
THE ROLE OF THE SELF-CONCEPT IN CARL ROGERS ' 

THEORY OF PERSONALITY. 

Thesis written in partial fulfilment of requirements 

for the degree of Master of Arts . 

Leonard J . G:;-~ t MacDonald,© Con"~;,..,h+ 
I,.. ,, t • 

St . Mary I s School of Ea.ucation, 

April 15, 1965. 



PREFACE 

Modern psychology is third-person orientated. Its 

hypotheses and theories are developed franthe viewpoint of 

an observer and formulated in objective: terms. For example, 

the client may be repressing his subconscious impulses; the 

id of this brutish eriminal may be dominating his behavior; 

or this woman's behavior may be explained in terms of her 

death wish. In all eases the man, woman, or child is taken 

as an object to be explained in terms of his id, ego, and 

superego, or his collection of traits, or by another 

theory of human nature. The common element in the popular 

psychological theories is the methoQ of describing the 

subject in theoretical terms used by the trained observer 

and the assumption that what the subject has to say about 

himself is significant only if it can be interpreted in 

such terms. Since theory is desli:gned to work in the above 

manner, there is nothing improper about the application of 

objective terminology to explain an individual human subject. 

In contrast the individual does not describe himself 

in the objective terms of a disinterested scientific theory. 

Indeed, in his subjective world, the whole perception of the 

experience is often entirely different from that seen by an 
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objective observer. Instead of being deceitful and untruth

ful, he sees himself as a clever man whom no one can put a 

thing over on; instead of being cruel or spiteful to his 

children, he is firm for their own good; instead. of being 

unsuccessful because of laek of energetic ambition and 

intelligent effort, he is a poor unfortunate dogged by bad 

luck. From the above observation about people, I found it 

an easy step to realize that each person has a self-concept. 

To imagine that an individual could think himself to be a 

person with certain feelings, a, b, and c, and behaviors, 

x, y, and z, and not seek to act in conformity with this 

self-concept seems foreign to human nature. To what extent 

is the self-concept effective in forming and influencing 

human behavior? That other factors influence human beings 

is abundantly clear from the work of psychologists, but never

theless the self-concept would seem large enough to cover 

their activities as well. Ceuldn 1 t physiological drives 

become part of the self-concept for example? 

Having turned my interest to the self-concept, I chose 

the work of Carl Rogers as the subject of my thesis because 

the self-concept plays a central role in his theories of 

therapy and personality. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is a study of the self-concept as Carl 

Rogers has conceived it to be. Before one attempts any consid

eration of the self-concept, the man whose works and thoughts 

are to be the flesh and bones of this study most certainly 

is worthy of some attention. Just who is he? What significance 

does his work have? These questions indicate how pertinent 

a consideration of Carl Rogers is to a study of his work 

on the self-concept. 

In his book, On Becoming a Person, which he had published 

in 1961 Carl Rogers states of himself, "Though it shocks me 

somewhat to say so, I have been a psycho-therapist (or personal 

counselor) for more than thirty-three years. 01 By this single 

statement Carl Rogers has revealed the most significant in

fluence on his thought. Out of his experience as a psycho

therapist, he has shaped the theories and hypotheses of 

client-centered therapy. He states that, "Experience is, 

for me, the highest authority •••• It is to experience 

that I must return again and again, to discover a closer 

approximation to truth as it is in the process of becoming 

in me. 112 

From his clinical experience and his research, Rogers 

- 1 -



- 2 -

has fbrmulate:d theorie:s and hypotheses on human personality, 

the therapy of clientsr and the teaching of students. He 

.valumtes the position his work occupies at the present timeJ 

This is a search for a suitable audience for what I 
hav~ to say •••• I know that I speak to only a 
fraction of psychologists. The majority - their interests 
suggested by such terms as stimulus-response, learning 
theory, operant conditioning - are so commi tte,d to 
seeing the individual solely as an object, that what I 
have- to say often ba,ff>les if it does not annoy thanr. I 
also know that I speak to but a fraction of psychiatris~s. 
For many, per.haps most of them, the truth about psycho
therapy has already been veiced long ago by Freud, and 
they are uninterested in new possibilities, and uninterested 
in or antagonistic to research in this field. I also 
know that I speak to but a portion of the divergent 
group which call themselves ceunselors. The bulk of 
this group are primarily interested in predictive tests 
and measurements, and in methods of guidance.3-

Just who is Roge~s• audience? To whom does he speak? He 

states that.: 
though the group . to which this book speaks meaningful!y 
will,) 1 believe, come from many disciplines, and have 
many wide-ranging intereats, a common thread may well 
be their concern about the person and his b~coming, in 
a modern world w~ich appears intent upon ignori11g : or 
diminishing him. 

a short survey of the career of this somewhat embattled 

figure will serVie' to acquaint the reader with the influences 

that have shaped. his pro,fessional life and indicate his stature 

among modern American P.sychologists. 

Upon finishing his graduate studies, Mr. Rogers served 

an internship at the Institute for Child Guidance, while he 

completed his doctorate. at Teachers Collete, Columbia Univ,ersity .. 

He then a.ceepted a position as psychologist in the Child Study 

Department of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Children, in Rochester, New York. He spent twelve years in 
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Rochester and in that time became the Director of the Rochest

er Guidance Center. Out of his work experience, he began to 

formulate his own views on therapy. In 1939 he published 

his first book, Clinical Treatment of The Problem Child. 

He accepted the offer of a full professorship at Ohio State 

University in 191+o. From 1945 to 1957 he served as a profes

sor of psychology at the University of Chicago. He became 

the Executive Secretary of the Counseling Center at the 

University of Chicago,: and while he was there participated 

in a five year research project sponsored by the Rockefeller 

Institute. In 1954 he was the co-editor, with Rosalind. 

Dymond, of a report on this research project, entitled 

Psycho-Therapy ana Personality Change. In 1957 he joined 

the staff of the University of Wisconsin . He is presently 

working with the Western Behavioral Sciences Institute in 

Cal:iif'ornia. 

The American Psychological Association indicated the 

professional stature he had achieved among his fellow 

psychologists when it honored him in 1956. The association 

has awarded each year since 1956 three Distinguished Sci

entific Contribution Awards . His fellow psychologists 

presented one of the first three awards to Carl R. Rogers. 

The thesis begins its study of the role of the self

concept in Carl Rogers' theory of personality by examining 

how he became interested in the self-concept and how he 

built up his present formulation. Next we examine the 

research on which the theory of personality is based. 
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Since the individual's personality begins to form when he 

is an infant we examine the characteristics which make him 

an integrated being capable of responding to his perceptions 

of reality as a gestalt. Next we examine the formation of 

the self-concept and the development of the need for positive 

regard from himself and from other significant people. The 

above factors make possible the incorporation of conditions 

of worth which destroy the integrity of the newborn infant's 

behavior by denying awareness to a portion of the child's 

personal field of experience. We see how he begins to pursue 

defensive behavior because he is vulnerable to the incongru

ence between his self-concept and his experience. We examine 

how psychotic breakdown occurs when the difference between 

these two is great and some event occurs with such obvious

ness that the defenses of the individual crumble and he becomes 

conscious of his repressed experiences. We see how parents, 

in attempt to make their children better, may unwittingly 

set them upon a path which leads to destruction of their 

self-esteem, of the integrity of their personality structure, 

and of their dignity as human beings. They turn their child 

into a pathetic creature who must hide from his own self

experiences and who threatens to go insane when undeniable 

evidence that he is the person he fears to be confronts him. 

Fortunately not every child who begins this path reaches the 

logical end, for many adolescents and ad.ults do find the 

courage to be themselves. We examine how the process of 

defensive behavior can be reversed and the individual become 
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more fully functioning. We look at the characteristics of 

a full functioning person and conclude with observations from 

this theory which seem pertinent to the classroom teacher. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SELF-CONCEPT I N A CLIENT-CENTERED 

THEORY OF PERSONALITY 

The client has always remained Carl Rogerst primary 

interest. He writes: 
The persistent influences • • • is. the continuing 
clinical experiences with individuals who perceive 
themselves, or are perceived by others to be, in need 
of personal help. Since 1928, for a period now approach
ing thirty years I have spent probably an average of 
1, to 20 hr [sicj pe.r week, except during vacation periods, 
in endeavoring to understand and be of therapeutic help 
to these individuals. To me, they seem to be the major 
stimulus to my psychological thinking. From these hours, 
and from my relationships with these people, I have 
drawn most of whatever insight I possess into the meaning 
of therapy, the dynamics of in'terpersonal relatiouships, 
and the structure and functioning of personality.? 

He is closely associated with the development of the ·.theory 

o:f' client-centered therapy. He writes, " ••• alth0ugh the client

centered. orientation has become very much of a group enter

prise in every -respect, I, as an individual, carry a consider

able responsibility for its initiation and for the beginning 

formulaticm of its theorie•s. n6 

Since Rogers' theory of personality has grown directly 

from his field of experience, this thesis will begin its 

study of the self-concept with a consideration of its 

role. Such procedure is desirable becauset 

A slight error in a theory may make little difference 
in providing an explanation of the observed facts out 
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of which the theory grew. But when the theory is 
projected to explain more remote phenomena, the error 
may be magnified, and the inferences from ·: the theory 
may be· completely false • • • • Thus every theory deserves 
the greatest respect in the area from which it was drawn 
from the facts and a decreasing degree of respect as 
it makes predictions in areas more and more remote from 
its origin. This is true of the theories developed by 
our own group.7 

The Development of the Theory of the Self-concept 

Men have always looked to the past as a means of 

understanding the present. Carl Rogers' construct, the 

self-concept, has a history of development behind it. The 

offspring of men's minds require much labor before they 

may take their place in the sun because men are not gods that 

their ideas should spring full grown and perfect in detail 

in one tremendous moment of creation. No, the struggle 

toward creative thought leaves its traces which others may 

study. 

Carl Rogers at the beginning of his career, thought 

that the Itself~ was not a fit subject for scientific psycho

logy; that it belonged to the bygone era of the introspec

tionists. Gradually the recognition forced itself on him 

that when he permitted his clients to express their attitudes 

and ideas in their own terms, they tended to talk in terms 

of the self. 

Characteristic expressions were attitudes such as these: 
"I feel I'm not being my real self." 0 I wonder who I 
am, really." "I wouldn't want anyone to know the real 
me. 0 01 never had a chance to be myself. 0 n'It feels 
good to let myself go and just be myself here." "I 
think if I chip off all the plaster facade I've got a 
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pretty solid

8
self - a good subs,tantiaJ. brick building, 

undernea.th-tt: 

Sc:ientific ideals or no s:cientit'ic ideals, hll:s clients 

pErsrl.sted in being self-,orient.ated.. Obviously the self had 

existence in their minds; •. 

Carl Rogers:;'· clinical experience led him to formulate 

bis theory of C'lient-centered, therapy.. At first he had only 

his clinical experiences to support his theories; gradually 

~eseair-ch projects were des~gned which strengthened the 

f'ounda:tion on which his theory stood.. Toese research 

projectSo also-· enriched and elaborated· Rogers·' understanding 

of the changes which occur in the self-concept during therapy. 

C.linical experience contributed further insights into. its: 

nature. 

It became evident to Rogers that the self--c·oncept 

wa15· a gestalt; a: configuration in which the change of one 

tiny aspect c-an completely a-1 ter_ the whole pa,:ttern: 

• • • it was not a-t . aJ_l uncommon to find violent r:ruc.tu
a.tion in the c-oneept o:f the S:elf'.. A elient during a 
given interview, would come. to experience himself quite· 
p~osi ti vely •. He felt he was worthwhile, that he cuuld 
meet life with the c:aµac1ties he possessed, and that he 
was experiencing ai. quiet C'Onfidance., Three days later 
he might return with a completely reversed conception 
of himself'.. The S"ame: ev.idenc·e now proved an OJ>posi te 
:p-oint •. 'fhe positive ne/W: choice he had made now was 
an instance of sd.lly immaturity;: the valid feelings 
c-oura,geously express-ed to his c:olleagues ' now were 
C'learly inadequate., Often such ai. client could. date, 
to the moment, the point at which, following s:ome very 
minor incident, the baJ..ance was' upset, and his picture 
of himself had undergone a,_ complete flip-flop,- During 
the interview it might as suddenly reverse its elf a.ga,in. 9 

Clinical experience also indicated that the s·elf-conc.ept 

was the criterion by which a,wareness was granted or denied 
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to experience. The theory which explains repression of 

experience as an attempt to escape forbidden or socially 

taboo experiences is clearly inadequate. Often the most 

deeply denied impulses and feelings are positively valued 

by society - such as love, tenderness, or confidence in self. 

