Produce a critically reflective essay on the role the core conditions play in achieving therapeutic relational depth and therapist self-care.
Carl Rogers (1957) ‘core conditions’ are defined to be necessary elements when building the basis of the client and counsellor to create a deep therapeutic relationship. This relationship has also been argued to need Roger’s core conditions which are empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (Lee-Oakes, 2011).  The therapeutic relationship can further be defined by Green (2010) as the connection between the client and counsellor which is built up of temporal, emotional and physical space to allow the client to reflect and acknowledge their needs. Geller and Greenberg (2002) considered a model of the three main elements through this relationship which were concluded to be preparation, process and experience of therapeutic presence, which creates healing for the client in itself. When reflecting on these core conditions, there have been many considerations of the application, limits and developments to these conditions looking at real-world contexts and personal developments. Therefore, this essay will consider the use of the core conditions through the therapeutic relationship, self-care and relational depth. Additionally, this essay considers the use of reflective and reflexive practices and how the core conditions are demonstrated through counsellor skills and in real-world situations.


The first core condition of empathy is defined by Lietaer (2002, as cited by Green, 2010) as a constant effort to apply active attention to the emotions of the client. This was argued to leave no room for other thoughts or consideration as Rogers defined the use of constant empathy to creating an atmosphere in which the client can start to heal (Rogers 1986, as cited by Green, 2010). Empathy ensures an atmosphere in which the client is understood which encourages full exploration of their situation without fear of not being heard (Crisp, 2011; Velasquez & Montiel, 2018). This can further encourage self-agency in the client through self-reflection leading the client to come to guided conclusions and judgments (Mearns & Thorne, 2007, as cited by Crisp, 2011). This can lead the client to enhance their own empathy skills and find the balance between their independence and awareness of the further need for counsellor support (Crisp, 2011). Core consideration from Hart (1999, as cited by Green, 2010) suggested that empathy not only provides healing for the client but also supports the councillor. This is argued to be due to the providing an understanding of the counsellor’s role ensuring the security of the relationship as it helps the counsellor to protect themselves by understanding their own needs and boundaries (Green, 2010). Green (2010) further reflects how the use of empathy will also cause the counsellor to have to relate the clients experience to their own in some way to try and understand the client’s perspective. This can cause the counsellor to be able to go to places which could be emotional or difficult in their own memories and still be able to be present in supporting their client (Green, 2010). McLeod (2007) reflects on the arguments made by Vanaerschot (1993) that empathy could encourage the client to not only share more of their feelings but also share a clearer perspective of their situation.

The condition of unconditional positive regard is defined as the combination of showing acceptance to the client with a desire to understand the separation of the client’s behaviour and the client themselves (Green, 2010). The basis of this condition is a non-judgment toward the client and acceptance without discrimination which is argued to provide space for the client to reach self-acceptance (Barrett-Lennard, 1998, as cited by Green, 2010). Finally, congruence is the authenticity or genuineness of the counsellor in the relationship achieved by linking the internal processes and external response to the client in an appropriate way (Mearns & Thorne, 1988, as cited by Green, 2010). This is important in the relationship as keeps honesty in the relationship about how the counsellor feels without dismantling the therapeutic presence through maintaining transparency (Crisp, 2011). This helps prevent issues of authority in the relationship by not presenting the counsellor as a complete expert in the client’s situation (Crisp, 2011). 


Alternately, there has been consideration around the sufficiency of the core conditions, and the potential for additions of alternate conditions. For example, Thorne (1992), suggested a further fourth core condition of ‘therapeutic presence’ in which is described as a merge of the three original conditions to provide a stable relationship for the therapeutic work to take place. Additionally, a suggested condition of a ‘lack of self’ could prevent ‘me too’ moments which could allow for the counsellor’s attention to stray from the client’s situation and into their own (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Additionally, Gelso and Kanninen (2017) argued empathy should be used in moderation to not provide unwanted gratification which plays into the client’s needs which can prevent the client from full emotional reflection and therefore prevent self-improvement. They further suggest a condition of ‘neutrality’ to provide a balance of empathy and allowing the client to reflect on what they can improve on without seeming cold toward the client (Gelso & Kanninen, 2017). This was further commented on by Goldman (2017) who reflected that the suggested condition of ‘neutrality’ may be useful but does not connect to the humanistic-emotion focused therapy, arguing it may even oppose the aims of this type of counselling. Goldman (2017) examined that neutrality may not be consistent with the goal of the condition of creating an atmosphere for change as it can promote a power imbalance through promoting a lack of warmth from the counsellor. Additionally, neutrality could also prevent reflexive practise by reducing the element of the counsellor being present to adjust to the client’s needs (Goldman, 2017). The core condition of congruence has also been debated with Lietaer (1984, as cited by Irving & Dickson, 2006) suggested that the element of openness is at the base of congruence while Egan (1998, as cited by Irving & Dickson, 2006) considers it to be genuineness. Both arguments agree with the importance of congruence as a core condition but suggest the different basis of the condition (Irving & Dickson, 2006).


