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UNDERSTANDING
UNCONDITIONAL
POSITIVE REGARD
IN COUNSELLING:
A CORNERSTONE
OF HEALING

When you walk into a
counselling room, you
carry with you a
lifetime of experiences,
judgments, and
perhaps a lingering
fear of being judged
once more. The
therapeutic space is
meant to be different,
a sanctuary where you
can speak your truth

without reservation. At
the heart of this safe
environment lies a
concept that has
transformed modern
psychotherapy:

unconditional positive
regard in counselling.
Coined by the
pioneering humanist
psychologist Carl
Rogers in the mid-20th
century, this
foundational attitude
remains one of the
most powerful tools a
counsellor can offer.
But what does it truly
mean, and why does it
matter so deeply for
the healing process?

Unconditional positive


https://everybodystreet.com/

regard, often
abbreviated as UPR,
refers to the deep,
genuine, and
nonjudgmental
acceptance of a client
by their therapist. It is
the unwavering belief
that every person
possesses intrinsic
worth and value,
regardless of their
thoughts, feelings, or
behaviours. In practice,
this means the
counsellor does not
approve or disapprove
of the client but
instead accepts them
wholly as they are in
the present moment.
This radical acceptance
creates a fertile ground
for personal growth,
self-exploration, and
lasting change. In this
article, we will explore
the origins, core
components, practical
applications, and
common
misunderstandings

surrounding
unconditional positive
regard in counselling,
illustrating why it
remains an
indispensable element
of effective therapy.

THE ORIGINS OF
UNCONDITIONAL
POSITIVE REGARD
IN PERSON-
CENTRED THERAPY

To fully appreciate
unconditional positive
regard, one must first
understand its creator,
Carl Rogers. Rogers
developed person-
centred therapy (also
known as client-
centred therapy) in the
1940s and 1950s as a
reaction against the
more directive and
authoritative

approaches prevalent
at the time. He
believed that
individuals have an
inherent actualising
tendency, a natural

2 Unconditional Positive Regard In

2023-11-22

Counselling



Unconditional Positive Regard In Counselling 3

drive toward growth,
fulfilment, and self-
improvement.
However, this tendency
can be blocked or
distorted by conditions
of worth imposed by
society, family, or
significant others.

Rogers identified three
core conditions that he
considered necessary
and sufficient  for
constructive
personality change to
occur within a
therapeutic
relationship:

e Unconditional
positive regard
- The therapist
offers
acceptance and
warmth without
any conditions
attached.

e Empathic
understanding
- The therapist
accurately
senses the

client’s feelings
and personal
meanings and
communicates
this
understanding
back to the
client.

e Congruence
(genuineness)
- The therapist is
authentic,
transparent, and
real in the
relationship, not
hiding behind a
professional
facade.

These three conditions
work together
synergistically. Without
unconditional positive
regard, empathy can
feel conditional, and
genuineness may seem
hollow. Rogers argued
that when clients
experience UPR, they
can lower their
defences, explore
previously threatening
aspects of themselves,



and move toward
greater self-
acceptance and
psychological health.

What
Unconditi
onal
Positive
Regard

| ooks
Like In
Practice

In a counselling
session, unconditional
positive regard
manifests through both
verbal and non-verbal
communication. The
therapist listens
attentively without
interrupting, maintains

an open and relaxed
posture, and uses a
warm tone of voice.
More importantly, they
refrain from judging,
criticising, or imposing
their own values on the
client. This does not
mean the therapist
agrees with everything
the client says or does,
but rather that they
accept the client as a
human being worthy of
respect and
compassion.

For example, if a client
expresses shame
about a past mistake,
the therapist practicing
UPR might say, "It
sounds like you made a
choice that you now
regret. | can see how
painful that is for you.
Let us explore what
that experience meant
for you." The focus
remains on the client's
experience, not on
evaluating their actions
as right or wrong. This
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nonjudgmental stance
helps clients feel safe
enough to confront
difficult emotions and
experiences without
fear of rejection.

THE THERAPEUTIC
BENEFITS OF
UNCONDITIONAL
POSITIVE REGARD

The power of
unconditional positive
regard in counselling
extends far beyond
making clients feel
comfortable. Research
and decades of clinical
practice have
demonstrated several
key benefits that arise
from this therapeutic
attitude.

