Unconditional positive regard shows a client that they are a worthy human being that no matter what their beliefs or values are - they are accepted by the counsellor. This kind of attitude helps a client heal and become more authentic in the sense that they feel safe to be who they actually are. This may give them confidence to express in a counselling session feelings and thoughts that they may have felt they had to hide from others and themselves - aiding them to recognise that they are a lovable person and they don’t have to be anything other than who are. This could be said to be giving them a sense of congruence (Mearns, Thorne, & McLeod, 2008). A counsellor who gives conditional regard may make a client incongruent (Cherry, 2020).
When the counsellor is congruent it supports the client to trust them and to relate to them as a human. It also supports a positive flow of energy between counsellor and client and may help the client to express vulnerability and honesty within themselves as well as aiding them to becoming more congruent. When the counsellor is not skilful with being congruent this may lead to a lack of trust in them from their client and make the client feel confused or unsafe (McLeod, 2019).
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