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Person-centred therapy: the growing edge
Person-centred therapy is actualising its potential in
creative and original growth, forging new pathways and
understandings

by Mick Cooper

Psychodynamic therapists are cold and aloof, cognitive behavioural therapists are not interested in the
relationship and gestalt therapists boss their clients around... as with most orientations in our field, numerous
myths and stereotypes also exist about the person-centred approach.. One of the ones that I, and many of my
person-centred colleagues, find particularly frustrating is the assumption that the development of person centred
theory and practice came to a halt years ago: in 1957, to be precise, when Carl Rogers published his hypotheses
regarding the six necessary and sufficient conditions for therapeutic personality growth (if you thought there were
three, that's another common myth!). In fact, over the last half century, and the last decade, in particular, the
person-centred world has been awash with new developments in thinking and practice, and this article reviews
some of the most innovative and cutting edge areas of development.

The Development of a World Association

Much of this activity can be attributed to the establishment of the World Association for Person- Centered and
Experiential Psychotherapy and Counseling in 1997.. This association, which brings together person-centred and
experiential therapists from over 200 national organisation and training centres, has been closely involved in the
organisation of triennial (now biennial) International Conferences on Client-Centered and Experiential
Psychotherapy and Counselling (the next of which will be held in Norwich, 2008s). These have acted as key for a
for the development and dissemination of new ideas and practices.. Most importantly, perhaps, the World
Association is responsible for the publication of a quarterly journal, Person-Centred and Experiential
Psychotherapiess, which ‘seeks to create a dialogue among different parts of the person-centered and
experiential tradition, to support, inform, and challenge each other and to stimulate their creativity and impact in a
broader professional, scientific and political context’ (PCEP mission statement). With over 2,000 subscribers,
PCEP is one of the most widely distributed journals in the counselling and psychotherapy field, and forms
essential reading for person-centred therapists who want to stay abreast of current developments, debates and
controversies.

The ‘tribes’ of person centred therapy

As the PCEP mission statement indicates, within the person-centred field, it is becoming increasingly appropriate
to talk of different ‘parts’ or ‘tribes’ of this nation, rather than a single, unified approachs. This diversification
reaches back to the early 1960s when Eugene Gendlin, one of Carl Rogers’ key progeny, hypothesised that
clients who were more in touch with their internal experiences got more out of therapy. This led him to develop a
philosophy and a practice known as ‘focusing’, which encourages clients to focus in on their immediately lived felt
senses. Building on this work, person-centred psychotherapists in north America such as Les Greenberg and
Robert Elliott went on to develop a ‘process-experiential’ approach to psychotherapy (also known as ‘emotion
focused’ therapy [EFT]), which outlined a range of therapeutic tasks (such as ‘two-chair dialogue’) that can be
used to help clients resolve their intrapersonal conflictss.

Today, across much of Europe, focusing and process-experiential practices (sometimes collectively referred to as
‘experiential’ therapies) are fully integrated into the work of person-centred practitioners: hence the unified term
‘person-centred and experiential psychotherapy’). Within the UK, too, experiential approaches are gaining
ground, with the establishment of postgraduate trainings and courses at the University of East Angliasand the
University of Strathclydes.

To a great extent, EFT can be seen as an attempt to build on Rogerian, relational practices by integrating skills
and techniques from the field of Gestalt Therapy; and recent years have seen several other attempts to
incorporate ideas and practices from other orientations into a person centred, relational base. In Belgium, for
instance, Germain Lietaer and colleagues have been integrating psychodynamic interpersonal practices into their
person-centred/ experiential work.o; cognitive-behavioural forms of PCT have begun to evolve.:; and attempts



have also been made to integrate existential and phenomenological ways of working into a person centred
stanceizas.

Not all therapists within the person-centred field, however, are interested in, or even sympathetic to, these
developments. For many person-centred practitioners, the essence of the approach is that the therapist refrains
from directing his or her clients in any way, such that the integration of more directive practices from other
orientations may be considered a betrayal of the very foundations of person centred therapy. Today, person-
centred therapists who see the non-directive principle as the touchstone of their therapeutic work tend to be
referred to as ‘classical client-centred’ therapists, but it would be wrong to assume that this way of working, in
itself, is not also growing and developing. A recent collection of chapters entitled Embracing Non- Directivityis, for
instance, critically examined a range of issues concerning non directivity, and challenged readers to take forward
this ‘revolutionary’, antiauthoritarian stance towards therapy and psychological growth.

