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Reflective writing allows individuals to analyse their experiences and uncover valuable insights (McLeod & McLeod, 2011). In counselling, reflection is vital for fostering self-awareness, enhancing skills, and improving client outcomes (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015; Taylor, 2020). This reflection will utilise Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework to examine my personal development since September while undertaking a Reflective Counselling Skills module. Specifically, it focuses on triad work with fellow students in preparation for a recording assessment. I practised key counselling skills during this time and navigated significant personal challenges. These experiences led to difficulties with authenticity, stress management, and performance anxiety, mainly due to the breakdown of a personal relationship and subsequent increased work responsibilities. By analysing these experiences through counselling and psychological theories, this reflection aims to identify key insights and develop strategies to encourage future growth.

Description

Since September, I have attended a Reflective Counselling Skills class. I participated in triad work with two fellow students so we could prepare and practice for a recording assessment. The triad involved alternating roles as a counsellor, client and observer. Being part of a triad allowed us to practice the self-reflective and reflexive skills we had been learning over the module, such as active listening, empathy, and relational depth, plus a deeper understanding of the basic counselling skills we had already gained (Smith, 2015). 

The recording assessment preparations required us to form mock counselling sessions, and I found the mock sessions to be unexpectedly therapeutic. As a group, we decided to use real-life scenarios as we felt this would allow us to answer authentically. I chose to discuss the breakdown of a relationship, an event that had significantly affected my mental health. During this process, there was a particular moment when, while playing the client role, I became quite upset. Despite my vulnerability, I hoped my genuine emotions provided valuable learning opportunities for my triad partners, as similar emotions and stories are shared in real-life therapeutic settings. 

I faced several challenges during this time. Considering my breakup, I faced many hurdles that caused emotional distress. The breakup brought about significant financial repercussions, which forced me to take on a new job, stretching my capacity to balance my commitments. Consequently, I struggled to dedicate as much time and effort as I would have liked to my university work. I also developed mild anxiety and depression, which led to me feeling detached, apathetic, and burnt out. This affected my triad work, as I often felt anxious about making mistakes, and I found it challenging to be fully present and authentic during our sessions. 

Feelings

Reflecting on my feelings during this time, I experienced a mix of enjoyment, stress and vulnerability. Working in the triad was genuinely enjoyable; my two fellow members created a supportive environment where I felt comfortable sharing my feelings and emotions. This feeling of trust allowed me to open up about deeply personal issues, which I found very therapeutic but sometimes challenging.

My emotional state at this time was deeply affected by external pressures, including the breakdown of my relationship, taking care of three children and the demands of three jobs. I often felt hugely overwhelmed and stressed, which affected my ability to focus and engage fully in the sessions. I often found myself becoming anxious about performing for the mock sessions and having to remember the counselling techniques we had learned, which often overshadowed my ability to be present, authentic and in the moment. 

According to Carl Rogers (1957) congruence is a core condition of effective counselling. While I aspired to follow this principle, my fear of making mistakes sometimes led to me taking a more scripted approach, which felt inauthentic. This internal conflict left me feeling frustrated and uncertain about my capabilities as a future counsellor. At the same time, the emotional vulnerability I experienced during the mock session was both good and bad. On the one hand, it allowed me to engage deeply with the process and gave my partners valuable practice in managing intense emotions. On the other hand, it was emotionally draining and heightened my feelings of self-doubt.

Evaluation
            
Reflecting on my experience during the triad work, I have identified positive and negative aspects that added to my personal development. One of the most positive elements was the chance to practise key counselling skills in a supportive environment. My triad members created a space where emotional vulnerability was not just accepted but actively encouraged. This fostered relational depth and allowed me to explore deeply personal issues related to the breakdown of my relationship. This aligns with Carl Rogers’ (1957) Person-Centred Theory, which emphasises congruence, unconditional positive regard, and empathy as vital to the therapeutic relationship. In this context, I was able to experience these core conditions, and despite some initial discomfort, I found it highly therapeutic to share my struggles.
            