Rogers found that experiences which would tend to contradict 

the existing self-concept are distorted or otherwise denied 

to awareness. Ry these devices the organism manages to maintain 

the self-concept against threat; the self-concept certainly 

is threatened because it must change if this experience is 

accepted in awareness. This screening-out process may be 

explained also in terms of perception . An individual will 

perceive objects according to his mental set; in a similar 

way experiences are also determined and modified. Clearly the 

self-concept largely determines what shall enter awareness. 

Drawing together both what he has learned from clinical 

experience and what research has revealed about the self

concept, Carl Rogers defines the self, the concept of self, 

and the self-structure: 

These terms refer to the organized, consistent concept
ual gestalt composed of perceptions of the character
istics of the "I" or "me" and the perceptions of the 
relationships of the "I" and ttme" to others and to 
various aspects of life, together with the values attached 
to these perceptions. It is a gestalt which is available 
to awareness thougnnot necessarily in awareness. It 
is a fluid and changing gestalt, a process, but at any 
given moment it is a specific entity which is at le,ast 
partially definable in operational terms by means of a 
Q sort or other instrument or measure. The term self 
or self-concept is more likely to be used when we are 
talking of the person's view of himself, self-structure 
when we are looking1at this gestalt from an external 
frame of reference. 
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Research on the Self-concept 

Since we know that Carl Rogerst work has won him the 

Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award, it should be 

no surprise that he did not abandon scientific methodology 

when he began to consider the self-concept of his clients. 

However, the self is the most subjective of subjects while 

scientific research demands objective observation. The 

problem facing Rogers may be stated this way: how can one 

be objective about a subjective experience? At first glance 

the problem seems insurmountable; the self should be dismissed 

from scientific study as an impossible subject that can not 

be measured by existing research tools. Carl Rogers did not 

discourage so easily. 

Carl Rogers' client-centered theory has had great 

success in stimulating research into changes that occur in 

therapy. In 194-0 no research had been done on recorded 

therapy sessions nor any attempt made to stud.y the changes 

that occur in the subject during therapy. In 1953 nearly 

fifty research projects based. on client-centered therapy 

had been completed. Five years later 122 client-centered 

research and theory constructions were completed. Beyond 

question, the theory and practical use of client-centered 

therapy has encouraged a number of objective investigations. 

Why should this be? 

The theory of client-centered therapy has encouraged 

research because the theory has never been viewed as dogma 
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or truth, but rather as a statement of hypotheses whose 

purpose was to advance knowledge of psycho-therapy. Rogers 

held that each hypothesis should be held up to research and 

testing in order to separate it from prejudice and wishful 

thinking. He supports the type of research in which another 

investigator, who collects the data in the same way and 

performs the same operations, will reach the same conclusions 

on similar findings. Rogers encourages the application of 

such research to his own hypOJtheses. 
Research was also encouraged because Rogers and other 

supporters of client-centered therapy held that the essence 

of the scientific method is its movement from crude obser

vations of experience to more sophisticated laboratory 

techniques, more exact measurements, more definite and 

securely based theories and hypotheses, and eventually 

toward more general and exact findings. All sciences have 

a natural history of development; some are further along 

the road to maturity than others. Nevertheless, all are 

sciences despite their differences if they share the common 

direction of science. Research workers in the fie,ld of 

psycho-therapy were encouraged to make a beginning with 

crude instruments designed to test their tentative hypotheses. 

Gradually they have produced instruments of increasing 

refinement, capable of measuring with finer accuracy the 

self-concept and the changes which occur in the person 

during therapy. 

A third factor which encouraged research is Rogers' 
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policy of formulating his theory in terms of constructs 

which can be operationally defined. For example, ~he d~fines 

the self-concept as limited to awareness because there is 

no way of knowing its various unconscious elements. Con

sequently a definition, according to Rogers, is operational 

when it can be practically tested by research. It can 

moreover be studied by various tools of research of which 

the Q-sort is the more refined. All the constructs of 

Rogers' theory yield readily to verification because they 

were formulated with the needs of research in mind. Any 

unconscious elements in a person's self-concept, if there 

are any, were struck from the definition as being o,peration

ally undefinable. Such a procedure is tailor-made for 

research because the self-concept is totally available to 

the client's awareness though not necessarily in his actual 

consciousness and this knowledge may be communicated to 

the researcher with the help of suitable research instru

ments. 

The use of operationally definable terms has made 

possible suitable criteria for research into therapy. 

Using the constructs of client-centered therapy, researchers 

make specific predictions and then attempt to confirm or 

disprove their prediction. Such procedure avoids value 

judgments about behavior and what changes in therapy can 

be considered "success 11· or "failure", ttgood" or itbad 11 • 

By establishing a suitable criterion, Rogers has eliminated 

one ef the major barriers to progress in research concerning 
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the changes which occur in a client during therapy.11 

From the beginning of his research into psycho-therapy, 

Carl Rogers has worked as part of a group. The contributions 

of his fellow researchers have influenced his theories. In 

addition, every researcher who completes a research project 

on psycho-therapy may either confirm a hypothesis or challenge 

its validity. A paper on Carl Rogers' theory may deal only 

with Carl Rogers; however, when a study turns to his research 

it must expand its scope to include research on aspects of 

the client-centered orientation because to Carl Rogers, or 

to any scientist, all research in his field must become "his" 

research or his work will lose its scientific orientation. 

In 1940 at Ohio State University, a group which 

included Carl Rogers,recorded a complete therapeutic inter

view. The latter's study of the self-concept had begun. A 

mass of recorded data had to be reduced. to elements which 

could be handled objectively. The client's statements 

were organized · into crude categories of self-referent 

attitudes which possessed a sufficient degree of reliability 

to be useful as scientific constructs. The researchers 

had several workers use the categories to classify self

referent attitudes and the degree to which they agreed. in 

their placement of attitudes in the categories, determined 

the degree of reliability. This research and similar projects 

confirmed that changes occurred in self-referent attitudes 

during therapy as the researchers had hypothesized t hey 

would. 
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Carl Rogers describes a project which illustrates the 

procedures used in early psycho-therapy research and makes 

some personal comments on the subject. In 1949, N. J. Raskin 

completed a study on the sources of values in clients who 

undergo therapy. He wished to establish whether the degree 

to which a client's values and standards depend on the judg

ments and expectations of others become less under counsel

ing and whether he increases the extent to which his values 

and standards depend on his own experience. 

In order to make his study objective Ruskin set out 

to establish first that values and standards could ba 

discriminated. He asked three judges to select independently 

of each other from the self-referent statements of several 

recorded therapy interviews the portions which indicate 

the client's source of values and standards. He found more 

than eighty per cent agreement among the selections. He 

concluded that he was dealing with a discernable construct. 

Before he could proceed Ruskin had to devise an instrument 

which would measure the locus of evaluation in his research 

subjects. He selected twenty-two of the previously selected 

statements, being careful to secure a wide range of sources 

of values in the choice, and then gave the data to twenty 

judges. He asked the latter to place the statements in four 

piles. From the results Ruskin used the twelve items which 

were rated most consistently to form and illustrate a scale 

of locus of evaluation. The steps of the scale had values 

from 1 .. 0 to 4.,o. The first step was complete dependence 
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!Il the evaluations made by others·.. Step two included 

statements in which the subject was principally concerned 

with the opinions of others but s·eemed somewhat dissatis-

fied with the result •. S.tep three on Ruskin's sc·ale was 

reserved for statements which showed that the client depended 

as much an himself as upon the opinions e.f others·.. These 

conclusions show that the subject was aware of the distinc

tion between self-evaluation and dependence on the opinion 

of others~ Step four was used only for self-referent 

srtatements which contained clear evidence that the basic 

51:)Urce of values was the subject's own experience and 

judgement .. 

Ruskin now applied the scale which he had devised t o 

fifty-nine interviews in ten fully recorded cases which 

had already been used in other research. &fore analyzing 

his ratings he demonstrated the reliability of his judgements 

by selecting at random one item associated with the locus 

of values from each of the fifty-nine interviews.. A. judge 

who knew nothing of the source of these statements rated 

each •. The correlation between these items was .91 which 

is a s-.atisfactory degree of reliability .. 

Buskin now tried to establish whetae·r there had been 

a.,ny change in the locus of evaluation during therapy .. He 

found that the average score for the first interviews was 

1.97 on his scale and for the final interview the score 

was 2. 73 ., A.. significant degree of change had occuw:e)i. 

S1ince these ten cases had been studied before, Ruslin knew 
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which cases had been considered the more successful. He 

found that for these cases the average score of the first 

interviews was 2.12 and the final average score was 3.34. 

The shift in the five more successful cases is greater than 

in the other cases. The project upheld the theory of client

centered therapy on locus of evaluation. 

Ruskin's study is typical of a large number of research 

projects in that it starts with one of the hypotheses of 

client-centered therapy, and devises an instrument to measure 

varying degree of the eonstruct; the instrument is then 

tested to establish if it does measure what it claims to, and 

whether any qualified person can secure the same result if he 

uses it. The researcher then applies the instrument to the 

data of therapy in a manner which he demonstrates is un

biased. The data which the instrument has provided is 

then analyzed to see whether it supports or contradicts the 

hypothesis with which the project is concerned. 

Rogers tells us that though the number of studies 

was small and the period of therapy was brief, there were 

no other majer flaws in this study. Consequently the study 

is more satisfactory than the crude early studies but falls 

short of the standard of the carefully designed recent 

studies.12 

From 195'0 to 1954 Carl Rogers and his fellow researchers 

carried out a massive research project at the Uni~ersity. 

of Chicago. It consisted of thirteen completed studies 

on a group of twenty-nine clients. The project was a 
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milestone in psychc-thera~y research because of its criterion, its 

design, and the degree of progress it made in objectively 

measuring subjective phenomena. 

How the use of operationally definable hypotheses 

b~sed on client-centered therapy provide a more suitable 

criterion for psycho-therapy rese~rch has been explained: 

the researcher has only to confirm or reject his hypothesis 

by using a suitable research tool •. 

Since this particular research project has revealed 

much about the self-concept, it deserves closer study. 

Carl Rogers tells us that the research design itself was an 

important factor in its success.. The project sought to 

gain objective knowledge a.bout the process and end result 

of one particular form of psycho-therapy, namely the cl1ent

centered method . The research workers planned to determine 

more precisely what measurable changes accomp~ny a period . 

of client-centered co~seling~ 

To achieve this purpose, a series of objective research 

instrument~ were selected which measured various characteris

tics of a· group of clients .. This battery of testing instru

ments was applied to the subjects before therapy, after the 

completion of therapy, and ~ta follow-up period from six 

months to a year later . , The subjects were typical clients 

who came to the Counsel.lng Center of the University of 

C.hicago.. The research planners decided to collect all 

data includ.ing the complete recorded interviews for twenty

five clients . They planned to make an extensive study of 
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a moderately sized group rather than perform a superficial 

analysis on a much larger group . 

The researchers set up controls to establish that the 

changes which they were measuring actually occurred because 

of therapy . A control group was selected from the research

clients and the latter were tested sixty days before their 

therapy sessions began. They were re-tested immediately 

before therapy and the two sets of testing data were corre

lated to determine if changes occurred during the waiting 

p-eriod. This procedure checked the possibility that changes 

could occur because of a client ' s motivation for therapy 

or because a client had a certain kind of pexsonality 

structure . If such a change should happen, it should be 

detected by the research instruments during the waiting 

period. 