When considering how these core conditions can be applied, empathy can be expressed through body language such as a tilting of the counsellors’ head to indicate the use of listening skills or the use of eye contact, for example (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015; Velasquez & Montiel, 2018). More specifically, through Egan's SOLAR (2010, as cited by Midwinter and Dickson, 2015), or sitting, the openness of posture, leaning forward, keeping eye-contact, and seeming relaxed. By using these techniques, the counsellor can physically display that they are giving the client their full attention and therefore can convey empathy through wanting to understand the client (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Empathy can also be expressed through the use of silence which, as well as providing space for the client to fully reflect, also shows listening skills which reflects the counsellor’s desire to fully understand their client (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). These listening skills are also used through paraphrasing, summarising and repeating what the client is saying (McLeod, 2007). The repeating of certain words or rephrasing of the situation can allow the client to further reflect on what they are feeling (McLeod, 2007). The condition of congruence was explored by Mearns and Thorne (2000, as cited by Green, 2010) who considered the idea of the counsellor’s acceptance and openness to their self when exploring their thoughts and process. Further reflection suggests how congruence also prevents issues of power and authority but being genuine about not being an expert on the client’s situation and being honest of their limitations (Mearns & Thorne, 2007, as cited by Crisp, 2011).  The genuineness of the counsellor can also be reflected through the use of questions as it expresses the counsellor wanting to understand (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). This also reflects that they are not an expert in the client’s situation and is honest in needs to ask further (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Specifically, this can be used through asking a ‘miracle’ question which can allow for the counsellor to realise the client’s overall need and therefore what they want out of the sessions (Roth, 2019). Finally, unconditional positive regard can influence through non-verbal communication such as minimal encouragers being able to encourage the client to continue speaking (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  It also shows the counsellor is not necessarily agreeing but is fully encouraging the client to be honest (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Additionally, the use of goals such as the SMART framework of specific, measures, agreed, realistic and timebound for the client to achieve (Doran, 1981, as cited by Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). These goals can encourage the counsellor to be perceived as non-judgmental through helping the client to work their way through their situation and therefore help rather than judge (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).


When considering issues around the core conditions, Green (2010) debated the use of empathy by autistic counsellors, for example. Green (2010) suggested how even though these counsellors may be high functioning and can mimic empathy, the extent of truly empathising with someone is argued to be unteachable. Hodge (2013) also reflects how the use of empathy as a necessary condition can be seen as limiting to clients who are not neurotypical, specifically focusing on autistic clients who may have issues with empathy. Goodley (2011, as cited by Hodge, 2013) reflect that it is needed for counsellors to hold the client’s perspective over the societal perspective to fully empathise with these clients. The condition of unconditional positive regard through the use of non-judgement with more diverse clients (Paré, 2013., as cited by, Dixon & Chiang, 2019). The reflexive method of reflecting during a session is argued further by Collins et al. (2010, as cited by, Dixon & Chiang, 2019) to be aware of keeping culturally appropriate exchanges with the client. Crisp (2011) reflects that the use of congruence can be used in real-world situations through the implications for counsellors to be genuine with themselves of their prejudices, stereotypes, and attitudes which need to be explored and challenged. Crisp (2011) further explores that due to the influences of stereotypes people can be conditioned to, through culture or the media, etc, the use of congruence is necessary to reflect and challenge these attitudes. This aids to prevent possible micro-aggressions or prejudice against clients of different cultures, disabilities, genders, sexualities or race (Crisp, 2011). Additionally, congruence will also allow for regulation of the counsellor’s development of their own knowledge of issues surrounding further issues such as current cultural climates, policies, and socio-economic influences which can affect the therapeutic relationship (Collins et al., 2010, as cited by Crisp, 2011).


The element of therapeutic self-care is very important due to the possible impacts being a counsellor has on phycological and physical health due to occupational stress (Sowa, May & Niles, 1994-09). Researchers have previously commented about the particular stress created through occupations which revolve around proving someone a service (Stickel, 1991; May & Sowa, 1992., as cited by Sowa, et al., 1994-09). Friedman (2017) more recently reflected on the elements of burnout, and the impact of self-care, specifically through the use of mindfulness. Burnout can occur through the occupation of counsellor due to elements such as compassion fatigue and even Secondary Traumatic Stress Disorder (STSD) if their needs are placed second to the clients (Friedman, 2017). Weiss (2004., as cited by Friedman, 2017) defines burnout more specifically as mental and physical exhaustion which can include elements of depersonalisation and feeling a uselessness that occurs after overworking. This differs from compassion fatigue which Figley (2002., as cited by Friedman, 2017) defines as burnout specifically from working with clients who have trauma and is described as a lessened ability or lessened desire to feel empathetic towards others. The dangers of burnout can also affect the client through potential mistakes made, a lack of efficiency and implications such as a lack of honesty with a supervisor (Fulton & Cashwell, 2015., as cited by Friedman, 2017). Therefore, it is important to reflect on the necessary use of self-care which Friedman (2017) defines as keeping a balance using holistic practices through focusing on physical, emotional, mental and spiritual needs.