However, despite the positive aspects of the experience, I also encountered significant challenges, particularly regarding emotional regulation and authenticity. I often felt close to burnout. Emotional fatigue is common among counsellors and women as a gender (Artz et al., 2021; Kottler, 2010). Balancing my personal issues, including a breakup, managing three children at home, and juggling three jobs, all impacted my focus during the sessions. In line with Kottler's (2010) findings on counsellor burnout, I noticed that emotional fatigue made it difficult to remain present in the moment. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) theory suggests that emotional distress is caused by unhelpful cognitive patterns (Beck, 2020). I found that my stress and anxiety led to negative thoughts, such as feelings of inadequacy and fear of making mistakes. Consequently, this affected my ability to engage authentically in the mock sessions. I became overly preoccupied with getting the techniques right, which caused me to adopt a more scripted approach instead of being present and spontaneous with my triad partners. This struggle affected my capacity to be congruent because I often created my responses through my anxieties, disrupting the natural flow of the interaction that should have occurred.
            
Analysis
            
The experiences I encountered during the triad work in the reflective counselling skills module illustrate how emotional, cognitive, and environmental factors intersect with counselling practice. My personal challenges, particularly the breakdown of a relationship, the demands of three jobs, and parenting stress, significantly affected my emotional state and my ability to engage in the mock counselling sessions leading up to the recording assessment. Many psychological theories can offer insights into how these factors affected my emotional state and, consequently, my ability to prepare for the module and assessments.  
            
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (1943) lays the groundwork for understanding my emotional and psychological state during triad work. According to Maslow, individuals must meet lower-order needs, such as psychological and safety needs, before addressing higher-order needs, including belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualisation. During this period, my basic needs, such as financial security and emotional stability, were under significant strain due to my breakup and additional work responsibilities. These challenges made it difficult for me to engage fully in the counselling process, as my attention and energy were directed towards survival-related concerns. Maslow's theory indicates that until these basic needs are satisfied, higher-order needs, such as personal growth and self-actualisation, cannot be fully realised. Consequently, I struggled to concentrate on the more reflective aspects of counselling and my development as a counsellor, as I was intensely focused on navigating the crisis in my personal life.

One main challenge during this period was balancing my internal struggles with the need to be authentic in the triad work. According to Carl Rogers (1957), congruence (being genuine and authentic) is a core condition for therapeutic relationships. However, my personal difficulties affected my ability to be congruent. As I experienced anxiety and emotional vulnerability, I found myself focusing more on the technical aspects of counselling, such as making sure I used specific skills or avoiding mistakes. This led me to take a more scripted approach during the sessions, impeding my ability to be fully present. Despite these challenges, moments of genuine vulnerability provided insight into how congruence could be achieved, such as when I became upset while playing the role of the client. This aligns with Roger's emphasis on experiencing and expressing emotions within the therapeutic relationship. I learned that authenticity, even if displayed imperfectly, can still be therapeutic for both the counsellor and the client.
            
The anxiety and feelings of inadequacy that I struggled with during the triad work can also be explained through CBT.  According to Beck (2020), emotional distress occurs due to maladaptive thinking patterns or Cognitive Distortions. During the triad sessions, I experienced a constant fear of making mistakes, which led me to overthink my responses and approach the sessions more mechanically. I worried that any little mistake might cause me a bad grade in the assessment. This is known as Catastrophising (Burns, 2004). I was and am also guilty of making must or mustn't statements, such as "I must get a good mark, or I will not receive an overall distinction mark". Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT), developed by Ellis in the 1950s, states that people make these statements when they expect reality to differ from what it truly is (Ellis & Joffe-Ellis, 2011). This can cause a person to feel upset/angry/annoyed at themselves. These negative thoughts that any minor error would irreparably ruin my chances of achieving a distinction mark contributed to feelings of burnout and emotional fatigue (Ellis & Joffe-Ellis, 2011). 
            
Beck's cognitive model posits that these distorted thought patterns contribute to negative emotional and behavioural outcomes (Beck, 2020). By recognising these patterns, I can challenge and reframe my thinking. This reframing should alleviate the anxiety I experienced, allowing me to engage more authentically in future triad work.
            
Throughout the module, I struggled significantly with regulating my emotions. Goleman's (2021) model of Emotional Intelligence (EI) provides a framework for understanding and improving emotional regulation. Goleman states that emotional intelligence has five key components: self-regulation, social skills, self-awareness, empathy, and motivation. In my case, self-awareness, or recognising my emotional triggers, was the first step in addressing my emotional challenges. Despite being aware of my anxiety and distress, I found it difficult to regulate my emotions at the time (Gohm et al., 2005). The overwhelming stress of my personal life and my fear of botching my recording assessment made it hard to remain calm and objective during the triad work (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020). 
            