Another control group was set up by the research 

planners as a second safeguard . These pe-ople were roughly 

equivalent to the therapy group in socio- economic status , 

in the proportion of men and women, ,in the number of students 

and non- students . This group was tested at the same time 

intervals as the research subjects. The workers reasoned 

that if changes occurred in people as the result of passing 

time or as a result of repeated testings then such changes 

should take place in this group . If the changes which 

took place in the therapy group was greater than in either 

control group then these changes must be the result of the 

therapy sessions . 13 
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The University of Chicago research project made its 

progress in measuring subjective phenomena through the use 

of suitable research tools. The most sophisticated instru

ment that the researchers developed to measure the self

concept was the Q-sort. It was devised from the Q-technique 

developed by W. U. Stephenson.14 

Rogers describes the Q-sort: 

A large "universe" of self-descriptive statements was 
drawn from recorded interviews and other sources. Some 
typical statements are: "I am a submissive person''; 
••r don• t trust my emotions n; "I feel relaxed and nothing 
bothers me"; 0 1 am afraid of sex"; "I usually like 
people''; "I have an attractive personality"; "I am afraid 
of what other people think of me". A random sample of 
one hundred of these, edited for clarity, was used as 
the instrument. Theoretically we now had a sampling of 
all the ways in which an individual could perceive 
himself. These hundred statements, each printed on a 
card, were given to the client. He was asked to sort 
the cards to represent himself "as of now", sorting the 
cards into nine piles from those items most characteristic 
of himself to those least characteristic. He was told 
to place a certain number of items in each pile so as 
to give an app.roximately normal distribution of the 
items. The client sorted the cards in this way at 
each of the major points, before therapy, after, and 
at the follew up point, and also on several occasions 
during therapy. Each time that he sorted the cards to 
picture himself he was also asked to sort them to represent 
the self he would like to be, his ideal self. 

We thus had detailed and. objective representations 
of the client's self-perception at various points, and 
his perception of his ideal self. These various sortings 
were then inter-correlated, a high correlation between 
two sortings indicating similarity or lack of changes, 
a low correlation ind.icat;i..ng a dissimilarity, or a 
marked degree of change.I, 

The high standard of research demanded by Carl Rogers 

and the techniques developed under his direction have furthered 

our knowledge of the self-concept enormously. A theory 

that permits subjective phenomena to be defined with a 

view to research -conditions, to suitable instruments for 
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measurement, tQ research designs, and statistical methods, 

ail have combined to raise the level of psycho-therapy 

resea>rch to standards comparable to the most demanding 

scientific investigations •. 

Preliminary Constructs of Rogers: 1 Theory of Personality 

aarl Rogers' theory apout the self-concept is developed 

from seveFail. postulai:tes about human personality .. Without 

an understanding of these basic suppositions, aarl Rogers' 

ideas would be removed from their context. 

Pereeption of experience. - By experience Rogers means 

all that is contained in the organism at any given moment 

which is at least potenti&Lly ~va~~ble to ~wa~eness. The 

field of experience is limited to the present moment because 

this serves to make an operational definition possible. 

S;ynonyms for experience are rrexperiential field."' and 

"phenomenai field '"r he also uses the terms 11 sensnry and, 

visceral experienc~es•t- ap.d ,t organic experiences" in an 

attempt to clarify this concept.. The crucial point of the 

definition loca,tes experience in the individual rather than 

outside himself.. Rogers admits t'ha,t outside events aire 

perc"eived by people but he does not extend his definition 

of experience to include any rea-lity outside the individual. 

He justifie•s his definition by pointing out that the perceived 

reality is always the effective influence on beha~iour; 

the individual a~ts on what he perceives to be real rather 
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than on any objective knowledge of the subject of percep

tion. The individual thinks that his perception of reality 

is accurate. He says, "this is an ashtray"; but if he 

should doubt the accuracy of his perception, his statement 

will change to, "this looks like an ashtrayn, which he 

thinks is more accurate. In either case he will react te 

it in terms of his perception. When Rogers states that an 

infant's reality is his "experience", he means that the 

infant makes no distinction between his perceptions and 

reality; his perceptions are reality, and he reacts in 

terms of his perceptions. A small baby who cries when a 

stranger tries to make friends clearly illustrates this 

point. The infant's reaction is based on his subjective 

perception of a frightening experience rather than the 

objective reality of a friendly stranger who has just picked 

him up.:F.6 

Carl Rogers 1 definition of experience limits it to 

a meaning which will help unaerstand his work; in no way 

does he intend to deny the truth of other possible definitions. 

He admits that outside stimuli affect the individual's 

perception but he is much more inte•rested in the fact that 

behavior is a response to the perception of stimuli rather 

than a resp0nse to the stimuli themselves. Often a high 

degree of correspondence between perception and reality 

exist but not always so. In cases where a discrepancy 

between perception and reality itself exist, since all a 

person knows of reality is his perception of it, he will 
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a~t in terms of his subjective perception because he knows 

nothing else. Reality is at that moment, for him, his 

perception of it; on the other hand, objective experience 

may in the future change this perception. An individual's 

perceptions are modified by evidence from an objective 

reality, but any action of the individual is taken in terms 

of his present subjective perception. 

From the various ways of understanding experience, 

Rogers has chosen a limited meaning because it fits the 

context of his theory. He does not deny other definitions; 

rather, he tries to show the special sense in which his 

theory explains experience, and its significance for 

client-centered therapy. The reader should keep in mind 

Carl Rogers' restricted sense of the term otherwise there 

will be danger of misunderstanding client-centered theory. 

The human infant is the seedbed in which the self 

takes root and develops. To return to the characteristics 

which Rogers postulates are to be found in the infant, 

since the infant's perceptions are his own personal reality, 

he possesses a greater potential awareness of this subjective 

cosmos than any other person could have. No other person 

may assume what Rogers calls his 1tinternal frame of 

reference". 

Awareness. - Rogers means by awareness the symbol

ization of some of our experience (not necessarily in 

verbal form) with various degrees of vividness. Symbol

ization and consciousness are synonymous with awareness. 17 
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AJ.l the conscious details in the mind are drawn from an 

individual's field of experience because the latter includes 

everything contained in the organism and available to the 

mind . The individual's perceptions of outside reality 

are also part of experience; they are certainly in the 

organism and are available to awareness. A valid inference 

at this point is that the details of consciousness are 

as accurate in the individual as his corresponding p,ercep

tions of reality. Awareness is the portion of his experience 

which has reached consciousness, the rest of experience 

remains, at the moment, unavailable to the individual. 

Internal frame of reference. - To explain what he 

means about this term, Rogers writes: 
This is all of the realm of experience which is available 
to the awareness of the individual at a given moment. 
It includes the full range of sensations, perceptions, 
meanings, and memories, which are available to con
sciousness. 

The internal frame of reference is the subjective 
world of the individual. Only he knows it fully. It 
can never be known to another except through empfghic 
inference and then can never be perfectly known. 

TendencY toward actualization of the organism. -

The human infant has a built-in tendency to actualize his 

organism; to develop his capacities in ways that serve to 

maintain and enhance his entire being, that is to say, his 

total organism. Rogers writes: 
This is the inherent tendency of the organism to develop 
all its capacities in ways which serve to maintain 
and enhance the organism. It involves not only the 
tendency to meet what Maslow terms "deficiency needs" 
for air, food, water, and the like, but also more 



- 24- -

generalized activities. It involves development toward 
the differentiation of organs and of functions, expan
sion in terms of growth, expansion of effectiveness 
through the use of tools, expansion and enhancement 
through reproduction. It is development toward autonomy 
~d away from heteronomy, or control by external forces. 
• • • 

It should be noted that this basic actualizing tendency is 
the only motive which is postulated in this theoretical 
system. It should also be noted that it is the organism 
as a whole, and only the organism as a whole 1 which exhibits 
this tendency. There are no homunculi, no other sources 
of energy or action in this system. The self, for example, 
is an important construct in our theory, but the self 
does not "do" anything . It is only one expression of 
the general tendency of the organism to behave in those 
ways which maintain and enhance itself. 

It might also be mentioned that such concepts of 
motivation as are termed need-reduction, tension-reduction, 
drive-reduction, are included in this concept . It also 
includes, however, the growth motivations which appear 
to go beyond these terms: the seeking of pleasure 
tensions! the tendency to be creative, the tendency to 
learn pa nfully to walk ~hen crawling would meet the same 
needs more comfortably . l':11 

The organism does not tend to actualize itself in a 

random fashion; on the contrary, its direction is always 

discernible . Each being moves toward maturation peculiar 

to its species . Every capacity does not necessarily develop 

to its fullest degree. Human beings, for example, do not 

seek to develop their capacity for fear . In all instances , 

however, organisms do tend to develop differentiation 

of organs and of function • . They expand through growth, 

through the use of tools , and through reproduction . Self

actualization is one form of this tendency in human beings . 

The organism liberates itself from control by external forces 

to an ever increasing degree of autonomy. This direction 

may be discerned equally well in Man's unconscious organismic 

functions or his uniquely human intellectual operations . 

The period of maturation in the human child is in the direction 
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of socialization. In short, the tendency to actualiz·e moves 

the infant along into mature adulthood. 20 

Rogers indicates the strength of this innate tendency: 
The whole, process may be. symbolized and illus trate·d by 
the childts learning to walk. The first steps involve 
struggle, and usually pain. Often it is true that the 
immediate reward involved in taking a few steps is 
in no way commensurate with the pain of falls and bumps. 
The child may because of the pain, revert to crawling 
for a time. ½et, in the overwhelming majority of individl
uals, the forward direction of growth is more powerful 
than the satisfactions of remaining infantile. The child 
will actualize himself, in spite of the painful experiences 
in so doing. In the same way he will become inde_pendent, 
responsible, self-governing, socialized, in spite of the 
pain which is often involved in these steps. Even where 
he does not, because of a variety of circumstances exhibit 
growth of these more complex sorts, one may still rely 
on the fact that the tendency is pre-:sent. Given the 
opportunity for clear-cut choice between forward-moving 
or regressive behavior, the tendency will operate. 

One puz~le that is not adequately solved by this 
proposition is the question. ''Why must the factors of 
ehoice be clearly perceived in order for this forward
moving tendency to operate? 11 It would seem that unless 
experience is adequately symbolized, unless suitably 
accurate differentiations are made the individua~1mistakes 
regressive behavi0r for self-enhancing behavior. 

The inborn tendency of every being in the material 

wo:i;-ld is to maintain and develop itself. The more complex 

the creature, the more complex the forms of actualization 

the organism may pursue. In man the tendency realizes itself 

through a range of physical, emotional, spiritual, mental, 

and social developments; his tools, his property and even 

his self-concept may serve this purpose. Though every 

individual in a species , thus tends toward his own matur

ation it does not follow that the more complex expressions 

of the actualization trend proper to the mature human adult 

always occur. Undoubtedly, the individual is still seeking 

to actualize himself in the direction of maturity even though 
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he has chosen an immature form of behavior under the mis

taken belief that his choice was truly self-enhancing. 

Always, when an individual perceives a clear-cut choice 

between an immature and mature choice of action, he will 

ch0ose the more mature. Unfortunately perceptions of such 

clarity are not always available and people frequently 

choose regressive behavior. 

Behavior of the newborn infant. - In his explanation 

of behavior Rogers combines his concept of experience and 

awareness with the motivational drive toward actualization. 

The infant interacts with his perceived reality, according 

to the dictates of his actualization tendency. 

Behavior is basically the goal-directed attempt of the 
organism to satisfy its needs as experienced, in the 
field as perceived. 

This proposition becomes somewhat modified in the 
human organism, as we shall see, by the development of 
the self. Let us first consider it as it applies to 
organisms in general, and in the human infant before 
the self comes to play an important role in the regulation 
of behavior. 

All needs have a basic relatedness, • • •. in all that 
they all spring from and have reference to, the basic 
tendency to maintain and enhance the organism. These 
needs occur as physiological tensions which, when experienced, 
form the basis of behavior which appears functionally 
(though not consciously) designed to reduce the tension 
and to maintain and enhance the organism. The need itself 
is not necessarily consciously experienced; there are 
seemingly different levels of description. In hunger, 
for example, stomach contractions occur which ordinarily 
are not directly experienced. The excitation which is 
thus set up may be experienced vaguely and below the 

conscious level, nevertheless bring about behavior which 
is in the direction of food, or it may be symbo~~zed 
and perceived on the conscious level as hunger. 