In addition, recent years have seen several attempts to extend a more classical form of person-centred practice
to a range of therapeutic modalities. Charlie O’Leary:s, for instance, has outlined a person-centred approach to
couples and family work; Natalie Rogers:shas established a ‘person centred expressive arts therapy;” and Peter
Schmidiz has written extensively on the development of person centred group work. In addition, there have been
several attempts to outline and develop person-centred ways of working with particular client groups, such as
children and young peopleisand people in crisisus.

Possibly the most innovative, exciting and important development in this area, however, has been the emergence
of a person centred approach to working with severely-impaired individuals, such as people with psychosis
and/or special needs, termed ‘Pre- Therapy’». Pre-Therapy was developed in the 1970s by the Gendlin-trained
therapist Garry Prouty, and uses a range of very concrete, sometimes even word-for-word reflections (for
instance, ‘You said that you were feeling hungry’, “You are touching the wall’) to help contact-impaired clients re-
connect with their affective, physical and social world. Case study research suggests that Pre-Therapy can be
highly effective, and it is increasingly being used in clinical settings with a range of client groups, such as people
with dementia, geriatric populations and those on the autistic spectrum.

New theory

Alongside these advances in practice has come an emergence of new person centred thinking, much of it
drawing on contemporary philosophical and psychological developments, such as holism, constructivism,
process philosophy, postmodernism and neurosciencez.. Where once person-centred thinking might have been
considered simplistic, it is now achieving a depth and complexity of analysis that is not so dissimilar from some of
its more philosophyrich counterparts, such as psychoanalysis and existential psychotherapy. Furthermore, like
both of these orientations, one particularly important source of new thinking for the person-centred field has been
the relational ethics of the 20th century French philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas asserts that human
beings have an ethical duty to respond to the ‘call of the Other’, and person-centred writers, in particular Peter
Schmidz2, have used this to reconceptualise the philosophical foundation of person-centred practice in dialogical
terms: as an openness to the Otherness of the Other.

Like many other 20" century philosophers, Levinas also emphasised the fundamentally relational nature of
human being, and such ‘intersubjective’ thinking has been adopted by a number of contemporary person centred
authors as a means of counterbalancing the more individualistic elements of Rogers’ thought.s. Eva-Maria
Biermann-Ratjen from Germany, for instance, has argued that human beings need interpersonal engagement,
positive regard and empathy from the first moments of life; and that a failure to experience such in depth contact
can lead to profound difficulties later on. Similarly, person-centred writers like Maureen O’Hara have argued that
psychological maturity is not only characterised by a movement towards autonomy (as Rogers tended to
emphasise), but also by the development of a ‘relational self.’

For some theorists, this move from a ‘one-person centred therapy’ to a ‘two person- centred therapy’ has
important implications for the practice of person centred therapy... In particular, if clients have a fundamental
need to relate to others, and if this capacity to relate is a key element of psychological wellbeing, then it is
important that the therapist brings him or herself into the therapeutic encounter as an active, dynamic, really real
human being: someone who can meet his or her clients at a level of ‘relational depth’. Advocates of such a
‘dialogical’ form of person-centred therapy, like Dave Mearns and myself, argue that this is a subtle but significant
shift away from a more classical, nondirective standpoint; with a greater emphasis on the therapist being
transparent in the relationship, above and beyond those times when he or she may find it difficult to empathise
with, or accept, his or her clients.

A second area of theoretical development within the person-centred field has also challenged Rogers’ tendency
to conceptualise human beings in singular, unitary terms. In this case, however, it is from the entirely opposite
direction. Here, several person-centered and experiential writers have argued that a focus on the individual not
only overlooks the multiplicity of which the individual is a part, but also the multiplicity by which the individual is
constituted. In other words, what these authors have suggested is that human beings are made up of multiple
elements: ‘configurations of self’, ‘modes of being’, ‘inner persons’, ‘subselves’ or ‘voices’z.



Within the psychological and psychotherapeutic fields, such a hypothesis is by no means new:s. The person
centred roots of these writings, however, do mean that they have a unique contribution to make to the wider field
of self-pluralistic thought and practice. Drawing on Rogers’ concept of conditional positive regard, for instance,
several person-centred authors have argued that individuals develop multiple self concepts as a means of
accruing positive regard — and hence positive self regard — in a variety of different social contexts. Rogers’
distinction between an individual’'s self-concept and their actual experiencing has also been used to explain how
and why multiple selves may evolve: individuals whose experiences simply do not fit in with how they see
themselves (for instance, they see themselves as placid but experience rage) may temporarily develop an
‘alternate self-concept’ (‘me as furious’) as a means of maintaining some consistency between ‘self and
experiences. Person centred thinking can also help to elucidate some of the practical implications of a self-
pluralistic perspective: in particular, the potential importance of empathising with, and positively regarding, all the
different voices within an individual’s lived-world: a ‘multidirectional partiality.’

