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Origin of This Theory 

Carl Rogers developed the theory of the Seven Stages of Process, perhaps best explained 

in his book, On Becoming a Person, originally published in 1961. This post aims to relate 

this theory to practice, bringing it into the therapy room and our relationship with the 

client. How can the theory inform practice? What we can look out for? How we can see 

these stages in motion? 

From Fixity to Fluidity 

In this book, Rogers wrote (1961, p. 100): ‘Individuals move, I began to see, not from 

fixity or homeostasis through change to a new fixity, though such a process is indeed 

possible. But much the more significant continuum is from fixity to changingness, from 

rigid structure to flow, from stasis to process.’ That’s a great quote to use in an 

assignment, but what exactly does it mean? 

What Rogers is saying is not that a person comes in with one set of rigid and fixed views 

and goes through a process within the therapeutic relationship whereby those views 

change to different fixed views. Rather, it’s a process of going from having really fixed 

and rigid ways of looking at the world to being a more fully functioning person through 

a loosening of self-structure. So it is about being more open, fluid and accepting. 
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Seven Non-Linear Stages 

According to Rogers, this process can be split into seven stages. At stage one, the 

organism is fixed, rigid, stuck, anxious and incongruent – while at stage seven, it is fluid, 

spontaneous and congruent. When Rogers speaks about the ‘organism’, he is referring 

to us and our clients as humans – to the way we are and to the way we interact with our 

world. In this post, we look at Rogers’ seven stages, examining how they fit into our 

counselling relationships. 

The seven stages are not a linear process: clients can move backwards and forwards 

between stages at any time, though this is much less likely at the later stages. 

Stage One 

Rogers (1961, p. 132) describes the first stage as follows: ‘The individual in this stage of 

fixity and remoteness of experience is not likely to come voluntarily for therapy.’ In 

other words, it is unlikely as therapists that we’re going to be seeing a person who is in 

stage one – an extremely rigid, fixed position in terms of their views of the world. 

Rogers identifies that there is an unwillingness to communicate any part of self: 

communication is always about external factors. So a person at stage one will see any 

kind of pain that they experience within their life as being due to purely external 

influences, i.e. outside their control. They will say that people, places and things cause 

them difficulty: ‘Oh, that’s a terrible place. You don’t want to be going there’ or ‘Those 

kind of people are [such and such].’ They feel that talking about their feelings is a waste 

of time. 

Although it’s highly unlikely that a person at stage one will walk into our therapy room, 

it is not impossible. For example, a client might arrive and – when we ask them why 

they have come to therapy – say, for example, ‘‘My wife said I should come’ or (in 

school/college counselling), ‘My teacher said I need to come and see you.’ This is 

something that’s really worth looking out for, because if a client comes in and implies 

they’re not there for themselves, how can we build a therapeutic relationship with them? 

Is it even ethical for us to engage in therapy if a person feels that they are only there 

because somebody else suggested that they come in? 

Rogers identifies that the person in stage one will not be able to notice and recognise the 

feelings within self – so there will be nothing to process. There is a complete 

incongruence in this client entering therapy. And it may well be that the ethical thing to 
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do, if the client says that someone else suggested they should come, is to say, ‘Well, what 

do you feel about that?’ They might then reply: ‘Well, I don’t think I’ve got any 

problems. If anyone’s got a problem here, it’s the teacher’, so externalising all of the 

responsibility. An ethical response might be: ‘Well, you know that I’m here if you need 

me, and if you ever feel that you want to engage, you can always come back into 

therapy.’ This allows them to leave, because there is no therapeutic process going to take 

place with this person. 

Stage Two 

So what might we see at stage two? How might we recognise a stage-two person in our 

therapy room? First, we’re going to see a slight loosening of the rigid constructs, 

although we’re still going to notice that the client may present themselves with having 

difficulty in accepting any kind of responsibility for their feelings. So they may appear as 

victims within their own lives: everything that is happening to them will once again be 

externalised. We may find them saying that they’re living in a hostile world: ‘If you had a 

[job/wife/children] like mine, you too would feel this way.’ 

How they look at the world is for them a fact, because the concept of self is still very 

rigid. Because of this, they don’t see that they have the ability to influence their 

happiness within the world. It’s almost like the world imposes its will upon them. But 

what we may see is that they start to acknowledge that feelings are there, even if they 

don’t recognise them as such. These emotions will be just underneath the surface – on 

the edge of awareness. 

We may be able to start working with a client who is in stage two. They may again use 

very broad statements, for example, ‘It’s always like that, isn’t it?’ The ‘isn’t it?’ is a great 

indicator of a stage-two client, because they’re starting to question where they’re coming 

for. They’re feeling this pain and recognising – at least to a minimal degree – that there 

is some kind of feeling within them, although they may not be able to verbalise or 

pinpoint that. But it is there: it’s on that edge of awareness. They might start to show 

tendencies to question and explore what they are feeling. 