Since the needs of the infant are biologically based 
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and occur as physiologic.al tensions, is one justified to 

generalize and make the statement that all hµman needs 

originate from physio1ogieal tensions? Rogers states that: 

the work by Ribble . , • • and others would seem to 
indicate that the need for affection is a physiological 
need, and that the infant who does not have adequate close 
physical contact with a mother-person is left in a stage 
of unsatisfied physiological tension. If this is true 
of the infant, then it is easy to see how this need, 
like all the others, becomes elaborated and channelized 
through cultural conditioning into needs which are only 
remotely based upon the underlying physiological tension. 
Much more work needs to be done in this area before we 
have any deep understanding of this problem. The

3
research 

to date is poorly planned and poorly controlled.2 
He stresses the fact that the individual reacts ·to reality 

as it exists in his subjective eocperience. It is in terms 

of this subjective cosmos, that he seeks to actualize himself, 

rather than reality itself. The closer his subjective world 

is to the real world, the more appropriate his reactions 

will be and therefore more success.ful; on the other hand the 

more inaccurate his perceptions are the less satisfactory 

his reactions become. Rogers writes: 
The reaction is not to reality, but to the perception 

f reality. A horse, sensing danger, will try to reach 
the safety and security which he perceives in his stall, 
even though the barn may be in flames. A man in the 
desert will struggle just as hard to reach the "lakeu 
which he perceives in a mirage, as to reach a real water 
hole. At a more complex level, a man may strive for 
money because he perceives money as the source of emotional 
security, even though in faet it may not satisfy his need. 
Often, of course, the perception has a high degree , 
of correspondence with reality, but it is important 
to recognize that it is the perception, n~4 the reality, 
which is crueial in determining behavior. 

In his theory of motivation and behavior, Carl Rogers 

places all effective elements of behavior in the present. 

Behavior is not "caused" by something which occurred 
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in the past .. Present tensions and present needs ar-e 
the only ones which the organism endeavors to reduce 
or ~~tisfy. While it is true that past experience 
has certainly served to modify the meaning which will 
be per9eived in present experiences, yet there is no 
behavior except to meet a present need •. 25 

The organism reacJ;,s a~ an or ganize,d whole. - RogerS3 

tells us that whatever the degree of maturity of the organism, 

it reacts to its field of experience as an organized whole-

as a gestalt He confirms; this opinion by several exa:mplss 

such a~· the following~ Animals which have had their posterior 

lobe removed and who axe thus deprived of the mechanism _ 

which maintains water balance in the body, increase their 

water intake and so maintain a satisfactory water balance. 

A.. girl who has talked to~. therapist for an hour about her 

feeling toward her mother finds that a persistent asthmatic 

~ondition has improved~ Another, who feels that his security 

~t work is being threatened. develops ulcers... All these can 

only be explained. satisfactorily by the hypothesis that tl:Ete 

organism is a totally organized s:ystem, in which change in 

aflY part produces changes in the t0tal organism.26 

The organismic valu1,ng process •. - The organism places 

values on its experience in terms of its actualization tendency. 

Even an infant will value positively experiences which are 

perceived as maintaining and enhancing the organism and 

will value negatively experiences which a~e perceived as a 

threat to the maintenance and enhancement of the organism. 
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Obviously since Rogers is talking about infants and a 

variety of other organisms this valuing process cannot 

take place on an intellectual plain. Rogers states more 

precisely what he means: 
This concept describes an ongoing process in which values 
are never fixed or rigid, but experiences are being 
accurately symbolized and continually and freshly valued 
in terms of the satisfactions organismically experienced; 
the organism experiences satisfaction in those stimuli 
or behaviors which maintain and enhance the organism 
and the self, both in the immediate present and in the 
long range . The actualizing tendency is thus the criterion. 
The simplest example is the infant who at one moment 
values food, and when satiated, is disgusted with it;· 
at one moment values stimulation, and soon after, values 
only rest; who finds satisfying that diet which in the 
long run most enhances his development . 27 

The infant r eacts with adience to experiences he values 

positively and tries to avoi~ negatively valued perceptions . 

The infant uses his organismic valuing system as a guidance 

system which enabl~s him to satisfy his needs as he experiences 

them. 

The Development of the Self- concept 

Before the infant begins to develop his self- concept, 

Rogers postulates that the infant possessestlie following 

characteristics which it shares in common with other organisms . 

It perceives its inner experiences as reality; his perception, 

grasp, understanding or misunderstanding of reality is reality 

itself for the infant . The infant reacts to subjective 

experiences, not objective reality. The latter may and does 

shape and modify subjective experiences but it is the 

subjective experiences that the infant knows and reacts to . 
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J'ust a.s a man may s::ee himself in a mirror, so an organism 

knows reality through the subjective experiene:es which rerlact 

reaili ty •. If reality is" imperfectly p-ercei ved. by an individual 

organism, then its- rea:e·tions will be correspondingly ina-pprop

ria,te.. Rogers does not want to establish how reality is· 

known, but he doeS> wrish to est:a-iblish th&t each person does 

know it differently because a:n individua-il..'s reactions· are 

only understandable t .o t:he degree that one may experienc:e 

in himself the o·ther's subjective pict ure of reality. Ea.ch 

infant has its own internaJ. frame of reference and on this 

assumption one can come to see reality through his eyes 

In eaeh infant is, an inherent tendency to a:ctumlize himself,. 

to develop, to maturity a;s an adult human., The strength 

of' the t ·endency to a,c~uaJ.iz.e ma~ be gauged from tile pain 

and difficulties the individual. is willing to overcome in 

his-' pursuit of mai.turi ty.. A\ccord,ing to Rogers, the a.ctualization 

tendency is· the bas iC; moti v::a?tional force of' all life.. Every 

living 'being s~eeks to mad.ntad.n and enhance its elf in order 

to survive .. The infant interacts wdth his perceived reality 

in terms of his basic a:c.tualiza:-tion drive to preserve and 

increase his organism.. Hfi.s beha.v:ior is goal d.irected to 

satisfy exp-erienced needs in the rea-u.i ty he perc.ei ves.. It 

iS3 quite possible ror the infant to pursue a,,_ goal which will 

hairm his organism because he hru, made a, mistake in p-er·c·eiving 

r.:eali ty •. E.very so often an infant · decides that a•. good 

drink of gasoline is just wha~ his organism needs to s~.tisfy 

his thirs~t;, e'spe.ciail.ly s--d.nc-e it is a wail able on the ba.ck 
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seat of the car. How much more often do adults. pursue 

go.als tmder the mistaken belief that sueh goa-ls will s:atisfy 

their ne~frkZ In his intera~tion with his perceived reality~ 

the infant c:1J.CtS' as an or,ganiz.ed whole •. He is a gestalt;, 

an organized whole in whom a. change in p'a,rt makes: a, change 

in the whole~ As in all organisms, an organismic valuing 

pr0cess takes plac:e in the infant.. Ex.perienc.es tha1.t he 

perceives as satisfying or a:.s fulfilling the tendency to 

maintadn and enhance the organism are valuea as desirable 

and the infant behaves with open acceptance and moves toward 

these experiences •. On the other hand, experiences which he 

:g:erceives as a-:. threat to the maintenance and growth of the 

organism are v.ailued as undesirable and the organism seeks· 

to ai.ooid such experiences ... Every organism 1s able to satisfy 

its needs because it is provided with ro motivationau. system, 

which is its drive to maintad.n and develop its elf ,~and SJ. 

regulatory system, which is its organismic valuing process. 

The valuing process evalua.tes every exp·erience of the 

creature .. F0r example, s:pa_rrow evaluai:tes its perceptions 

a19; its flies aJ.ong .. Suddenly it perceivecS a, grub which it 

v~ues positively or desirable because it is hungry and 

sn it beha.ves with adience toward it;; it ea.ts it.. When the 

need for food .is s:a.tisfied,: the s,parrow will stopi valuing 

grubs positively and c.e.ase eating them.. In the same manner 

the human infant is able to satisfy its needs; .. 28 

The gestalt nature of the newborn infant•~ behavior 

is of bas-ic- importance to the theory of persona:J.ity whieh 
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Rogers _proposes •. '?he organismie valuing process c:alances 

~l the needs of the organism as a whole. The. entire field 

of exp~rience is ~vailable to the infant in his choice of a 

course of a~tion, so throt his behavior will be completely 

app:r~,p~iate to his needs, if his experiences are accurate 

with reference to reality •. '?he newborn infant is an int~€~a~ed 

being in whom ~11 experience is available to consciousness •. 

However the emerging self-concept sets up a process in the 

infant which destroys the gestalt nature of the human being's 

b:ehavior by di vi ding his field of experience and denying con

sciousness to significant experience$ •. Rogers' theory is very 

much concerned with the manner in which the integrity of human 

behavior is broken •. 

The self-concept develops as a result of the actualiz-

ation tendency which is common to all organisms, and which 

moves each a,p-ecies~ toward whatev:er ma.tura,tion is proper to 

it. The human infant develo:ps in a different direction from 

other organisms;i it de.velops into an arl,ult human being 

C!aJ."l Rogers posits that one direction o.f the a'.ctuailization 

tendency is toward differentiation in the infant which means 

tha:t one P,art must become distinguished from another .. E.ven 

a,s; a ehild can tell the difference between his hand and his 

f .oot s-o he selects from his tota.l field of experience certad.n 

experiences which he can symbolize in consciousness as an 

awareness of being in existence and of functioning.. When the 

human infant has achieved this awareness, he has departed from 
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the common path trai.v.elled, by all other organisms and is, exper

iencing mdistinctly human experience. Ire has achieved self

experience which is the raw material from which the self

concept develops.. The portion of the infant's perceived reality 

which is set a5ide in consciousness as self-experiences becomes 

in time symboli~ed as the self •. Conversely any portion of his 

perceived reality which is not consciously identified a~ 

s:alf-experience can not:: become part ef' the self-S>truc:ture. 

Rogers• whole theory of personality disorders centers upon 

a~lf-experiences which have not been consciously assimilated 

into the self-s,tructure because the individual can not consci

ou~ly admit owE01rShip to himself. Ex::periences of the organism 

which are denied awareness are not J[art of the self, according 

to Rogers' theory; but they can become part of the self

structure if the individual becomes able to consciously 

a.ccept them •. 

'l'he young infant is completely open to his self-exper

iences ~t first and he does not reject from consciousness 

any experiences of himself until he develops certain conditions 

which make him defensive~ And so the young infant begins 

to form his self-concept by being aware of acting and of 

existing and. through interaction with his environment he is 

aible to elaborate this awareness into his concept of self. 

The environment is particularly effective in shaping his concepts 

about himself when it is made up of significant others such ": as 

his parents, p~ers, and teachers •. The self-concept becomes 

a p-erceptual object in the individual• s personal field of 
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experience and as such part of the personal reality to which 

he must react. His concepts about himself are as real to 

him as more concrete realities outside himself. Both have 

equal claim to reality in his private world of experience. 29 

The self-concept begins to form in the infant as a result 

of the actualization tendency but several aspects of tlie child• s 

environment facilitate the differentiation of self-experiences 

from other experiences of the infant. For example, tilie phy

sical limits of the body can be distinguished by the senses 

as separate from the rest of the world. The child can also 

use his name as an aid to distinguish himself as an individual 

unit, because this part of his perceived reality can be 

labeled "John's", while the rest of his experiences can be 

labeled ''not John I s 11 • In addition, every time he is held 

responsible for his actions he is being taught that his actions 

are his as well. Also when he is told that this is his and , Ws. 

is someone else's, he is being taught to distinguish between 

himself and others. Such evidence which will compel the child 

to differentiate himself from his other perceived. experiences 

abound in his daily life. 

The Need for Positive Regard 

The context of the self-concept is not the totality of 

self-experiences because some self-experiences are not con

sciously recognized as part of the self or even admitted to 
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conscious awareness. To understand how certain experiences 

can be· "denied and distorted in awareness, one must begin with 

an understanding of the need for positive regard. 

When .an individual achieves self-experience, he develops 

a need not shared by other organisms; he develops the need 

for experiencing positive regard for himself from others. 

