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Facilitative and Hidden Conditions 
 

The ‘core’ conditions are referred to in counselling training and practice all around the world. So 

here’s the first bombshell: Carl Rogers never actually used the term! In fact, it was coined by the 

British person-centred movement in the 1970s and 1980s, separating three conditions from the 

six that Rogers believed were needed for clients to be able to get the best from therapy, and for 

therapists to be able to provide the best possible help.  

 

The three core conditions – empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (UPR) – are 

sometimes referred to as the ‘facilitative conditions’ or the ‘client’s conditions’. In other words, 

they are the conditions that the client needs for the therapy to work: they need to be transmitted 

from the therapist to the client. This enables the client to look at his or herself and make 

appropriate changes.  

 

The remaining three conditions are sometimes known as the ‘hidden conditions’ or the 

‘therapist’s conditions’: 

 

 ‘Psychological contact’ refers to the therapist and client being on the same page 

psychologically. So if a client is going through a very difficult psychotic episode or is under 

the influence of medication, street drugs or alcohol, this might make it very difficult for 

the therapist to get into their frame of reference – in other words, to be ‘on the same page’ 

psychologically. 

 

 As well as the therapist transmitting UPR and empathy, the client also needs to 

understand and accept that the therapist is there as a genuine person trying to help them. 

They must accept and feel at some level the UPR and empathy. 
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 Finally, there needs to be client incongruence (i.e., the client has an issue to bring to 

therapy). In other words, the client needs to be in some kind of psychological distress. 

 

 

An Ethical Dimension 

 
In his book Learning and Being (PCCS Books, 2002), Tony Merry makes the point that there’s an 

ethical dimension to these conditions because they allow the therapist to form a view on whether 

therapy can take place. If psychological contact isn’t present, then clearly therapy cannot take 

place. If, for some reason, the client just doesn’t trust the counsellor and won’t accept the chance 

to be helped, then it’s clearly going to be difficult to form a therapeutic relationship. And finally, if 

someone turns up and says, ‘Well really, I’ve got nothing to discuss. I’ve not got any problems,’ 

then again it’s very difficult to form a therapeutic alliance. 

 

 

Importance of the Core Conditions 
 

So why are Rogers’ ideas about the six necessary and sufficient conditions so important? To 

answer this, we need to turn back to the 1930s and 1940s, when psychoanalysis was the 

predominant therapy. 

 

Unlike person-centred therapy, psychoanalysis relied on the therapist being a blank slate, 

distancing themselves from the client and not getting involved on a personal level – in other 

words, revealing little or nothing of their own personality in therapy, adopting a veil of expertise, 

and acting like the expert. They even had terms for the two roles in the world of psychoanalysis: 

‘analyst’ and ‘analysand’. Also, psychoanalysis focused strongly on the past rather than on the 

here and now. 

 

Rogers challenged this view and decided to find another way of therapy. Abraham Maslow termed 

Rogers’ approach – humanism – as the ‘third force’ in psychology (psychoanalysis being the first 

and behaviourism the second). This was pioneered by Rogers, Maslow, Rollo May and other 

psychologists. 

 

For humanism to work, the therapist had to be – you’ve guessed it – a human being! In other 

words, they had to be real, genuine and active in the therapeutic relationship. Rogers believed 

that one of the reasons that people struggled in their lives was they were working to conditions of 

worth and introjected values. That is, they were living life on other people’s terms, and they were 

withholding, muting or pushing down their own organismic valuing process. The people they 

wanted to be were being pushed away by themselves to please others. 

 

Rogers believed that by using the core conditions of empathy, congruence and UPR, the client 

would feel safe enough to access their own potential. They would be able to move towards self-

actualisation, as Maslow called it, to be able to find the answers in themselves. 
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Empathy 
 

The therapist uses empathy to try to access the client’s frame of reference – in other words, to try 

and see their perceptual reality. So person-centred therapy is about trying to understand – not 

about analysing or dishing out theories on – why somebody is feeling the way they are. Using 

empathy, we try to get as close as possible to the client’s reality with the thoughts and the feelings 

that are attached to that, so we can see and feel where they are. This creates a very strong 

connection, in that the client feels understood and no longer alone: they have a partner on their 

journey of life, someone who’s walking with them emotionally.  

 

Research through the years has pointed to empathy as being the most powerful of the core 

conditions, though in fact Rogers believed that congruence was key. 

 

 

Congruence 
 

Congruence means being genuine, being a real person, being absolutely yourself. I always say to 

my students, ‘You know, if you were to see me in the supermarket doing my shopping, or maybe 

having a curry and a cup of tea, which is one of my favourite pastimes, I would be the same person 

that you see in class.’ In other words, person-centred counsellors don’t put on this way of being: 

they are this way of being. 

 

Congruence is about being absolutely real, so that the client sees a genuine person in front of 

them, one who accepts that people make mistakes. I’ve had clients in the past who have said, ‘I 

make a lot of mistakes.’ And I have replied, ‘Well, I make loads of them.’ The client may have 

experienced a condition of worth that tells them they mustn’t make mistakes, in which case it can 

be very liberating for them to see that it’s OK to get things wrong. 

 

 

UPR 
 

In the lives we lead nowadays, we’re under the judgement and scrutiny of so many people: our 

employers, the government, etc. We’re told what to do a lot. UPR is about the therapist not 

judging the client. 

 

We know from psychological studies that children who’ve been brought up in environments 

where they’ve been heavily judged or criticised may be psychologically damaged by this. It may 

become very difficult for them to function: they’re so frightened they’re making a mistake that 

sometimes they just don’t do anything. So to have a therapist to offer UPR can be really powerful, 

breaking the cycle of the client feeling they must be perfect. Similarly, shame is a very strong 

emotion that clients can bring to the therapy room. Offering UPR can break this cycle of shame. It 

allows the client to be able to speak about their difficulties without feeling criticised, judged or 

belittled. 

 

It can be difficult always to maintain a positive attitude to your clients. It can help to remember 

that we can separate the person from their behaviour. Some clients’ behaviour can be very 

difficult to understand, and we don’t condone bad behaviour – but we don’t judge it either. That is 
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the subtle difference. In other words, we’re ‘separating the sin from the sinner’. It’s the person 

that we’re accepting, not necessarily what they’ve done. 

 

 

Putting It All Together 
 

If the six conditions are present, then – by default, according to Rogers’ theory – therapy will take 

place. Over the years, many people have criticised person-centred therapy asking, ‘’How is it 

possible for a therapist to offer those conditions consistently in the therapy room?’ And to be fair, 

it can be difficult. We’re all human beings, and sometimes our ‘volume control’ on the core 

conditions can turn up and down. But if it is our genuine intention to offer them, then almost 

certainly our clients will benefit. 

 

It’s not unusual for people who train in person-centred therapy to take those conditions of 

empathy, congruence and UPR into their own daily lives, using them in their interactions with 

people other than clients. So while we aim to set our volume control to full-on in the therapy 

room, we might turn it down a little in everyday life, because not everybody wants therapy – as 

well as there being many reasons why it’s not a good idea to counsel friends or relatives. 
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