People at stage two may define themselves and where they are in the here-and-now in 

terms of their past lives. So we may hear statements like, ‘I can never get [such and 

such] right’, ‘I’m always finding myself in this situation’ or ‘I could never do something 

like that.’ It’s almost like they are evidencing where they are in the here-and-now in 

terms of past negative experiences. These are the kinds of clues that we might get if 

we’re seeing a client in stage two. 
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What can we do as therapists if we recognise that a client is at stage two? First, we can 

make sure we are right there in that client’s frame of reference with our empathic 

understanding of what it is like for them. It’s not our job as counsellors to move them 

from stage two to stage three. It is only our job to provide those necessary and sufficient 

conditions that Rogers identified as being the building blocks that allow, encourage and 

empower the client to move by themselves. We can reflect back exactly how we perceive 

their world for them, trust in the process, and allow the client to find their own way. 

Stage Three 

At stage three, there’s a slight loosening of that rigidity of attitudes seen at stages one 

and two. We might find that this client is more willing to talk about themselves, so there 

is the acknowledgement that they feel pain, and that this pain is theirs. However, they 

may seem more comfortable talking about the pain of the past than about the here-and-

now pain they are experiencing in current daily life. An example of that might be: ‘When 

I was a kid, I did a lot of things that made me feel really bad.’ 

In a client at stage three, we may see the incongruence starting to show. We begin to see 

contradictions in what they think and feel coming out within the counselling 

relationship. For example, they might say: ‘I try so hard to be the perfect partner, but I 

fail all time. It always goes wrong.’ We’re seeing the intention, but the feeling inside is 

contradicting that: we’re seeing that incongruence manifesting itself in the words the 

client is bringing. 

Also at stage three, we’re going to notice that the client is open to different possibilities 

and points of view. In contrast to the stage-one and stage-two view that what they 

project out to the world is the only way, the stage-three client is more accepting of the 

idea that there are other ways of doing things – though still with a tendency to default to 

what their self-concept tells them. 

So how might we work with a client who we recognise to be at stage three? We need to 

use unconditional positive regard (UPR), accepting them just as they are. They will then 

begin to unravel the stories themselves and to delve in deeply, as we reflect and use our 

skills to put that back in front of them. That UPR allows them to feel safe, to be open 

and to look at different ideas, concepts and ways of seeing the world. They will be 

bringing parts of self that they may find unacceptable: ‘Oh, I shouldn’t be this way.’ As 

counsellors, we can accept that as part of them, unconditionally and without judgement. 

In seeing our acceptance, the stage-three client – being open to other inputs and ways of 

looking at things – may themselves start to accept that and move towards stage four. 
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Stage Four 

So what are we likely to see at stage four in a client’s presentation? First, we’re going to 

notice that there is once again a loosening of that self-construct. The client is beginning 

to describe more intense feelings, but is still much more comfortable bringing past 

rather than here-and-now feelings, for example: ‘I felt so desperately unhappy when she 

didn’t seem to care. I’ve never known such deep feelings. It really scared me.’ Notice 

how all those verbs are in the past tense: ‘felt’, ‘known’, and ‘scared’ rather than ‘feel’, 

‘know’ and ‘scares’. Rogers uses the beautiful phrase ‘the not now’ to describe this 

phenomenon. It’s entirely understandable: those feelings are painful and they’re hurtful, 

so why would the client want to experience them in the here-and-now? It’s like a form of 

protection. 

The stage-four client really has difficulty understanding and accepting these negative 

feelings within self. They’re more likely to want to run away from them, and putting 

them into the past is one way of doing that. It’s avoiding the pain at all costs as opposed 

to embracing it and recognising it as part of self. It’s almost for this client as if they 

would rather that that pain had never existed in the first place. 

However, at stage four, we’re going to notice that the client may accidentally bring here-

and-now feelings into the therapy session. When this does happen, they will generally be 

mistrust or reject those emotions. For example, the client may say, ‘There’s this deep 

knot here, right down deep inside and it stops me from being myself. I don’t know what 

it is, and it makes me angry. What can I do about it?’ So the feeling is there, in the here-

and-now, but it’s not accepted, embraced or even fully seen as part of self. The client is 

trying to distance themselves from it, running away from it and looking for the switch to 

turn it off. 

While at stages one to three, there was an externalisation of why the client was feeling 

the pain (as if the responsibility for that pain rested with other people, places and 

things), the stage-four client starts to own what is happening. However, the fearfulness 

of doing so, and the hopelessness of the situation, are going to be very apparent. For 

example, the client may say something: ‘I’m feeling terrible, and I don’t know what it is. 

It must just be me; there must be something wrong with me.’ There’s a clear acceptance 

of responsibility, but total helplessness surrounding that. 