The need becomes active between any two people who experience 

at least minimum psychological contact which Rogers defines 

as existing in a human relationship when one person makes 

a perceived, or at least a subceived which means beneath 

the threshold of perception, difference in the subjective 

field of the other. All human beings experience the need 

for positive approval from those people with whom they have 

formed a relationship. 

An individual experiences positive regard when he perceives 

himsElf as making a positive difference in the experiential 

field of another. The feeling includes such attitudes as 

warmth, sympathy, liking, respect, and acceptance. The 

satisfaction of this need involves inferences about the 

experiential field of others and so it is often ambiguous. 

The individual must infer that he has made a positive as 

opposed to a negative difference in the subjective world of the 

other person. The individual may also satisfy his own need 

for being positively liked by perceiving that he has satisfied 

another's need for affection. Clearly the effect of the indi

vidual's need for positive approval is pervasive and persistent 

because a wide range of experiences can be associated with the 
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need for love or for less intense s.imilar human feelings. 

Behavior is mod'ified and determined by the pursuit 0£ 

satisfactions for this need., If one perceives an experience 

to be positively valued by another, one ma~ seek to repeat 

the experience as a means to win positive approval from the 

other. For example, a• parent may value academic success and 

the child perceiving the parental· a:tt,ttude may seek such 

success as a means of winning the positive regard of his 

parents. 

The human child continues to behave as a gestaltr the 

self-experiences and the interrelationships associated with 

the approval of another person form an organized whole, a.i gestalt, 

which Rogers calls the regard complex... Positive affection 

shown to a child by a parent for a specific behavior serves 

not simply to reinforce the behavior pattern but strengthens 

the whole pattern of love which had previously been perceived 

as coming from that parent •. Rejection, on the other hand, 

even though it be shown for a s:pe-clfic behavior, s,erves to 

w~aken the total gestalt_ of affection associated with that 

parent •. 

The strength of the need for love and approval is clearly 

indicated when one reali~es that when it comes to a ahoice 

between s,atisfying the needs of the organism and winning 

c!ipproval from significant s.ocial others, such as parents, 

p£ers, and teachers the chd.ld will seek to satisfy his need 

for approval -30 
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The Develo~ment or the Need for Positive Self-regard 

As the child matures, he begins to value his self

experiences for himself by assuming the role of a parent of 

some other significant adult without the other person being 

actually present, and in this way he develops the capaci~ 

for self-regard. The child experiences approval or rejection 

associated with his behavior and so he comes to learn that 

certain forms of self-behavior will win positive approval 

from his parents and other self-experiences frustrate his 

need for affection, and by association, the child comes to 

experience positive feelings toward himself for the same 

self-experiences which won him expressions of love from his 

parents. Even as he needs expressions of affection from his 

parents, now he needs to experience self-love from himself. 

The child is now capable of experiencing positive or negative 

attitudes toward his self-experiences independently of the 

opinions of any other person, and so experiences which the 

child. perceives as maintaining or enhancing his own self

esteem become worth pursuing. Now he seeks to win positive 

approval from himself. In effect he has become his own signi

ficant other and he must behave toward himself as he behaved 

toward his parents, peers, and teachers doing what he perceives 

will win him acceptance, approval, and love. He passes 

judgments on specific self-experiences; each positive self

judgment strengthens the total complex of positive self

attitudes because the child behaves as a gestalt, and each 
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negative self-judgement weakens the complex crf positive self

attitudes in the child. The weight of theses-elf-judgements 

decide whether the child shall value his self-concept positively 

or negatively • .31 

The Development of Conditions of Worth 

The c·hild at this point in Rogers 1 '.i theory remains 

completely open to his field of experience and so is a completely 

: i ntegrated organism whose behavior responses a-re a_ppropria.te 

to his total needs in the light of his pexceptions. Hbwever 

when the child develops cDnditions of worth he is set on the 

road to defensive behavior which may also lead to psychotic 

breakdown. For most people, if not a.11, conditions of worth 

develop as a consequence of the need for positive regard from 

oneself and from others ... When significant others discriminate 

a child's behavior as being more or less worthy•ofpositive 

regard, the child comas to view his self-experiences in the 

same light;- certain self-experiences win approval from him 

while other self-ex·periences have the opposite effect. If 

the child's habit of stretching the truth fails to win warmth 

and affection from his parents,, the child will ceme to experience 

rejection toward this particula·r behavior. The child has 

acquired_ m condition upon which he evaluates his behavior 

when his sole motive for seeking or 8lVOiding a particular 

self-experience is the extent that the self-experience is 

worthy of positive self-regard. The child perceives himself 
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as worthy of love only under certain conditions o~ worth which 

he has learned from significant others -in his environment, 

his parents, tea-chers, and peers •. 

The power of conditions of worth can be better understood 

when one remembers that the child behaves as a gestalt.. The 

child has an overwhelming need for positive regard from 

significant others; in infants this significant other is: the 

mother. The expressions of approval or disapproval by the 

mother t-0ward certain .actions of the child i~ taken by him 

as disapproval or a~proval of himself in general •. The child 

needs positive regard or love from the mother and this need 

is so powerful as to outwei·gh other needs of the child. Every 

expression of affection strengthens the pattern of love and 

every rejection weakens the pattern of love between mother 

and child. Thus what more powerful influence could the child 

experience than the positive approval of mother for certain 

self-experiences and the loss oI her love for other self

experienees·?.. The infant quite understanda.bly wd.11 s:eek to 

fulfill the conditions which will win him mother's love and 

to avoid the self-experiences which he has learned will cost 

him mother's love. As a result the infant comes to behave 

in a manner likely to win him maternal affection and to ignore 

or avoid behavior which would serve to maintain and enhance 

the organism. For example, the process of socialization 

that takes place in each child can be explained by the need 

for positive regard from mother. 

Each child learns to behave. in a socially accepted manner 
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despite the urging to the contrary by his organismic valuing 

process. An example of this type of learning is toilet training. 

Ttie organismic valuing process favours immediate bowel movements 

whenever the physiological tension urges· because such behavior 

enhances: and maintains the organiSl!l.. This tendency is over-

come and regulated by more powerful needs, that of positive 

regard of the parent or, at a more mature stage of the child, 

by positive self-regard •. The child finds it very 5atisfying 

to hit his baby brother but soon he gives it up because it 

does not satisfy the more powerful need of gaining mother's 

positive approval but in fact has had the opposite effect. 

Remember that each time mother disapproves of hitting baby 

brother, the child reacts as though mother were disapproving 

of him personally. 

As the capacity for self-regard develops in the child, 

the youngster assumes as his own the CQnditions of worth which 

he has learned from significant others, most often the parents 

for younger children. He evaluates himself in the light of 

his conditions of worth; the more conditions of worth he is 

able to satisfy the more he likes himself but to the degree 

he is unable to meet the conditions of worth to that degree 

he is dis~atisfied with himself. However the child behaves 

as a gestalt;- he is either satisfied or not with himself as 

a whole according to the balance maintained by his various 

conditions of worth. Remember that the child has a need for 

positive self-regard~ Of necessity he must live in accordance 

with the terms of his conditions of worth •. He must now 
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pursue behavior that will win positive self-regard and seek 

to avoid behavior that has the opposite effect. The child 

must behave in a manner which will win positive self-regard 

because of the strength of this need which is more powerful 

than the organismic valuing process. 

The conditions of worth which the child tries so hard 

to satisfy are learned from parents and other significant 

people in his environment. The organismic valuing process 

acts to maintain and enhance the organism but conditions of 

worth are related to only one need of the child, the need 

for love. In fact they may act in a manner contrary to the 

dictates of the organismic valuing process; yet such is the 

strength of t he need for positive regard by self and others 

that the good of the organism is ignored. For example, a young 

woman may assume a strict and exaggerated standard of behavior 

between men and women as a condition of personal worth and 

as a result finds herself unable to enter into a marriage 

relationship and thus satisfy her expe.rienced organic needs 

as an adult woman. 

Conditions of worth are not necessarily realistic or 

easy to live up to. A child may have to satisfy a personal 

standard that demands that he do well in school, or that he 

be a good athlete, or that he be handsome. Obviously some 

children would find it impossible to satisfy such criteria 

for estimating one's worthiness to receive love; and yet the 

child may well have assumed such a criterion as the standard 

he must meet to satisfy his need for positive self-regard, 1 
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ap.d quite likely he had already received considerable 

rejection from his parent in association with this particular 

self-experience. The results are obvious and sometimes tragic. 

How can such children have the healthy positive self-regard 

that they so desperately need~ 

The crucial point of Rogers' theory has been reached;

the child is about to move away from the state of integrity 

in which ~11 his field of experience is available to awareness •. 

In an attempt to live up to his conditions of worth, the child 

must sometimes ignore his organismic needs, and so an imbalance 

is set up in the child. Self-experiences which are rejected 

by his assumed conditions of worth a-re denied consciousness·. 

In effect, the child has denied part of himself. He ceases 

to be a fully functioning person because his organismic 

va.1-uing process is overwhelmed by the need for either self

esteem or positive regard from people important to him. The 

child is unable to satisfy his genuine needs either because 

he has rejected any awareness of them or because he feels 

guilty about the behavior needed to satisfy them. A.child 

may, for example, deny to awareness any feeling of a·ggression 

toward a younger brother because of the condition of worth o~ 

brotherly love. &nether may need to conceal his lack of 

any success in athletics because of an incorporated standard 

of self-esteem by emphasising his lack of stature or by 

denying any interest in the game. No matter what the pq,_rticular 

form their influence may take conditions of worth limit behavior 

by permitting the individual to function with full awareness 
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of himself only in association with positively regarded sEl f

experiences. As a result many talents and potential interests 

never reach the level of awareness because they are associated 

with uenied self-experiences. Consider how many great works 

of art never came to be because the potential artist considered 

himself a man of action and had no time for such "idleness". 

Carl Rogers speculates about how the breakdown of the 

integrity of the child's perception can be avoided because then 

he would be far ,_ better equipped to meet the problems of life. 

Obviously the crucial point consists of avoiding the formation 

of conditions of worth in the first place. Their formation 

can be avoided if the child is made to feel loved under all 

circumstances even when he behaves badly, and if his parents 

do not react in horror whenever he announces his latest 

feeling such as if he wishes his sister dead. Parents must 

avoid making it clear to a child that if he wishes to be loved 

he must feel, think, and act a certain way. If they do treat 

him this way he will come to feel that he is only worthy of 

love or self-respect if he feels, thinks and acts the way 

that others expect him to . On the other hand, a child whose 

parents do not punish him by withdrawing love will feel he 

1s worthy of love and self-respect even when he knows that 

his behavior is bad . Since the sole reason in Rogers ' theory 

for a pers0n to reject his thoughts, or his feelings, or other 

self- experiences is the pursuit of a pathetic desire to make 

himself more worthy of love , the latter child who is not com

pelled to reject part of himself is better off . However Rogers 
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believes that all of us develop conditions of worth to a 

greater or lesser degree .)2 

A study by J.ohn Butler, from the University of Chicago, 

and Gerald Haigh , from Springfield College, contributes further 

insights into the role of the self-concept in the valuing process 

which results in self-esteem.. Their study was part of the 

research project undertaken in the University of Chicago in 

1950-54 .. 

The research instrument that Butler and Haigh ahose 

consisted of one hundred self-referent statements which the 

clients sorted into nine piles according to how well the 
statements described them. They named it the Q-sort. In order 

to provide a normal distribution of the statements the number 

of each pile was fixed; the numbers were 1, 4, 11, 21, 26, 

21, 11,, 4, 1. The client placed the items a-long the s.:c:ale 

from the one most like him to the one least like him. The 

client himself sorted and located every i tern·. B'utler and 

Haigh now had a detailed reproduction of the self-c·oncept 

~sit existed in the client ~t the time of the sorting in 

terms of one hundred carefully prepared i terns.. The same i terns 

were used every time the client used the Q-sort and Butler 

and Haigh noted the changes in sorting and classifying. 

Such changes should indicate changes in the self-concept. 

Butler a:nd Haigh had the same client sort the same one 

hundred self-referent statements into nine piles with the 

~ame distribution but the second time the client placed the 

items in the piles according to how they described the person 

he would most like to be. By this method Butler and Haigh 
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secured a detailed reproduction of the client's ideal-self; 

the self he would most like to be and the self he would least 

like to be . At various stages of therapy the clients could 

re-soTt the statements and Butler and Haigh could note any 

changes in either the self-concept or the ideal-self that 

occurred during therapy. 

