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Figure 1 Incongruence and congruence

Carl Ransom Rogers

Rogerian theory
■ Self-actualising tendency. Individuals are seen as good (as 
opposed to inherently flawed), with in-built motivation and a need 
to grow and achieve their potential.
■ The self is a central construct, described as an organised set of 
characteristics that we perceive as specific to ourselves. It is devel-
oped through interactions with others.
■ Unconditional positive regard. We are accepted for who we are.
■ Conditional positive regard. We only experience conditions of 
worth and therefore only experience a sense of self-acceptance if 
we meet the expectations others have set as acceptable. 
■ Incongruence. Experienced due to a difference between our 
actual experience and our ideal self. See Figure 1.

‘ The good life is a process not a 
state of being. It is a direction not 
a destination. ’

Criticisms
Rogers found that certain individuals who enter therapy 
expect practical advice and are likely to become disillu-
sioned by non-directive therapy. This type of individual 
therefore drops out of the process quickly.

Rogers also noted that client-centred therapy may 
work less well with people who have a mental illness that 
distorts their perceptions of reality. The more disturbed 
the client, the less he/she is able to perceive the values of 
genuineness, empathy or unconditional positive regard 
which are essential for the therapy to be effective.

Nicola Howes teaches in Gibraltar and is a keen explorer.

Go online to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
psychologyreviewextras for a vodcast balanced 
discussion of Carl Rogers’ contribution to psychology 
and a printable pdf of this centrespread.
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1902  
Carl Ransom Rogers 
was the fourth of 
six children, born 
in Oak Park Illinois, 
Chicago.

1924  
Graduated from 
the University of 
Wisconsin with a 
history degree and 
married Helen, who 
he had known since 
childhood. They had 
two children — one 
of whom became a 
psychotherapist.

1950s  
Behaviourism was flourishing 
in psychology, seeing 
human behaviour as a 
result of environment and 
reinforcement. 

In contrast Otto Rank, a 
follower of Sigmund Freud, 
suggested that emotional 
experience needed to be 
acknowledged and stressed 
the centrality of a person’s 
subjective reality. Carl Rogers 
focused on Rank’s perspective.

1961  
Rogers published 
On Becoming 
a Person which 
aimed to 
illustrate that 
people are a 
work in progress.

1987  
Carl Rogers died. He 
said that one thing 
that pleased him 
most about his life’s 
work was opening 
therapy sessions up 
to the objective eye 
of research.
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Applications/therapy

Rogers developed a new approach to psychotherapy known 
as client-centred therapy which aims to facilitate a person’s 
ability to heal themselves. He believed that individuals have 
the capacity for self-understanding and are able to alter 
their self-concepts and attitudes. The therapist provides: 
■ genuineness in their responses
■ empathy for their client
■ unconditional positive regard

The idea of client-centred therapy was applied in areas 
beyond psychotherapy, for example education, leadership, 
interpersonal relationships and cultural relations. It became 
known as a ‘person-centred’ approach. Watch a 1965 
video of Rogers conducting a therapy session on his wife at 
www.tinyurl.com/y7vvrehx.

Carl Rogers leading a 
therapy session, 1966

Did you know?

From the late 1950s into the 1960s, Rogers served on 
the board of the Human Ecology Fund. This was a CIA-
funded organisation that provided grants to researchers 
looking into personality. They were asked, for example, 
to consider Khrushchev (who was the leader of the Soviet 
Union at the time) and the best way of dealing with him.

Nikita Khruschev