We may find at stage four that the client has difficulty trusting the therapist, and this 

again is understandable. They’ve had difficulty trusting – and so want to distance 

themselves from – their own feelings. They’re having difficulty trusting that they 

themselves form a part of their world and are in some way responsible for how their life 
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has turned out, and so for the way they feel. So for them to put trust unquestioningly in 

the therapist is really difficult. You may hear the client verbalising that: ‘I find it really 

difficult to trust people’, ‘I don’t know if this is going to work for me’, ‘How do I know if 

this is the right modality for me?’ or ‘How do I know that you are the right counsellor?’ 

Finally, we can sometimes see an inappropriate use of humour by the client, who may 

bring pain but then laugh. Or they might describe something really painful and then say: 

‘You probably just think I’m mad.’ Another clue here can be talking about self using the 

third person: ‘It’s crazy, isn’t it? I can’t believe a man in his 40s would keep on getting 

into these situations. Look at me!’ It’s like they are distancing themselves from the 

responsibility, and using humour to deflect fully accepting and embracing the feeling. 

So how do we work with this client? Very often, we’re going to be working with clients at 

stage four. The main thing is just to be with them, providing UPR and empathy, being 

congruent and using our counselling skills. That’s all we need to do. We’re there to 

provide a threat-free environment where the client can begin to trust more, can begin to 

bring more of self, and can maybe move onto the fifth of the seven stages of process. 

Stage Five 

At stage five, we’re starting to see that the client is more confident about what they’re 

feeling in the here-and-now, they’re happier to express presently experienced feelings, 

and they recognise these as their own emotions. There’s a deepening of the trust – and 

so of the level at which we work: the relational depth. As the client brings these here-

and-now feelings, the emotions are less denied to self and more accepted. While the 

client tended to distance themselves from difficult feelings at stage four, they now might 

say: ‘OK, this feeling is here and it’s mine, and I’m fine to look at it right now.’ 

They can start to have feelings ‘bubbling up’ (as Rogers puts it) inside them. And while 

the client may not fully understand or accept these, they do find ways of expressing 

them within the therapy relationship. For example, the stage-five client might say: ‘I’ve 

just realised that when I start feeling unsure of myself, I get this strange feeling. It feels 

like a weight pushing down on my chest, and it fills me up with all this anxiety. As I’m 

speaking about it, I can actually feel it now.’ 

Of course, there’s still a fear of the pain of embracing these feelings and being totally 

overwhelmed by them in the present. So we may find at stage five that a client gets close 

to something, kind of teeters on the edge, and then pulls back, not being able to fully 

submerge themselves in here-and-now feelings. We may also notice that there’s a 
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reluctance to fully trust the feelings that they’re having. In this sense, a client may 

appear to be at stage four and five at the same time. 

However, it’s at the fifth stage that we see those light-bulb moments in which the client 

has new insights into their life and relationships. For example, a client might say: ‘I’ve 

carried this massive resentment for my father because of what he did when I was a child. 

And I felt so bad about that, about what I’ve been holding inside. He’s my father, I 

shouldn’t feel that way, but now I look at it, I think it’s OK for me to be angry about that. 

I should be angry. I guess I still love him. I still love him, but what he did was wrong, 

and I’m OK to be angry about that.’ At stage five, the client is almost saying: ‘It’s OK for 

me to have these negative emotions. They are part of who I am.’ 

Stage Six 

Rogers described the sixth stage of the seven stages of process as being very distinctive 

and often very dramatic. We’re talking about life-changing events here. When clients 

have realisations that stick with them, they’re not transient in the way they might have 

been at earlier stages. So it’s unlikely that a client at stage six will regress. 

At stage six, all feelings are fully experienced in the present moment – accurately, 

clearly and meaningfully. Instead of seeing these emotions as a negative experience – 

and so wanting to avoid them or mistrusting them – they accept them as part of self. 

This gives the client the power to change who they are, to grow, and to see the world in a 

new way. Ambiguities, incongruence and uncertainty dissolve. 

We may see the client starting to talk about their own self-care, looking at themselves 

with tenderness. They may say: ‘When I look back and see myself at ten years old, with 

all the pain I was going through at that time, I want to give myself a hug.’ The client fully 

embraces and loves themselves. As Rogers points out, it is a curious paradox that in 

order to be able to change, we must first truly accept ourselves as we are. 

Stage Seven 

I touch on stage seven only briefly, as it is unlikely that we will have a client in our 

therapy room at this stage. After the profound and irreversible experiences of stage six, 

there is going only to be growth, and it is unlikely the client will feel they need a 

counsellor to facilitate this. Instead, they will find that growth in their own life as they 

continue to fully accept themselves, and to examine the moment-to-moment feelings 

that they have in the here-and-now. So stage seven is very much about self-growth. 
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Conclusion 

I find it fascinating to look at the seven stages of process, seeing the journey that a 

person might come on – from stage one, where we are unlikely to see a client engaging 

in therapy, right through to stage seven where we are again unlikely to see a client 

engaging in therapy!. It is truly a movement from fixity, through gradual loosening of 

the self-concept, to fluidity – in other words, to being a fully functioning person. 
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