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the expectations of significant others. Unconditional positive regard on the part of the 
counsellor towards her client is important because it directly sabotages such conditions 
of worth: the counsellor values her client irrespective of the client’s conforming to 
‘conditions’. Lietaer (1984) uses the term counterconditioning to describe the process set 
in motion by a counsellor’s unconditional positive regard: the conditioned link between 
meeting conditions of worth and being valued is broken by continually treating the cli-
ent as valuable in his own right, regardless of whether he meets the conditions of worth 
set out for him in his life.

In sabotaging conditions of worth, unconditional positive regard breaks into the 
client’s negative, self-defeating cycle (see Figure 5.1). The client who is lacking self-
acceptance behaves in a way which reflects that attitude: he does not expect people to 
value him, so in relation to others he is particularly self-protective. He may appear weak, 
inappropriately aggressive, unemotional, or perhaps he tends to withdraw from intense 
social contact. Behaviours such as these are scarcely welcoming for other people, and 
may indeed drive them away, a fact that offers further evidence to the client that he is 
unloved and unlovable. Unconditional positive regard breaks into this cycle as the coun-
sellor refuses to be deflected by the client’s self-protective behaviour and instead offers 
the client consistent acceptance of his intrinsic worth.

Nobody
cares for me

I behave more and
more self-protectively

That keeps
other people away

FIGURE 5.1 Self-defeating cycle

This different response of the counsellor has effects on the client’s behaviour in the 
relationship. Since there is now no need for the client to be self-protective in relation-
ship with the counsellor, he begins to feel safe enough to disclose more about himself 
and explore his experiences more deeply.
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