The self-concept and ideal-self sort may be compared 

with each other because they use the same self-referent 

statements . Butler and Haigh postulated that the degree of 

discrepancy between the two would indicate the client's self

esteem which they could determine by mathematical correlation 

of the two sorts . They set out to establish whether client

centered therapy would produce significant change in the 

correlation between self-concept and ideal-self and whether 

this change would be in the direction of increased self

esteem. They used the Q-sort technique on twenty-five clients 

in their research project. The client group before counselling 

had a zero correlation between their ideal-self Q- sort and 

their self-concept Q- sort , which indicates a low degree of 

self-esteem. The mean correlation for the control group , 

on the other hand, at the outset was 058 . Butler and Haigh 

foutj.d that the mean correlation for the control group at the 

end of the project was . 59 which is not a statistically signi

ficant change . The client group used the Q-sorts after their 

therapy treatments and at a follow up period . The correlation 

between their self-concept Q-sort and ideal-self sort had 

changed significantly . They also found that clients whose 
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improvement was confirmed by independent tests, had gained 

a more positive correla tion between their self-concept Q-sort . 

and their ideal-self Q-sort . 

The foregoing indicated that a low level of self-esteem 

grows out of a serious degree of discrepancy between the self

concept and the ideal-self. An individual ' s attitude toward 

any item of his self-~oncept will depend on how closely it 

agrees with his ideal-self . If the self-regard complex of an 

individual is unfavorable because his concept of self disagrees 

seriously with his ideal-self he will find it difficul t to 

satisfy the need for positive self-regard . 33 

Does Carl Rogers state that all the conditions of worth, 

which t he child incorporated into himself as a result of the 

attitudes· of parents toward his behavior, remain with him 

into adulthood and continue to influence his behavior? Carl 

Rogers has not mentioned this problem directly but he certainly 

does imply that some conditions of worth f or med in infancy 

remain in the individual since his method of therapy in theory 

at least seeks t~dissolve those self-rE gar ding elements 

which inhibit ai clientr•s behavior., In a.d.dition, Carl Rogers 

does clearly state that they may be eliminated if the subject 

experiences· unconditional positive regard from some significant 

person.34 If an individual is· able to perceive that certain 

self-experiences, which he thinks make him unworthy of positive 

regard, actually do not prevent some s1gnificant person from 

feeling po-sitive regard for him then the reason for supporting 

a condition of worth is eliminated For example, a young boy 
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ma:y come to feel that fighting with others is undesirable 

because his parents disapprove; however if the same behavior 

wins a degree of positive regard from his peers, the child 

may reject the belief that fighting will make him unworthy 

of a,pprova.l .. 

From the foregoing positive regard clearly influences 

an individual ts personality in two ways; if a child perceives 

that certain self-experiences win him positive regard from 

p~ople important to him and that other self-experiences cause 

him to be regarded negatively by the same people, the child 

will form conditions of worth which limit his behavior. 

On the other hand, if others can compensate for this negative 

response the inhibition can be removed and personality growth 

in the blocked area released. Who can estimate the bensficial 

effect of being liked by a friend, being approved of by a 

teacher, or being l<0ved by a- spouse? 

The Development of Incongruence between Self and _ 
Exp~rience and of Discrepancie~ in Beha,yior 

Conditions of worth have a_ impact on the personau.ity 

structure and the heha:vior of an individual They forc'e 

him to pursue behavior pa±terns which conform with his in-

t.erjected standards.. However to keep his self-concept cons;ist

ent with his conditions of self-esteem he must deny to his 

consciousness contradictory experiences· The repressed 

self-experiences and need~ still demand satisfa~tion .. Thus 

a-t times uncons·cious experiences may take over control of the 
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p:ers;on and forc·e him to pursue behavior contrad,ie:tory to his 

conscious self. 

An individuaJ. reac,ts, to his experience in various ways. 

He may ignore a~pects of it because they have no perceived 

relationship to his self-$tructure •. Examples of this behavior 

a+e very easy to find; ; each of us sele,ct from our phenomencµ 

field those aspects which are significant to us.. For example,, 

~ man does not consciously register each and every store 

as he walks down Main Street, nor does he attentively listen 

to every sound, or study every face that passes by, unless 

there is a need to be satisfied One is conscious of only~ 

p:ortion of the everyday events that go on ai,bout him but the::ee 

is no d..oubt that these occurrences which he has not consciously 

registered do in fact exist in hi$ field of experience~ 

man walking down the street may never really notice the postal 

box on the corner, but today he has a. card to mail.. Now,, 

he remembers:: there is ~ box. on the e-orner which he passes 

everyday •. · People constantly remember details which they 

had not consciously noticed before, provided they answer~ 

felt need •. 

Other portions of an individual's experience become 

~vailable to consciousness when they meet a need of the self 

or ~re consistent with the conditions of worth in the self

concept.. Conseqµently Rogers signifies by a,y;ailable to con

sciousness: those experiences which can freely elude the level 

of awareness, because the symbolized details-, in the mind are 

not always consciously present.. A. man may perceive himself 
as strong but he is not continuously repeating to himself, 



- 49 -

tt-J: ... am a_ strong man". . Only when his thoughts, turn in this 

direction does this awareness arise.. Henc:e, experiences· which 

are available to consciousness because of their relationship 

to the self become conscious when the individual ha,5 the 

occasion to perceive them 

Various explanations may be offered on why certain 

experiences are symbolized in awareness and others are not .. 

Certain experiences a-re symbolized because they satisfy the 

needs of the indi vid.ual,, or are related to his needS" •. A.. 

teacrher will notice books, or clippings, or articles related 

to the subject he teaches;; a soldier will notice movements 

which may indicate a threat to his life; hungry travelers 

will notice the restaurants and food-stands along the highway

Other types of experience are symbolized in awareness because 

they are consistent with the self..concept and serve to strengthen 

it.. ll girl who thinks of herself a:s socially awkward · or 

gauche will tend to ex.perience whatever confirms her self

concept. She will be conscious of her low marks in Science 

and Mathematics, of her inability to s:-ew, and of her lack 

of friends;. Later, if her self-concept has changed, she 

may advert to her good marks in History or Literature ,1 to her 

success in a new project, or to the approval in ~new friend

ship •. 

On the other hand many experiences are completely denied 

to consciousness or are perceived in~ distorted fashion 

because they are inconsistent with the S"Glf-concept. The 

individual may be somewhat aware that he is rejecting~ certain 

experience. A. client whose self-concept was negative was well 
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awaTe that others thought her to be intelligent but sh~ knew 

they Were wrong; how could they know the truth about her? 

She didn't want to believe them. She would accept the opinion 

of any person . who d,epreciated her ability but could not accep;t 

the contradictory evidence of praise .. She selected and con

c-:entrated o.n perceptions that would serve to maintain her 

self-concept such as the inability of people to know her 

really well. Every one, to a more or less degree, denies the 

truth of certain perceptions in this way 

Exqrerienees: maiy be denied to consciousness in another 

much more significant manner .. The individual is not a.ware of 

what he is denying, nor that he is even denying anything at 

all to consciousness,: because the experience is so totally 

at odds with the s.elf-conceJ?t .. For example, a person who 

had a, strict moral climate in childhood W;ill have developed 

a concept of herself reflectin.g certain conditions of wol!th 

from childhood.. Let us suppose tha.t she experiences strong 

d,es•ires for sexual satisfaction with her marria,ge partner. 

To permit these organic cravings to appear in consciousness 

would be in severe contradiction to her self-concept.. The 

woman is powerles~ to prevent the organic experience from 

occurring but she can and does repress any conscious knowledge 

of it.. A young man may experience anger a,t overly protecti-,ze 

parents but his self-concept of a. dutiful son who should feel 

gratitude will not permit him to be aware of his anger.. He 

may deny his emotion any conS'ciousness expresion but, even 
though he undergoes the physical changes which accompany anger, 
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he may symbolize his organic sensations in a distorted fashion 

consistent with his self.o..concept such a:S a bad headache. 

Conditions of worth compel an individual to perceive 

selectively all experiences associated with them. The need 

for positive self-regard tends to distort one's subjective 

cosmos. Experiences which satisfy conditions of worth are 

symbolized accurately in awareness, but not so with experiences 

which the idea of worthiness condemns. Unwelcome experiences 

of this kind are either wholely or partially denied to awareness, 

or, if defense is ineffect-\laJ. , the individual may perceive 

the experience either selectively or in a distorted fashion 

in order to lessen the contradiction. 

The foregoing analysis suggests that the self-concept 

is made up partially of distortions of experience and so is 

to a degree inaccurate •. The growing child perceives himself 

as lovable, worthy of love, and engaging in an exchange of 

affection with his parents.. The feeling of being loved i :s 

a central and significant factor in the development of the 

self-structure.. In early infancy the organic satisfae:tions 

such as anger, bowel movements, hitting other people are 

patiently accepted by mother and father, and as a result, 

these actions are in no way inconsistent with the concept of 

self as a loVable individual •. But in the fullness of time 

the actions of parents begin to indicate that this formerly 

satisfying behavior is bad; he is bad, and he is neither 

loved or worthy of love when he behaves that way.. Cons·equently 
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the child experiences a deep threat to his self-concept, for, 

if he admits to awareness his satisfactions experienced from 

the forbidden behavior, he will cast strong doubts upon his 

self-concept of being lovable and loved. The inconsistency 

between the self-concept and experience produces adverse 

results in the ordinary child. He denies to awareness the 

satisfactions that he feels, and he distorts his perception 

of the parents' behavior towards him. He does not perce_ive 

that his parents find his own behavior unsatisfactory to 

them. In order to maintain the self-concept, he symbolizes 

the behavior itself as unsatisfactory. In this way, the 

parental attitudes are assumed into the self structure but, 

more significantly, because of the distortion, their 

undesirable reactions are experienced as if they were based 

upon the individual's own judgment. 

The child may come to feel that expressions of anger 

are bad, even though anger may actually serve to satisfy a 

need or to enhance the child's development. Accurate repre

sentations of experience do not easily enter awareness 

because they tend to contradict the distorted self-concept, 

or, if they reach awareness he experiences anxiety at the 

inconsistency he must entertain within himself. The child 

or adult finds himself caught in a dilemma because he has a 

distorted self-concept and he finds it very difficult to become 

aware of evidence which will permit him to substitute a more 

accurate concept. Remember that perceptions are excluded from 

awareness becau~e they contradict the self-concept and not 
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because they are derogatory .. AS' a result it is as difficult 

to a.ccept .experiences· which will make the self-concept more 

worthy of positive . regard a-s to accept evidence which supports 

a very inferior self-concept if either perception contradicts 

the present self-concept Clients with a negative concept 

of themselves reject contradictory evidence as strongly as 

people, w.ho feel they have superior ability ignore evidence 

of their meu':t'oc'l!i.tt .35 

Carl Rogers has come to believe that people can reject · 

from awareness contradictory experiences or distort their 

symbolization without ever becoming for an instant a~are of 

the experience itself •. He wTites: 

A.t this point a number of clarifying studies began to 
come from the laboratory . Growing out of the work of 
Bruner and Postman on the personal factors influencing 
perception came certain findings bearing directly upon 
the problem we have just defined •. It Qegan to appear 
that even in the tachistoscopic presentation of a word 
the subject "knowstt- or n-pre-p--erceivestt or responds to 
the positive or negative value of the word before the 
stimulus is recognized in consciousness •••• With 
an increasing wetght a£ evidence, based upon increasingly 
crucial studies, it seems the following conclusion is 
justified.. . The individual appears to be able to discrim
nate between threatening and nonthreatening stimuli , 
even though unable consciously to recognize the stimulus 
to which he is reacting . McCleary and Lazarus, whose 
study is much the mos t carefully controlled of those made 
to date , coin the term "subception"· to describe this process •. 
The individual "subce i ves't a word as threatening, as 
indicated by his galvanic skin response, even when the 
exposure time is too limited for him to perceive it .. 
E.ven t hough he perceives the wurd wrongly in conscioun.ness, 
his autonomic reaction tends to be a response to a threat
ening situation, as revealed by the GSR .. The authors 
conclude that · nEven when a. subject is unable to report 
a~ visual discrimination i . e •. , he reports; incorrectly 
when forced to make a choice he is still able to make a 
stimulus discrimin~tion ~t s~me level below that required 
for conS:cious recognition . "36 

., 



- 54 -

The f'oregoing analysis indicates that all consc-ious 

element~ of the individual are inc-0rporated into the self-

$tructure~ Consequently most of the behavior adopted by 

an individual is consistent with his self-concept •. A. person 

who thinks of himself as honest will find it difficult to 

strive for achievement through means which he feels are 

dishonest. When the self-concept lacks all forms of aggression 

toward others, the subj e.ct finds it difficult to satisfy 

such a need by direct means. The only avenues open to him 

for satisfaifion a-re those consistent with the organized 

self-concept, except for certain significant exceptions 

which occur despite the self-concept .. 

