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The aim of this essay is to critically reflect on the use of counselling skills and evaluate the therapeutic approach and relational process within a counselling skills session. It is essential to begin by identifying the therapeutic model or framework in use and throughout the course of this essay demonstrate an understanding of how the model applies to the counselling skills applied within the session. Imperatively, the therapeutic framework utilised is the person-centred approach to counselling (Rogers, 1961). Crucially, Rogers set out the core conditions required to successfully ensure a good relationship between a therapist and their client.  The necessary and sufficient conditions that are integral to this approach include unconditional positive regard, congruence and empathic understanding. In addition to this, another key principle of the person-centred approach is non-directiveness. The main idea here is that the person is the expert on their own life, therefore the task of the counsellor is not to guide or advise, but rather to listen and encourage the person to come to their own conclusions. The importance of the counsellor displaying presence is also an important factor. Indeed, a counsellor who displays presence is in a good position to work at relational depth and form a relationship that will enable the client to explore difficult issues (Mearns, 2007). 

  It is essential to start a counselling session with an appropriate beginning i.e. a brief introduction followed by the clear application of the counselling contract and professional boundaries. The session began with an introduction between the student counsellor (myself) and the client (L). Following this, at [0.15] I commenced with contracting to ensure adherence to the BACP Ethical Framework (2018) and BACP Skills Competency Framework. The fundamental aspects of contracting and establishing the relationship include respecting confidentiality, creating a safe space and maintaining professional boundaries. According to Bond (2016), “one of the basic requirements of a legally binding contract is prior agreement about its terms.” In addition, creating a safe space requires consideration of seating, confidentiality, boundaries and time (McLeod, 2011). Most importantly, between [0.15 – 0.58] I established a clear contract by discussing the necessary factors required. This included reference to the limits or boundaries of my capabilities as a student counsellor, confidentiality and the rules governing possible exceptions to this, making L aware that the session was being recorded with the potential to be seen by an examiner, and that the time of the session would be 30 minutes. However, to ensure that the contract had been clearly conveyed to and accepted by L, it may have been more prudent at this point to specifically ask a question regarding whether she understood and was happy to proceed. Despite this, it is evident that a clear contract was created with implied consent given by L. To ensure the successful conveyance of attending skills, I effectively employed the use of SOLER as dictated by Egan (2002, pp. 69-70) throughout the session. Indeed, Egan suggested that the appropriate use of “nonverbal behaviour” (2002, p. 67) can be seen as imperative in ensuring that the client develops trust in the counsellor.  

  Moving on, the use of an open question as an invitation for L to begin discussing her narrative is apparent at [1.02]. Here, I asked the simple yet effective question “What’s been going on?”. This encouraged L to open-up about her current dilemma i.e. debating whether to quit her job and that she regarded this as a “stressful decision”. The primary aims within a counselling session are to demonstrate active listening and the appropriate use of responding skills. Indeed, it was my intention to communicate this by using nods, smiles and minimal encourager, and by reflecting, paraphrasing, summarising and identifying the core themes and emotions that emanated from the session. At [1.25], I reflected that “it sounds like you are experiencing some stress over weighing up the pros and cons.” This prompted the client to agree and continue with further exploration of the issue. As well as this, at [4.25] I reflected that “it sounds like there is important decisions to be made.” At [4.36] I leant on force-field analysis to encourage deeper exploration by using the tentative and open question, “I’m wondering whether it might be useful for us to consider forces for/against change?” This unearthed a core theme as L highlighted that spending time with her daughter was very important to her and this was part of her decision-making process in relation to possibly quitting her job. Following this, at [6.08] I demonstrated the core counselling skills of attunement and bodily awareness by mirroring L’s gestures and body language and felt in myself a physical reaction. As McLeod (2011 p 44) states, “an effective counsellor seeks to tune in to what the client is experiencing, and to the client’s way of expressing these experiences.” However, on reflection it is questionable as to whether I was triggered by what had been said and was possibly identifying with her as a mother rather than empathising with her situation.  

  Furthermore, between [6.25-6.57] I paraphrased what L had disclosed in relation to weighing up whether to quit her job to spend quality time with her daughter or to possibly use the time to work in her other job/self-employed role. At [7.48), I reflected that “it is an important age to spend that quality time with mum.” This allowed L to delve deeper into the issue continuing to weigh up time with her daughter on the one hand and the financial implications of leaving her job on the other. Indeed, paraphrasing indicates to the client that the counsellor has actively listened and understood and invites the client to confirm or dismiss. At [9.10], I used a hypothetical open question (‘magic-wand’) to encourage consideration of the best possible outcomes/solutions for her in this situation. L stated that in an ideal world she would not have to work and could spend the time with her daughter. This revealed that her main priority is spending time with her daughter. However, on further evaluation of the effectiveness of the use of this question it is possible to contend that perhaps it did not give rise to the best therapeutic outcome as the basic premise of the question itself was unrealistic. On the other hand, it did serve as a good indicator of the core issue. Alternatively, using a question such as “On a scale of one to ten…?” may have had a better therapeutic outcome for the client, in that it may have been more beneficial in helping her to weigh up where she sits in relation to her decision as whether to quit her job. In particular, the use of the miracle/’magic wand’ question is an excellent example of a question to be used for a specific purpose (Geldard and Gerard, 2005), as cited in Reeves (2022, p158). Indeed, hypothetical questions are intended to encourage the client to consider new possibilities (Newman, 2000).   