Going forward, I could implement strategies such as deep breathing exercises and mindfulness to regulate my emotions. Shapiro et al. (2005) state that individuals working in healthcare professions experience stress, which negatively impacts their work due to depression and emotional distress. Mindfulness has been shown to reduce anxiety and depression in healthcare professionals and enhance the overall psychological well-being of individuals (Kriakous et al., 2020).
            
Lastly, Transactional Analysis (TA), developed in the 1950s by Berne (2010), provides a framework for understanding emotional responses. TA posits that people have three ego states: Parent, Adult and Child. These states characterise patterns of behaviours, thoughts and feelings that influence how we interact with others (Berne, 2010). In my situation, TA is relevant as it helps explain the emotional triggers I experienced during the triad work. For example, my anxiety and fear of making mistakes likely stemmed from a strong Parent influence, where internal expectations of perfection led me to approach the counselling sessions with a rigid, overly cautious mindset. This tendency inhibited my ability to engage from a more flexible Adult state, where I could respond to the needs of the moment rather than adhering to unbending expectations. Additionally, my feelings of vulnerability and emotional distress were possibly influenced by my Child ego state, where past experiences of emotional stress surfaced during the mock counselling sessions. By recognising these patterns, I aim to move into a more appropriate Adult state, allowing me to be more authentic and present in future therapeutic settings (Berne, 2010).
 
Conclusion

Reflecting on my experiences throughout the reflexive skills module has been crucial to understanding my personal and professional development. My participation in the triad allowed me to practice essential counselling skills such as empathy, active listening, and congruence, although there were challenges along the way. The emotional strain of personal issues, including a breakup and the pressures of managing familial and financial responsibilities, significantly affected my ability to be present and authentic during the sessions. Struggling with regulating my emotions and authenticity became a genuine issue, as I often found myself more focused on avoiding mistakes than on genuinely connecting with my triad partners. 

Despite these challenges, I experienced moments of growth. For instance, my emotional vulnerability during one particular mock session provided a valuable learning experience for both me and my triad partners, underpinning the importance of emotional and relational depth in counselling. I also gained insight into how personal stress can affect a counsellor's ability to engage during therapeutic sessions. This supports the importance of emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and reflection in practice. By analysing my experience through psychological theories such as Rogers ' person-centred approach, CBT, and TA, I identified key areas for improvement, particularly in emotional regulation and self-compassion.

Action Plan

Moving forward, I have identified several areas where I can focus on improving my counselling skills and emotional well-being. One of the primary challenges I encountered was maintaining authenticity during the triad work. Looking to the future, I will be kinder to myself and be more mindful of the pressures I place upon myself to do everything perfectly. I will focus on being more present in the moment. Using Carl Rogers' concept of congruence, I will embrace my emotions and perceived shortcomings, understanding that authenticity is more valuable than technical ability. Also, I will accept that mistakes are part of the learning process, which will allow me to approach future counselling interactions with a more relaxed, open mindset.

Regulating my emotions was another significant challenge, particularly given the personal stress I was under during the last few months. To manage stress and anxiety more effectively, I plan to implement relaxation strategies such as breathing exercises and mindfulness daily while preparing for future assessments. As noted in the research of Shapiro et al. (2005), mindfulness can enhance emotional resilience and reduce feelings of burnout. Incorporating these practices into my daily routine will improve my emotional well-being and allow me to be more present for future counselling interactions. 
I will also focus on building my emotional intelligence. By working on my self-awareness and self-regulation, I plan to manage emotional triggers better, particularly during stressful times. This will enable me to respond with greater empathy and clarity in future counselling interactions. To support this, I am going to get some one-on-one counselling to help me stay grounded and gain new perspectives on how to handle complex emotions that arise in the future. As defined in CBT, I will challenge my negative thought patterns. By recognising and reframing negative thoughts, I can reduce my anxiety and hopefully engage in future counselling interactions confidently. 

In terms of practical steps, I plan to incorporate regular reflective practices into my routine. This includes journaling about my emotional responses to personal and professional situations. If necessary, I will seek feedback from peers and family. By maintaining reflective practices, I plan to continue growing and refining my counselling skills while also managing emotional challenges that may arise in the future. By taking these steps, I plan to improve my emotional resilience, authenticity, and overall ability as a future counsellor. 
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