In most cases the need which the individual is satisfy

ing c:an be admitted to awareness without any distortion, but 

in some ca·ses the need its elf is not s,ymboliz:ed a:ccurately 

because it contradicts the self-concept.. For example during 

warfare men with self-concepts that involve courage and fear

lessness experience at the physiological level fear a:nd the 

need to escape danger •. Since this need does not agree with 

the S'Blf-concept it does not reach the consciousness of the 

soldier.. Hovever he can satisfy his needs by perceiving 

himself ill with an upset stomach or by discovering that 

his tank engine is not really working properly, and for these 

reasons he is-· able to a:ibandon his dangerous: task.. Many examples 

of this type of behavior may be found. . For example, most 

neurotic behavior satisfies an experienced need which eannot 

be ad.mi tted to c-onsciousness by behavior consistent with the 
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s.elf-concept and thus is acceptable to the individual. 

On the other hand, many forms of behavior which do not 

seem to be related to the self structure at all, come under 

its influence when such behavior would contradict the self

concept. For example, a mother generally will sleep because 

of the need for rest, but all hope of sleeping disappears 

when her self-concept of responsibility for her teenage daughter 

becomes involved and she lies awake until she hears the d.oor 

open and shut, and she listens to the girl's footsteps on the 

s,tair. To fall asleep would be inconsistent with her self

concept. For the same reason a man who views himself as a 

conscientious and responsible individual will rise at an early 

hour no matt-er how tired he may be. 

Behavior may on the other hand be caused in an individual 

by organic experiences and needs which have not been con

sciously symbolized and such experiences may be inconsistent 

with the self-concept. In such instances, the self

experiences associated with inconsistent behavior are not 

accepted into the self-structure. In a moment of great danger 

a man may perform a deed of prodigious strength or heroic 

bravery, but afterwards he will say t hat he wasn't himself 

or he didn't realize what he was doing. His conscious self 

feels no control over those actions and so t he behavior is 

not accepted as part of the self. 

The same behavior occurs when many of the organic needs 

and experiences are refused consciousness. The pressure of 

the need can become so great that the organism brings about 
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the satisfaction of the need ,without attempting to relate 

the behavior to the self-concept.37 

Carl Rogers writes: 
Thus, a boy whose upbrin§ing created a self-concept of 
purity and freedom from 'base" sexual impulses was arrested 
for lifting the skirts of two little girls and examining 

them. He insisted that he could not have performed this 
behavior, and when presented with witnesses, was positive 
that "I was not myself." The developing sexuality 
of an adolescent boy, and the accompanying curiosity, 
constituted a strong organic need for which there seemed 
no channel of satisfaction which was consistent with the 
concept of self. Eventually the organism behaved in such 
a way as to gain satisfaction, but this behavior was not 
felt to be, nor was it, a part of the self. It was 
behavior which was dissociated from the concept of self, 
and over which the boy exercised no conscious control. 
The organized cllaracter of the behavior grows out of the 
fact that the organism on a physiological basis can 
initiate and carry on complex behavior to meet its needs. 

In a great many cases of psychological maladjustment, 
one of the causes for concern on the part of the indivi
dual is that certain types of behavior go on without his 
control or the possibility of his control. "I don't 
know why I do it. I don't want to do it, but yet I do," 
is a common enough type of statement. Also, the notion, 
nr•m just not myself when I do those things, 11 nr didn't 
know what I was doing,·~, "I have no control over .those 
reactions." In each case the reference is to behavior 
which is organically determined on the basis of experiences 
denied accurate symbolization, and hence is carried through 
without having been brought in~8 any consistent relatioh
ship with the concept of self. 

An individual frequently develops a discrepancy between 

his self-concept and his actual experience. He sees himself 

as having characteristics a, b, and c, and experiences feelings 

x, y, and z. If his symbolization had been accurate he would 

perceive that he really has characteristics e, d, and e, and 

experiences feelings v, w, and x. As a result of the incon

gruence between self-concept and e~erience tlie indi vid.ual 

finds himself in a state of tension and internal confusion 

because his behavior makes him aware to some extent of the 
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C'ontradiction.. At one time the behavior may be a, function 

of the a~tualizing tendency and at ~other, the self

actuali~ation tendency may be dominant .. Neurotic behavior 

is an example of behavior which is due to the actualization 

tendency and for this reason it is incomprehensible to the 

individual himself;; it disagrees with wh~t he wants to do on 

the conscious level, namely to actualize a self th~t is no 

longer an accurate symboliza,tion of his self-experiences. 

Rogers examines the various states of mind the individual 

may find himself in as a result of incongruence individual 

is in a state of psychological maladjustment when there exists 

a.discrepancy between his self-conce~t and his organic experiences. 

hen the individual is unaware of this state of affairs in 

himself he is V'Ulner@ble to anxiety, threat, and disorgani~

ation. If any significant experience demonstrates the dis

crepancy so ~learly that it must be consciously symbolized, 

then the individual will be threatened and his self-concept 

will be disorganiz:ed by the eontradictory experience which 

wall not assimilate into the ges·talt. If the individual 

senses this incungruency he will become anxious, but if he 

becomes conscious of the discordance he will experience 

disorganization •. Such a,n individual's self-concept is based 

on~ very insecure foundation .. 39 

The Experience of Threat and the Process of Defenc-e 

Since ai person can not tolerate for long a, state of 
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anxiety and discordance. in his personality he resorts to 

defensi~e behavior which serves to proteet his conscious 

self-structure from the disturbing experience •. 

.An individual throughou·t his life continues to exper

ience himself and the. world.. When an .encounter is incongru

ent with the self-concept's conditions of worth, it is sub

ceived to be threatening~ The threat lies in the fact that 

the self-concept would no longer be~ consistent gest~lt if 

the experienc.e were accurately symbolized in awareness 

Should the experience enter consciousness the conditions of 

worth would be viola.ted and the need for self-regard would 

be frus.trated.. The individual e:xperiences: a state of anxiety, 

and resorts to a proc·e.ss of defence to prevent these events 

from happening to him .. The defence may concentrate on certai n 

perceptions, or it may dis.tort the experience in consciousness 

or else it may deny either the whole or part of the experience 

to awarenessk By these means the defense against a subeeived 

threat manages to keep the conscious perception or the 

experience consistent with the self-concept and the conditions 

of worth •. 

The effect of the defence against threat is to make 

the change of perception difficult because of the necessity 

of distortion in order to serve the self-concept's needs~ 

Consequently the individual tends toward intensionality, 

which means he is inclined to s·ee his experience in un

c'Ondi tionai terms, to overgenerailize·, to be dominated by his 

beliefs. or concepts, to <confuse fa.ct and opinion and to rely 
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up.on abstractions rather than upon the testing of his ideas 

in reality situations. 

E'.,ecause the state of incongruence in an individual 

influences his behavior, Rogers divides a.:bnormau. rea&t !Lnns 

into defensive and disorganized behaviors.. Defensive behaviors 

include neurotic rea.ctions sueh a-s rationalization, compen

sation, fantasy, projection, compulsions, phobias, and such 

psychotic behavior as paranoid behaviors and perhaps ca.tatonic 

s·tates·.. Disnrganized behavior includes the irrational and 

the ~cute psychotic forms of behavior~. Rogers believes that 

his classification is more fundimental and fruitful for 

treatment than the popular division~ Me warns- that the e:oncept 

of neurosis and psychosis a-s _;errti ties in themselves is a 

misleading conception with unfortunate consequences .. 

~o review our progr~ss, Carl Rogers 1 theory of per

~onality thus far can apply to every individual in a greater 

or lesser degree~ Kveryone has neurotic behavior but not 

all have the extreme crippling varieties. We all can ration

alize to make our behavior consistent w:ith our self-concept; 

we all can engage in fantasy, constructing a dream world where 

we are the heroes and painful reality is excluded •. e may 

project unto others the evil which is inconsistent with the 

self-concept, so that we may attack it as happens so often 

in C'ases of prejudice .. To the extent that we have dis

crepancies between our self-concept and our field of 

experience we all engage in defensive behavior .. 40 
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T-he Process~ of Breakdown and Dis,organiz.-ation 

~or certain unfortunate people Carl Rogers' explanation 

• of behavior is not finished for their beha.vior ceases to be 

only defensive and they cross the threshold of a complete 

psychotic break .. Breakdown on the self-structure only occurs 

under certain conditions which make it possible. The indiv

idual must have a significant d.egree of incongruence between 

his self-concept and experience, and a significant experience 

which demonstrates the disc~epancy must happen suddenly or 

with a high degree of obviousness; as a consequence the 

individualts process of defence is unable to successfully 

adapt the experience to the self-concept and its conditions 

or worth~ . As the person subceives the incongruence in him

self he experiences anxiety.. The extent of the self-structure 

which isthreatene~ determines the degree of anxiety which he 

experiences. 

Since the process of defence has failed, the experience 

becomes accurately symbolized in the individual's conscious

ness and the gestalt of the self-structure is broken because 

he is now conscious of experiences in hims;elf which are in

congruent with the self-concept.. He becomes disorganiz.-ed, 

and in this state behayes at times in a manner consistent 

with the experiences he has formerly distorted or denied to 

awareness, ®d a-t other times he will behave in ways consist

ent with his self-structure •. The tension between the self

concept with its distorted perceptions and the experiences· 
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which are not accurately symbolized or included in the self

concept expresses itself in a state of disorganization in 

which the organism regulates itself first by one and then 
) 

by the other •. 

Carl Rogers indi~ate$ how psychotic breaks occur with 

s-everal examples.. A client undergoing therapy is enabled to 

,express- more and more of himself, until he comes almost to 

the point of expressing~ truth which flatly cha~lenges his 

self-concept~ -He experiences anxiety but if condition~ are 

right the anxiety is only moderate and the session becomes. 

constructive. However there is always the danger that a. 

therapist may bring the client face to face with more of the 

suppressed experiences'. thap he can handle and a. psychotic 

break occurs •. This has happened when a ~lient received coun

selling from several SDurces a,t the same time.. It a-lso 

occu:m.-eld in the early experienc-es with sX>dium penta1thol therapy, 

in which a, client revealed many of the experiences which he 

has: denied to his consciousness. ,hen he was faced with the 

material in his normal state he w~s unable to deny its truth~ 

his defenc:es collapsed, his self-s,trua:ture was broken,- and he 

underwent a psychotic break~ 

Acute psychotic behavior appears often to be behavior 

consistent w.ith the denied experiences of the patient. For 

example an individual who has rigidly kept his sexua.l impulses 

under control and denied them any symbolizattion in his self

c"One€pt, ma-Y in his dis or ganiz:ect behavior make open s:exuaJ. 

overtures to people who come in contact with him~ Rogers 
' 
t, 
I 
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thinks that many of the so-called irrational behaviors of 

psychotic patients can be understood as a reversal of the 

level of control from the conscious self-concept to the 

denied aspects of a patient•s self-experiences. The patient 

still strives to ·defend himself from the painful experience 

of incongruency for in cases where the denied self-experiences 

are dominant, the person now defends himself against awareness 

of the self. 

hen the self again becomes the factor of control, the 

self-concept has greatly changed. The patient now sees 

himself as a crazy, inadequate, undependable person who has 

impulses and forces bey:ond his control. In this way the self

concept and actual experience are brought closer together. 

