Student number:  1804666
Module:  The Therapeutic Process
Assessment component:  2

 
[image: ]

Academic Discipline of Psychology and Counselling
MArts/BA Humanistic Counselling Practice


Module: The Therapeutic Process ECHC5002


Assessment Component: Two


Four-piece portfolio





Student Number:  1804666










Portfolio (4 pieces) Within your chosen Theoretical approach provide evidence of:

Part 1: Client contract/boundary positioning  

As with much of the English language, the word contract derives from a Latin term and is a variant of the term contrahere, which put simply means to drag (trahere) and pull (con) together (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020).  When outlined in these terms; ‘to pull together’, it sounds rather philosophical and merges more comfortably within the person-centred modality of Humanistic Counselling.  This particular modality of counselling differs slightly from some other forms of therapy as there is a much heavier emphasis on the notion discussed by Roger (1951) of the client knowing best, therefore there is less of a power imbalance present from the outset.  The counsellor metaphorically speaking is in the side car of a client’s journey, as a voyage is embarked upon together.  As this is the overarching philosophy of the humanistic approach, it could be suggested that the Latin meaning of the word contract is a more comfortable fit: ‘To pull together’.
 
In contrast Blagys & Hilsenroth (2002) highlight that alternative modalities such as CBT place more emphasis upon the therapist’s directive facilitation within therapeutic alliances.  It could be surmised that modalities such as CBT lends itself more freely to the process of client/therapist contracts as the relationship has the appearance of being more formal and structured.  It could also be suggested that due to the nature of CBT facilitation there is an unwritten and often unconscious trade agreement between counsellor (teacher) and client (learner), thus making the term ‘contract’ a more natural fit within this modality.  This kind of unconscious trade deal is not as prominent within humanistic counselling, as there is more emphasise of the notion ‘unity’ within therapeutic relationships.

Although the word ‘contract’ may feel a little at odds with the humanistic modality, contracting does serve a valuable role and function within its own context, even within Humanistic Counselling practice.  In its most basic of functions the client/therapist contract serves to protect both client and counsellor.  Drawing on the client/therapist contract used within Ystradynlais Mind (2020) there is an emphasis upon making the client feel ‘safe’.  It appears to be intentionally brief, consisting of only two sides of A4 paper, as to not overburden a client with policy and legislation.  Legislation is stated within the second paragraph, but is done so in a manner in which to reassure.  The Data Protection Act (2018) is cited to gain permission to maintain personal records.  It goes on to explain that confidentiality will be held, as records are securely protected, with the intention of putting the client’s mind at ease.  As data protection and confidentiality are basic human rights, this form of contracting fits perfectly within the humanistic theoretical approach.  

Many of the other aspects of the Ystradgynlais Mind (2020) client contract are purely functional, such as treatment periods, cancellation policy etc.  However, there is a ‘reassuring’ rhetoric throughout; by way of example it outlines the purpose of counsellors note taking, which specifically states that notes ‘will be brief’.  Having discussed this with the scheme management, keeping notes brief is an attempt to align itself with the humanistic theoretical approach, whilst still complying with BACP Ethics (2018).  However, one of the most unspoken functions of the client/therapist contract is that the process of contracting encourages space to discuss what Humanistic Counselling actually is.   A study researching iatrogenic harm as a result of psychological therapies (Crawford et al. 2016) highlights that misjudged counselling and therapy can sometimes result in further harm to a client.  The point it stands to illustrate is that clients need to be fully aware of what humanistic therapy is, and the emotional side effects the healing process can create.  Even exceptional therapists who adhere to ethical guidelines can evoke the eruption of trapped emotions.  Being mindful of not encouraging fear and anxiety during the contracting process it is sometimes useful to use this procedure to explain to clients what therapy is, and the cycle of healing.  Contracting is helpful in gauging the clients current understanding of therapy so that they are aware of the journey they are embarking on.  To summarize, the client contract has multiple roles, some more obvious, such as data protection and housekeeping, others less so, such as a means to open conversation in establishing the clients understanding of counselling.  The contract can serve as a useful mechanism by which to ensure that both client and therapist are aligned.  And although Humanistic Counselling centres itself on being client driven, there is a positioning of boundaries simply through the process of contracting, irrespective of how brief or in depth.
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2: Overview of the therapeutic relationship 