  Moreover, L continued to explain that her mother had let her down with childcare and that this was impacting her decision. At [10.38), I reflected that “it sounds as though being reliable in your job is important to you”. In addition to this, at (10.52) I paraphrased tentatively that I had the sense that L felt let down by her mother not keeping her promise to the previously agreed childcare arrangement. This effectively identified a core emotion. At [10.58], I asked “is that fair to say?” to check-out/clarify that this was correct. This prompted L to confirm that she agreed and to continue with further investigation of her feelings. L stated that she felt that she was not supported by her mother and that this was having a strain on their relationship. The client also disclosed that this made her feel like she is not important and that her work is not respected. At [11.40], I reflected that “it sounds as though your needs are not given an equal weight.” The client confirmed this by saying, “Yes, exactly.” This aptly demonstrates that I was sufficiently attuned to the client. At [12.22], I paraphrased that L felt like she cannot rely on her mother for childcare and that the situation is impacting her financial situation and reputation at work. At [14.10], I asked “I’m wondering if you could tell me a little bit more about that feeling of strain (between L and her mother?)”. In response, the client stated that she felt frustrated with her mother and prompted her to question if her job (2.5 hours a week) was worth the amount of stress it was causing. Therefore, the tentative use of this question successfully elucidated some of the core themes and emotions evident within the narrative. 

  After this, between [15.02 – 15.22] I paraphrased that L was weighing up quality time with her daughter, with the feelings of stress and frustration that the childcare issue is causing and the impact that it is having on her relationship with her mother. At [[17.14] I reflected that “I’m hearing that your daughter and her needs come first.” As a result, L concluded that she was leaning towards leaving her job. To successfully elicit a deeper exploration of this issue, at [18.50] I reflected that she was leaning towards leaving and asked the question “would it be helpful for us to consider how you might approach this with your employer?” L replied to confirm that this would be helpful as she had a meeting scheduled with her employer and stated that she wants to explain to her employer that there is a lot going on at home which was causing her to lean towards having to quit the job. At [20.26], I paraphrased that L feels a responsibility because her childcare issues can potentially affect the centre opening. This prompted the disclosure that she felt guilty, effectively giving rise to the identification of another core emotion present within the session.   
   Hitherto, at [21.20] it is evident that I effectively utilised the skill of focusing on an attempt to help L to redirect her focus from the impact that the situation is having on the centre and instead focus on making a decision that would have a positive impact on her life. Crucially, this led to the realisation that she wants to prioritise her daughter’s happiness. It also resulted in the discussion of the deeper issue present regarding how little time her daughter currently spends at home. Indeed, this disclosure highlighted another key issue relevant to her decision on whether to quit her job. L stated that she wants to take back control of her parenting. At [23.33] I reflected that “it sounds like taking back control is really important to you.” L continued to point out that she feels her mother can be controlling and that she would like to have more independence. At [24.09], I paraphrased that L could possibly discover a feeling of empowerment by taking back her independence. 

  To appropriately and safely end the session, I began summarising at [24.45] and then proceeded to outline the main things that had come out of the session. This included the fact that (L) was facing an important decision regarding whether to quit her job. A summary is a highly useful skill in providing a clear and concise overview of thoughts, feelings and experiences, and helps in identifying themes (Adanna & Olumide, 2023, p.211.)  In the summary, I referred to the debate over whether she should keep her role as a play worker on the one hand or leave the job and spend quality time with her daughter on the other. Following this, I pointed out that L was also in the process of weighing up the financial implications of the decision and deliberating if she could use the time to concentrate on her self-employed business. As well as this, I drew attention to the core theme/emotion of “mum-guilt” that presented within the session. Most importantly, it was evident that main priority is her daughter and that her needs come first. Finally, I summarised that L is looking at the pros and cons of the decision. To ensure that this was an appropriate, effective and clear summary, I checked with the client by asking a question to make sure that she agreed that it was in her opinion a fair summary. The client agreed by stating that “it was an excellent summary”, thus confirming that we were on the same page. However, despite ending the session safely it is apparent that there was an issue with timing and the recording fell short of the acceptable time limit. This was due to not making an allowance for the delay that occurred when waiting for the session to start recording which had an impact on my sense of timing. Overall, it is my opinion that the session was managed safely and effectively. Crucially, as part of my growing edge it is essential to work on time-management skills to ensure adherence to the allocated time limit. 

  On the other hand, it is possible to argue that a different therapeutic approach such as The Skilled Helper Model (Egan, 2010) may have been more beneficial to the client. Indeed, this model was developed with the aim of helping clients to develop problem-solving abilities and opportunity-development strategies. The focus here is on positive psychology. The three stages of the model invite the client to consider three questions: What’s going on? What solutions make sense for me? What do I have to do to get what I need or want? The first stage helps the client to tell their story. The second helps the client to determine what it is that they need and want. Lastly, the third stage is about implementing action strategies to help the client achieve this. This model can be helpful as it provides a sense of direction. A weakness of the model is that it suggests that effective counselling must progress through the 3 stages which could result in counsellors pushing their clients before they are ready. Another criticism of Egan’s model is that because it is more solution-focused it can be viewed as directive and therefore is not in complete alignment with the person-centred approach. Furthermore, another criticism of this approach is evident in Ashencaen Crabtree and Baba (2001) which discusses the individualism vs collectivism argument. It asserts that all Western counselling modalities focus on the individual whereas in other cultures the priority is placed on the collective needs.          

  In conclusion, it is highly important to stress that overall, it is my opinion that the session was managed safely and appropriately. To successfully communicate unconditional positive regard, congruence and empathy to the client, I effectively demonstrated active listening along with sufficient responding skills to communicate this during my counselling skills session. 
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