‘Difficult’ processes

Closely related to these theoretical developments, recent years have seen a number of attempts within PCT to
develop understandings of, and ways of working with, ‘psychopathological functioning’z. Here, one of the
traditional stumbling blocks for person-centred practitioners has been a reluctance to see clients through a
deindividualising, diagnostic lens; and also to define any one way of being as any more ‘pathological’, ‘abnormal’
or ‘il than any other. For this reason, an enormously influential contribution to the contemporary person centred
world has been the work of the American person-centred psychologist Margaret Warnerz;, who has re-
conceptualised ‘psychopathology’ in terms of ‘difficult client processes’: ways of processing one’s experiences
that are experienced as difficult for the client, the therapist, or both (but are not ‘wrong’ or inherently pathological).

Warner suggests a range of difficult processes that individuals may experience; and is particularly known for
outlining a ‘fragile’ processing style, in which individuals are not fully able to ‘hold’ their own experiences in
attention and consequently may easily feel violated, threatened and misunderstood by others. Building on this
work, other person-centred theorists have gone on to suggest additional ‘difficult processes’, such as
‘egosyntonic’ processing, in which individuals strive to protect themselves from intimacy through detachment and
attempts to control otherszs.

Current research

It is ironic that, for an orientation that is so founded on empirical observation, the person centred approach has
developed something of a reputation for being research-aversive. This is not entirely unfounded: person-centred
therapists can be wary of ‘imposing’ evaluation tools on their clients, and of categorising them according to
predefined diagnostic indicators. A brief scan through the NICE guidelines for mental health and behavioural
conditions also indicates the scarcity of controlled research on person-centred and experiential therapies.
Nevertheless, things are beginning to change, and leading international psychotherapy researchers like Robert
Elliott and Jeanne Watson have been extremely active in compiling, publicising and conducting research
demonstrating the efficacy of person-centred and experiential approaches. They have shown, for instance, that
person centred and experiential therapy is, overall, just as effective as other therapeutic modalities (including
CBT); and that it can help clients with a wide range of psychological difficulties, including anxiety, depression and
health-related problems:s. Indeed, it is interesting to note that ‘experiential psychotherapies’ are one of just three
‘major approaches to psychotherapy’ reviewed in the bible of psychotherapy and counselling research, Bergin
and Garfield’s Handbook of Psychotherapy and Behavior Changeso.

Conclusion

This article reviews some of the major developments in the contemporary person centred field. There are, of
course, many other developments that could have been mentioned — for instance, Brian Thornes and colleagues’
writings on spirituality, the development of person-centred political perspectivess, and person centred work with
clients from black and ethnic minority backgroundsss— but, in this article, | hope to have conveyed something of
the vibrancy at the growing edges of this field. August 2007 sees the publication of the first Handbook of Person-
Centred Psychotherapy and Counsellings: (co-edited by Maureen O’Hara, Peter Schmid, Gill Wyatt and myself)
and, in this book, we hope to have captured something of this spirit of passionate, critical inquiry.

As the preface to the Handbook summarises: ‘These are exciting times for the field of person centred counselling
and psychotherapy. Over the last few years, we have witnessed major developments in our approach: an
increasing in-depth exploration of its foundations and its underlying philosophy, a rapid diversification — with the
emergence of such forms as ‘classical’, ‘dialogical’, and ‘Pre- Therapy’ — and cross fertilisation with related
orientations like existential and experiential therapies. We are witnessing a growing intensity of international
collaboration and networking through the establishment of the World Association of Person- Centered and
Experiential Psychotherapy and Counseling (WAPCEPC) and its journal, Person-Centered and Experiential
Psychotherapies. Moreover, where once the focus of person-centred writings was primarily on therapeutic
practice, we are seeing a rapidly expanding interest in such fields as anthropology and epistemology,



developmental psychology, organisational transformation, peace studies, political theory and psychotherapeutic
research, with person-centred writers and therapists at the forefront of many of these fields. The person-centred
approach to psychotherapy and counselling, increasingly one of the best empirically supported approaches in the
realm of therapy, today has a depth and enjoys a variety of theoretical explanatory models that would make it the
envy of many other therapeutic disciplines.’

Mick Cooper is co-editor of the forthcoming Handbook of Person-Centred Psychotherapy and Counselling
(Palgrave, 2007). He is Professor of Counselling at the University of Strathclyde and a practising psychotherapist
whose work is influenced by person-centred, existential, postmodern and interpersonal approaches. Mick is also
author of Existential Therapies (Sage, 2003) and co-author, with Dave Mearns, of Working at Relational Depth in
Counselling and Psychotherapy (Sage, 2005).
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