Since the 1980s it has been widely accepted that a relational paradigm was evident within counselling and psychotherapy as increasingly more research was indicative of the fact that the relationship is the key concept central to therapy (Charura & Paul, 2015, p.20). This notion is of particular prevalence within Humanistic counselling as it is far less directive in design, and facilitation relies almost entirely within the therapeutic relationship.  This concept is so strong in fact that some say that humanistic counsellors wear their expertise covertly like an invisible cloak, whereby therapy tools are not observable.  Therefore, it could be suggested that the relationship is the therapeutic tool and is worn as a metaphorical garment.  Recent meta-studies specifically point towards the fact that it is the client/therapist relationship that is central to the attribution of change (Charura & Paul, 2015, P.24).  Rogers (1951) shared his understanding of the workings of therapy in remaining quite focused on the principle that the client knows best.  However, an interesting point to make is that he initially referred to his working as a therapist as being ‘non directive’ (Mearns & Thorne, 2008).

It therefore begs the question as to how something as ‘non-directive’ as the very presence of a relationship evoke change?  Well, that effectively boils down to the ability to establish ‘relational depth’ with clients.  Dave Mearns (1996) wrote extensively regards his experiences as a humanistic counsellor.  He believed that instances of deep connection within the therapeutic alliance had the ability to shift clients into a process of change.  But how is that deep connection even formed?  Mearns along with Cooper (2005) further honed this idea, and together they came to the understanding that to gain therapeutic relational depth there must be exceptional levels of congruence, empathy and unconditional positive regard present to achieve relational depth, and subsequently a shift in the client. For the most part, for change to occur within therapy Humanistic Counselling relies heavily on the counsellor exhibiting the core conditions as outlined by Mearns and Cooper (2005), however it is important to note that they only actually mention three core conditions.  The BACP Ethical Framework (2018) goes further and states six core conditions: being trustworthy, autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, justice and self-respect.

Experts such as Rogers (1986) and Mearns & Thorne (2008) suggest that the process of change frequently occurs as a result of the therapeutic relationship, as apposed to a specific tool used within it - referring back to the earlier analogy within this portfolio of counsellors wearing their expertise covertly like an invisible cloak.  It could therefore be surmised that change does not always occur in what a person-centred counsellor does, but more who they intrinsically are, and how much relational depth is present as a result of this.  It could be suggested that Humanistic Counselling amongst all the modalities of therapy, is the most philosophical in nature.  Rogers (1986) stated that he felt that the closer he was to his unknown self the more he felt at an altered state of consciousness, and that it was at these times that he was at his best as a therapist.  He went on to say that his presence alone was beneficial to a client, and that although he could not rationally justify this, he had felt his own spirit had subconsciously reached out and touched the spirit of another (Rogers, 1986, pp.137).  

This deeply philosophical stance is not uncommon in Humanistic Counselling.  However, from my own standpoint I feel that people are less inclined to discuss it openly.  From my own experiences working as a humanistic counsellor I have witnessed first-hand occurrences of change in clients in unmeasurable ways.  It will never be entirely possible to pinpoint the exact interaction that created a shift in a person, but I strongly suspect that change occurred in clients largely as a result of relational depth.  And to fully quantify how that relational depth is present is a mystery within itself.  As a humanistic counsellor, you do not simply exhibit the core conditions, you live them.  And as much as Humanistic Counselling techniques can be honed and harvested, my own belief is that it is not always necessarily learnt, it is your very being.  Change can occur in Humanistic Counselling in unknown ways, and the process just needs to be trusted to be achieved.










REFERENCE LIST PART 2

British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy. (2018) Ethical Framework for Counselling Proffessions.  Leicestershire: BACP.

Charura, P. & Paul, S. (2015) An Introduction to the Therapeutic Relationship in Counselling and Psychotherapy.  London:  SAGE Publications Ltd.