Fostering
Self-

Acceptan
ce and
Reducing
Shame

Many individuals
seeking therapy carry
deep-seated feelings of
shame, self-criticism,
or unworthiness. These
feelings often stem
from having
experienced
conditional positive
regard in their
formative
relationships, where
love and acceptance
were offered only when
they met certain
standards. When a
therapist offers UPR,
clients gradually
internalise this
acceptance, learning to
extend the same
compassion toward



themselves. This
process can be
profoundly

transformative, helping
to dismantle harsh
inner critics and
cultivate a more
compassionate self-
view.

Building a
Strong
Therapeu
tic
Alliance

The
alliance, or
collaborative
relationship between
therapist and client, is
consistently identified
as one of the strongest
predictors of positive
therapy outcomes.

therapeutic
the

ingredient in building
this alliance. When
clients feel genuinely
accepted, they are
more likely to trust the
therapist, disclose
sensitive material, and
engage fully in the
therapeutic process.
This trust creates a
solid foundation for
exploring difficult
topics and working
through resistance.

Encouragi
ng
Authentic
Self-
Explorati
on

Perhaps the most

- o profound benefit of
Uncond|t|9na| p05|lt|ve UPR is that it creates a
regard is a vital
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space where clients
can drop their social
masks and explore who
they truly are. In
everyday life, people
often edit themselves
to fit in, please others,
or avoid criticism. In
the counselling room,
unconditional positive
regard offers a rare
opportunity to be
completely honest
without fear of
judgment. Clients can
voice thoughts they
have never spoken
aloud, explore
conflicting feelings,
and grapple with
existential questions.
This authentic
exploration is the
engine of personal
growth and self-
understanding.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT
UNCONDITIONAL

POSITIVE REGARD

Despite its widespread
acceptance,
unconditional positive
regard in counselling is
often misunderstood.
Clarifying what UPR is
not can be just as
important as
understanding what it
is. Below are some of
the most frequent
misconceptions.

Unconditi
onal
Positive
Regard Is
Not
Approval



of All

on the inherent worth
of the individual, not
on endorsing specific

Behaviow:

r

One of the most
persistent

misunderstandings is
that UPR means the
therapist agrees with
or approves of
everything the client
does. This is incorrect.
A therapist can accept
a client unconditionally
while still disagreeing
with a particular action
or choice. For instance,
a therapist working
with a client who has
harmed someone else
can hold genuine
compassion for the
client as a person while
also acknowledging the
harm caused. The
distinction is between
accepting the person
and evaluating their
behaviour. UPR focuses

Unconditi
onal
Positive
Regard Is
Not
Passive
or Weak

Some critics assume
that UPR makes
therapists passive,
overly accommodating,
or unable to challenge
clients. In reality,
practising UPR is an
active and demanding
skill. 1t requires the
therapist to
continuously monitor
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their own reactions, set
aside personal biases,
and maintain a stance

of curiosity and
compassion, even
when a client

expresses views that
are challenging or
disturbing. True UPR
involves holding a
steady, loving
presence while also
being willing to gently
confront
inconsistencies or blind
spots in the client's
narrative.

Unconditi
onal
Positive
Regard Is
Not a

Techniqu
e to Be
Applied
Mechanic
ally

UPR is not a cookie-
cutter technique that
can be applied
robotically. It is a
deeply held attitude
and a way of being
with another person.
Clients can sense when
a therapist's warmth is
genuine versus when it
is performed. Rogers
emphasised that the
therapist must
experience UPR
authentically for it to
be effective.  This
means that therapists
must engage in their
own self-reflection and
personal work to
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cultivate a truly
nonjudgmental stance.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS
ACROSS
THERAPEUTIC
MODALITIES

While unconditional
positive regard
originated in person-
centred therapy, its
influence has spread
across many
therapeutic
approaches. Modern
integrative and
relational therapists
often incorporate UPR
as a foundational
element, recognising
that acceptance is a
prerequisite for deeper
work.

Unconditi
onal

Positive
Regard in
Cognitive
Behaviou
ral
Therapy

Even in structured,
goal-oriented

approaches like
cognitive behavioural
therapy, UPR plays a
crucial role. CBT
focuses on identifying
and changing unhelpful
thought patterns and
behaviours, but this
process can feel
confronting or shame-
inducing for clients. A
therapist who offers
unconditional positive
regard can provide the
emotional safety
needed for clients to
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examine their core
beliefs without feeling
blamed or defective.
The acceptance of the
person allows for a
more collaborative and
less adversarial
exploration of their
cognitions.