The use and practice of self-care can be seen through the counsellor’s application of Rogers core conditions to themselves to better their work as a counsellor but also to protect themselves from burnout. The use of empathy through therapeutic self-care could also be used to create boundaries (Green, 2010). This is through empathy requiring the therapist to connect with their own emotions to relate to the client, therefore, in this connection to their own feelings, boundaries can be created (Green, 2010). This can aid in preventing feelings of burn-out or taking on the client’s feelings as their own (Green, 2010). The use of empathy on the counsellor themselves allows for an understanding of when the counsellor needs further support through personal therapy, for example, and can be regulated from a supervisor (Green, 2010). Later, Friedman (2017) reflected on the use of empathy through self-compassion. Self-compassion is defined as being kind and honest to oneself through spiritual awareness and holding ethical professionalism (Buchanan & Patsiopoulos, 2011., as cited by Friedman, 2017; Barton, 2019). Green (2010) reflects how the condition of unconditional positive regard can also be connected with self- shown through the care of the counsellors’ well-being as well as their clients as the counsellor can model the respect the client should also hold for themselves. 


Mindfulness can lead to the non-judgement over the counsellor’s thoughts and therefore show unconditional positive regard to themselves (Friedman, 2017; Barton, 2019). Mindfulness is defined by Kabat-Zinn (1990., as cited by Friedman, 2017) as a non-judgment consciousness of each moment without connecting meaning to what is being noticed by tuning out to continuous thought to be present in the moment. This encourages an awareness of thought without regulating or dismissing what occurs which has said to be useful in the reduction of anxiety, depression and other mood disorders (Biegel, Brown, & Shapiro, 2007., as cited by Friedman, 2017). When applied to counsellors, mindfulness has been beneficial through increasing empathy (Fulton & Cashwell, 2015., as cited by Friedman, 2017) and improving cognitive flexibility (Leppma & Young, 2016., as cited by Friedman, 2017). It can also aid in enhancing tolerance for handling difficult emotions (Christopher & Maris, 2010., as cited by Friedman, 2017) and by helping counsellors reduce personal responsibility of ‘fixing’ a client. This therefore allows more focus on being present in the relationship (Shin, 2010., as cited by Friedman, 2017). Finally, the use of congruence can also be used through this idea of the counsellor being genuine and honest with themself. This can be seen through the use of self-regulation as Miller and Sprang (2016., as cited by Friedman, 2017; Barton, 2019) linked compassion fatigue with the avoidance of any feelings that working with a trauma client may bring up. They, therefore, suggested the full acceptance and recognition of these feelings can prevent the counsellor from being overwhelmed by their own situation that it causes issues with providing congruence to the client (Friedman, 2017).


Midwinter and Dickson (2015) define the difference between reflective and reflexive practice as reflective being the challenging and consideration of the counsellor’s thoughts, actions and experiences to improve their skills. In comparison, reflexive practise is defined as a consideration of the counsellors’ skills and methods in order to apply a self-assessment of choices being made in the situation as it is happening (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). McLeod (2007) also further describes reflexivity as the awareness of the counsellor’s position in the therapeutic relationship which builds an effective and progressive relationship. Techniques such as reflective/reflexive writing encourages personal development of the counsellor’s skills through using models such as the Johari Window (Luft & Ingham, 1961) which considered four elements. These elements consisted of being known to self, not known to self, known to others and not known to other with each of these elements combining to results in different areas, such as the ‘blind’ area compared to the ‘area of unknown’ (Luft & Ingham, 1961). This model allows for a reflection on awareness in relationships and can be used by counsellors to consider what other people understand about them, what they understand about themselves and how this impacts how they engage with their clients (Luft & Ingham, 1961; Dixon & Chiang, 2019). Additionally, reflective writing can aid counsellors in their practice by applying the core conditions into their reflections. The use of reflection journaling allows for unconditional positive regard and congruence through allowing the counsellor to be honest and non-judgemental with themselves when evaluating their emotions or skills (Utley & Garza, 2011; Sackett, & McKeeman, 2017). Empathy is also useful through the reflexive to practise as it allows for the counsellor to understand their challenges and not hold onto negative feelings if they make a mistake (Etherington, 2017).


To conclude, when considering the range of contexts in which the core conditions play a role, there have been many arguments on the necessity and relevancy of them. The use of core conditions through the therapeutic relationship has argued to build a strong foundation for trust, openness and healing to take place (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). The use of self-care is also seen to be important to prevent issues of burnout and occupational stress (Friedman, 2017). The uses of reflective and reflexive practise have also been explored in allowing the counsellor to use the core conditions to improve their skills and emotionally connect to their own needs (Goldman, 2017). However, there are issues around the core conditions, such as possible limitations around certain types of clients and understanding the client’s own bias and prejudice which needs to be addressed (Crisp, 2011). Further consideration could look into these specific issues such as autistic counsellors and cultural bias and if the three suggested core conditions are still sufficient in these contexts (Green, 2010). 
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