Little confidence is felt in the self-structure. Rogers 

warns that .this aspect of his theory is new and needs much 

more study before it can be considered accurate and adequate. 41 

The Process of Reintegration 

The conditions which produce discrepancies in behavior, 

the experience of threat, and defensive behavior may be reversed 

and the degree of congruence between the self-concept and 

the organic experiences increased. Two conditions must be 

met before a threatening experience can be accurately 

symbolized in awareness and incorporated into the self

structure; the conditions of worth must decrease and 

unconditional self-regard must increase. Rogers defines 
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unconditional S"elf-regard as a, state in which an 

individual can not perceive any self-experience as more 

worthy of positive regard than any other self-experience~ 

The conditions of worth may be eliminated and. the degree 

of self-esteem increased if the individual is able to exper

ience the unconditional positive regard of some significant 

person in his environment~ However unconditional positive 

regard means little to a person unless it exists together 

with empathic understanding . Rogers defines the l ~tter as· 

the understanding of another person's internal frame of 

reference with accuracy together with its emotional ~ontext 

as if one had become the other person .. Should this · "as if" 

become lost one is identified with the other person rather 

than experiencing empathy toward him. If a person knows 

little about ai,nother, his unconditional positive r,egard toward 

him can be dismissed a~ meaningless because further know

ledge can change one's feeling of positive regard~ But if 

someone knows you thoroughly, and empathically understands 

many of your feelings and behaviors:, and still you perceive 

that he entertains unconditional positive feelings tow.ard you, 

then the existing conditions of worth ·are w.e.aken:e.ti and dis

solved .. One can imagine the sense of surprise when an 

individual reveals one of the bad qualities which he has 

tried to hide even from himself, braces himself for ~ejection 

and loathing, and finds tha,t the friend still prizes him as 

much as ever. How can he have the same degree of faith in 

that condition of worth when someone knows the worst aibout 



- ·64- -

him and it doesn't destroy the relationship but indeed has 

the opposite effect? As a result of being totally accepted 

by those who know him well, the man is able to increase his 

own unconditional positive self-regard. Since he is now 

able to add to his self-concept details which he was formerly 

forced to deny or to distort, he becomes less vulnerable 

to threat because many threatening details have taken their 

place in the self-concept, and are now congruent with it. 

The process of reintegration may occur at any time these 

conditions are met;: that an individual feels he is prized by 

another who knows him with no strings attached. Consequently 

constructive changes may be brought about in a person if he 

can be liked for himself. Many an understandiI]g ~friend 

or a member of a family has reversed the process of defence 

and set a young man or a woman on the path toward, a happy 

and fruitful maturity.4-2 



CHAPTER III 

A. THEORY OF THE FULLY FUNCTIONING PERS.ON 

The young man or woman, having departed from the integr

ated behavior of infancy because of cultural conditioning 

from his parents, peers, and other significant people, must 

strive to incorporate a sufficient degree of self-experiences 

into the self-concept to function successfully Just what 

characteristics might one expect to find in an individuaJ. 

who achieves· complete openness to a.11 his experiences~ Carl 

Rogers' theory of the fully functioning person answers this 

question.. The· essence of the fully functioning person a.S: 

defined by Carl Rogers' theory is. his freedom to behave in 

the way he c:?hooses. A.. defensively organized person finds 

that he is unable to behave in the manner he wishes~ Roth 

a fully functioning person and a defensively behaving person 

are in one sense determined by the facts of life around them 

and it would be nonsense to claim absolute freedom of behavior 

for either •. In what sense does Rogers mean th~t a~ully 

functioning person is free? He can make the effective choice 

by symbolizing in awareness all significant relative data •. 

In contrast distorted perceptions and lack of knowledge ~bout 

himself and his envi'r.onment rob a defensively organized person 

of his freedom of choic.e •. In Rogers' theory a, fully functioning 
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man is free to know what are his best interests: and is free 

to pursue the most effective means to realize them.. Such a 

person is certainly much better eqµipped to handle success

fully the trials of life. 

Carl Rogers does not fear that a man who has released 

the hidden portions of his self-€xperiences and has added 

them to his consciousness, will turn into a monster.. In 

fact he feels the opposite is true, namely that a man will 

be better for knowing himself more completelyt 

It will be evident that another implication of the view 
I have been presenting is that the basic nature of the 
human being, when functioning freely, is constructive and 
trustworthy •. When we are able to free the individual 
from defensiveness, so tha,t he is open to the wide range 
of his own needs, as well as the wide range of environmental 
and social demands, his reactions may be trusted to be 
positive, forward moving, constructive •••• Man's 
beh~vior is exquisitely rational, moving with subtle ~nd 
ordered complexity toward the goals his organism is endeav
oring to achieve •••• The only control of impulses 
which would exist, or which would prove necessary, is 
the natura~ and internaJ. balancing of one need against 
another, and the discovery of behaviors which follow the 
vector most closely approximating the satisfaction of 
all needs. The experience of extreme satisfaction of 
one need (for aggression, or sex, etc.) in such a way 
as to do violence to the satist'action of other needs-
(for companionship, tender relationship,, etc.) - an 
experience very common in the defensively organized 
person - would be greatly decreased~ He would participate 
in the vastly complex self-regulatory activities of his 
organism ••• in such a fashion as to live in increasing 
harmony with himself and with others.43 

How does the fully functioning person develop? 

Initially he possesses an inherent tendency to actualize 

himself, to develop into a mature human being. Consequently 

he has the capacity to symboli~e his experiences accurately 

in his consciousness and as a result he is also capable of 
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keeping his self-concept congruent or in essential agreement 

with his experience. Very early he feels a need for positive 

regard from significant others, such as his parents, and 

soon .after he also dev-elops a need for positive self-regard. 

All human children have these capaci tie·s and these needs, 

yet not all become fully functioning. Why is this so? The 

answer is simple. Unless a child, or an adult for that 

matter, experiences unconditional positive regard from the 

significant people in his life whom he feels know him 

thoroughly he will become derensive. The need for uncon

ditional approval can be satisf1ed by any person who is 

able to achieve empathic understanding of him and to 

communicate his genuine feeling of acceptance to him. The 

need for positive regard from others and of self-esteem is 

consequently met in as full a degree as possible since no 

conditions are attached to the appToval. The individual is 

enabled, to the fulle,st extent of his ability, to actualiEe 

himself, to know his experiences accurately and to include 

in his self-concept his total self-experiences. The fully 

functioning person is one who has met the above conditions 

to the maximum degree. The degree of freedom1 from defensi~e 

b~ha~ior determines the capacity for behavior as a fully 

functioning person. 

A fully functioning person will have these character

istics. He will be fully open to his experience . because :&ta 

does not have to deny or distort his self-experiences or 

his perceptions of the world to avoid incongruence with his 
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self-concept. He will exhibit no defensive behavior 

because he needs n.one. All his experiences will be available 

to h i s consciousness whenever they become significant to his 

behavior. He may still make mistakes in symbolizing data 

but the error will be due to the ambiguity of the experience 

and not to the needs of the perceiver. His self-concept 

will be congruent with his experience because it will be 

based on an accurate perception of all his self-experiences. 

As a result his self-concept will be a fluid gestalt which 

changes freely as he assimilates into it all new and related 

experiences. He experiences himself as the locus or site of 

ew.luation. Consequently all his principles and stanqards 

of behavior will have his own personal stamp 0f approval and 

will not be the incorporated values of others which are 

distortedly perceived as if they were his own. As a result, 

he will be able to balance all his needs against each other 

and choose the best possible course of action to satisfy 

these needs without frustrating any In contrast, the de-

fensively organized person finds his valuing process dis

turbed because certain needs are distorted, or denied to 

consciousness, or exaggerated to serve the needs of an in

aceurate self-concept. The fully functioning person has no 

conditions of worth, hence he is able to experience positive 

self-regard under all conditions. He can disapprove of his 

actions in any particular case without at the same time 

rejecting in a sense his own self. 

Such a person will meet each problem of life with 



- 69. -

behavior which is a fresh creative solution to life's demands. 

Defensive people are bound by the patterns of their former 

behavior and like blind mice keep running in the same fruit

less circles. On the other hand, freely functioning people 

find their organismic valuing a reliable guid.e because all 

pertinent data becomes available t .o consciousness and may ba 

used in deciding on a course of action because all self

experiences reach consciousness undistorted. The results of 

behavior, moreover, reach consciousness undistorted so that 

behavio:r may be evaluated for its effectiveness in reality. 

He will tend to live in the maximum degree of harmony with 

others because it is as rewarding to love others as to have 

others love you. He will enjoy fulfilling the needs of 

others for affection. Consequently the fully functioning 

person will be able to act in a much more effective and 

socially satisfying manner because of his freedom of choice 

of behavior. 44 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, several points of Rogers' theory de

mand the attention of parents, teachers, and adults who 

work with children because of the serious implications 

involved. 

Parents, teachers, and youth workers should consider 

the role of significant people in shaping conditions of 

worth because they do become sufficiently important to 

make a difference in the experiential field of their little 

charges. This psychological relationship can come to exist 

between teacher and child without the former being aware of 

it. Consider how many times the responses of people to the 

behavior of children have been inappropriate. How many 

times has mother become angry, or declared the child was 

bad, or said she hated him, or struck him, or in other ways 

has shown her displeasure because she was annoyed'l How many 

times has the child been made to feel that he cannot be 

loved when he behaves this way or actually has been t.Ql.p_ thc:tt 

11Mommy and Daddy can't love you if you hit your brother, or 

lie, or steal, or are bad"? How many times in a classroom 

has a pupil been attacked personally with ridicule, or 

sarcasm, or humiliated., or beaten, or given detentions for 
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petty misdeeds? Whenever the child is rejected for overt 

behavior, he develops conditions of worth which make him 

defensive, and destroy his integrity as a fully function

ing p_erson. The possible conse·quence is serious personality 

disorders and perhaps personality breakdown. 

A further conclusion is that the discipline should 

never involve rejection of the child. Beyond doubt the 

child must be disciplined for behavior which is antisocial 

or objectionable, but there is no reason to label the child 

personally bad. Many parents and teachers confuse the 

behavior with the child, and strike out in anger at both. 

In a sense they are willing to throw out the baby with the 

dirty water. It is more desirable to make the chJ:ld feel 

cherished for himself even while he is being punished in 

order to avoid developing defensive behavior. Teachers 

should always keep the possible consequences of their 

discipline well in mind and consciously seek to avoid the 

natural pitfalls of rejecting or disliking troublesome 

children. 

Children come to a teacher with already formed con

ditions of worth which make their behavior to some extent 

defensive. Certain children because of their past history 

have a high degree of incongruence between their self

structure and their experience. As a consequence they are 

extremely vulnerable to threatening experiences. The 

teacher should beware of forcing certain issues because the 

dividing line between sanity and insanity for such people 
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lies in the ability to deceive themselves. A teacher who 

has such a strongly disturbed pupil would be rash indeed to 

destroy any of his illusions. For many such people it will 

remain only a matter of time before their defences crumble 

and a psychotic break occurs. A teacher can do a great 

service by recommending therapy which will reduce his 

vulnerability before running into a conscious, overpowering 

experience . 

A teacher thus is in an extremely strategic position 

for constructive service to his students since he can es

tablish psychological contact with them and become a 

si.gnificant person in their experiential field. He can do 

much to satisfy the need for positive regard in pupils who 

have not received it from their parents and contribute ~to 

personality growth. The formula is simple; he merely has 

to like them and let his attitude show. Unfortunately, 

many teachers would never consider establishing such a 

relationship with their pupils because they do not realize 

the impact it can have on his defensive behavior, or because 

of the popular belief that teachers should maintain a 

distance between themselves and their pupils, or simply 

because they fear discipline problems. Too often teachers 

let slip away the golden opportunity to set a youth on the 

road away from defensiveness and toward maturity because 

they do not have the courage to look at the child as an 

individual and esteem him for himself . 

Rogers' work and similar research is extremely per-
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tinent to the classroom situation. It contributes to a 

teacher's understanding of his pupils' problems and clarifies 

the dynamic influence simple human affection has on the 

personality structure and behavior patterns of people. 

1 
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