Unconditi
onal
Positive
Regard in
Trauma-
Informed
Care

For clients with a
history of trauma, trust
is often fragile, and the
fear of judgment can
be overwhelming.
Unconditional positive

11

regard is especially
vital in trauma-
informed practice.
Survivors of trauma
may have experienced
profound violations of
trust and acceptance.
A therapist who offers
consistent,
nonjudgmental warmth
can help rebuild the
client's capacity for
trust and create a
secure base from
which to process
traumatic memories.
This acceptance
communicates that the
client is not defined by
their trauma and is
worthy of care and
respect.

Unconditi
onal
Positive



Regard in

to address underlying
pain without being
aralysed by shame.

Ad d IC CHALLENGES AND

Couns

ng

Individuals struggling
with addiction often
carry intense shame,
stigma, and self-
loathing. Unconditional
positive regard in
counselling can
counteract these
destructive feelings.
When a therapist

accepts a client
struggling with
addiction without

moral judgment, the
client can begin to
separate their identity
from their addictive
behaviours. This
separation is often the
first step toward
sustainable recovery,
as it allows the client

LIMITATIONS OF
PRACTISING
UNCONDITIONAL
POSITIVE REGARD

While unconditional
positive regard is a
noble ideal, it is not
always easy to
practice. Counsellors
are human, and they
may encounter clients
whose values,
behaviours, or
worldviews clash with
their own. Maintaining
a stance of genuine
acceptance in these

situations requires
significant self-
awareness and

ongoing supervision.

When
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Personal

Values
Conflict

with UPR

A therapist might work
with a client who holds
prejudiced views, has
committed a harmful
act, or expresses
thoughts that the
therapist finds morally
objectionable. In such
cases, the therapist
must navigate the
tension between their
own values and their
commitment to UPR.
This does not mean
abandoning one's own
ethics but rather
finding a way to hold
the client's humanity
while also
acknowledging the
impact of their actions.
Supervision and

13

personal therapy can
help therapists process
their own reactions and
return to a place of
compassionate
neutrality.

The Risk
of
Burnout
from
Emotional
Labour

Offering unconditional
positive regard over
extended periods can
be emotionally taxing.

Therapists are
constantly setting
aside their own

reactions to remain
fully present and
accepting. This
emotional labour can



contribute to
compassion fatigue or

burnout if not
managed carefully.
Self-care, regular
supervision, and a

supportive professional
community are
essential for therapists
to sustain this practice
over the long term.

Cultural
Considera
tions and
UPR

The concept of
unconditional positive
regard was developed
within a Western,
individualistic cultural
context. In cultures
where

interdependence,
hierarchy, or
communal values are
more prominent, the

14

expression of UPR may
need to be adapted.
For example, in some
cultures, a therapist's
direct expression of
warmth or praise might
be perceived as
inappropriate or
unprofessional.
Effective  counsellors
must be culturally
humble and willing to
explore how UPR can
be authentically
expressed in a way
that honours the
client's cultural
background.

CULTIVATING
UNCONDITIONAL
POSITIVE REGARD
IN YOURSELF AS A
THERAPIST

For counsellors and
therapists in training,
developing the
capacity for
unconditional positive
regard is a lifelong
journey. It begins with
self-awareness.
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Therapists must
examine their own
biases, triggers, and
conditioned responses.
They must also
practice self-
compassion, as it is
difficult to extend
genuine acceptance to
others if one is harshly
self-critical.

Mindfulness practice
can be a valuable tool
for cultivating UPR. By
learning to observe
one's own judgments
without identifying with
them, a therapist can
create a mental space
that allows for greater
acceptance of the
client. Regular
supervision and peer
consultation also
provide opportunities
to explore moments
when UPR feels
challenging and to
develop strategies for
returning to a place of
openness.

15

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING POWER
OF RADICAL
ACCEPTANCE

Unconditional positive
regard in counselling is
far more than a
technical skill or a
theoretical concept. It
is a radical act of
human connection that
affirms the worth of
every individual,
regardless of their
struggles, mistakes, or
circumstances. By
offering a relationship
free from judgment,
therapists create a
crucible for
transformation where
clients can heal old
wounds, discover their
authentic selves, and
move toward greater
psychological freedom.
While practising UPR is
demanding and
requires ongoing self-
reflection, its rewards
both for the client and



the therapist are
immeasurable. In a
world that often
dispenses love and
acceptance

conditionally, the
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therapeutic space
remains a precious
exception, a place
where you are valued
simply because you
are human.
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