Mearns, D. (1996) ‘Working at relational depth with clients in person-centred therapy’, Counselling, 7(14), pp. 306.311.

Mearns, D. & Cooper, M. (2005) Working at Relational Depth in Counselling and Psychotherapy.  London:  SAGE Publications Ltd.

Mearns, D. & Thorne, B. (2008) Person- Centred Counselling in Action.  3rd Ed.  London:  SAGE Publications Ltd.

Rogers, C.R. (1986) ‘A client-centred/person-centred approach to therapy’, in Kutash, I & Wolf.A. (ED.) Psychotherapist’s Casebook.  San Francisco:  Jossey Bass.






[bookmark: _Hlk35939703]3: Assessment and case formulation 

There is no one cap fits all method when it comes to the matter of pre-therapy assessments and case formulations.  It is entirely dependent on a variation of factors.  Most notably the modality of counselling being offered, and additionally, the placement/business setting.  By way of example, someone who is a self-employed counselling practitioner may conduct all assessment processes themselves.  However counselling sessions run as part of an organisation may adopt a more tiered approach to client assessments, whereby they may be carried out by someone other than the counsellor the client would then be allocated to.  There are a number of ways assessments are organised but, they mostly the same purposes.  Hinshelwood (1991) outlined that there are three principle objectives to assessments; to understand the clients life circumstances, to establish if there are any object-relationships within childhood, and to observe whether there is likely to be transference in therapy.  However, there are far more wide-ranging functions that branch off Hinshelwood’s theory.  For example, practical arrangements and establishing rapport to name just two.  This all to assist in collating a case formulation bespoke to the client.  For the purpose of this portfolio the pros and cons of the assessment process and subsequent case formulation within the humanistic modality will be discussed.

Humanistic Counselling is heavily underpinned by the six core conditions as outlined in the BACP (2018) Ethical Framework.  And as suggested previously, core conditions are not necessarily learnt by a good Humanistic Counsellor but are instead an outward manifestation of the therapists very being.  One of the most notable core conditions that links to a potential ‘con’ of the assessment process and case formulation is that of being ‘non-judgmental’.  Whether people like to admit it or not everybody has prejudices.  Prejudgments are primarily based upon inadequate knowledge, and it would be fair to suggest that individuals, even therapists view the world from their own frame of reference, based on their own lived experiences.  Often prejudice is unconscious, and therein lies the potential issue.  Nickerson (1998) coined the term confirmation bias stating that prejudice can colour the way we see people, and as a result individuals tend to dismiss information that contradicts their prejudice.  It could be surmised that the very presence of an assessment prior to the onset of counselling could be problematic, and the very notion of collating a case formulation could be deemed pre-emptive.  There is always the risk that the therapist consciously or unconsciously would make assumptions before the client work even begins, thus hampering the therapy process.  Will pre-knowledge and case formulation interfere with the therapeutic relationship in some way?  It’s difficult to really know, but it is indeed thought provoking.

Humanistic, perhaps more so than some other modalities has a firm philosophical footing.  As such, again drawing on the Latin language, the term ‘Tabula Rasa’ fits seamlessly (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020).  In literal terms, this means ‘blank slate’, and refers to the belief that humans are born with a completely open mind and that upbringing and society imprints beliefs and attitudes onto the personality (Lago & Smith, 2010).  Humanistic Counsellors are trained to adhere to the core conditions as outlined by the BACP (2018) Ethical Framework, of which being non-judgemental is a key component.  It could therefore be argued that the simple presence of an assessment and subsequent case formulation could unintentionally lend itself to unconscious confirmation bias on behalf of the therapist.  That said, to not assess at all could be problematic.  Mind Ystradgynlais have an assessment process carried out on behalf of its Counsellors, whereby one of the key functions is to ensure that the service can meet the client’s needs, and to also establish which therapist and modality would prove to be a best fit.  Psychological mindedness is also a reasoning as to why assessments are useful within counselling.  Appelbaum (1973) defined psychological mindedness as one’s ability to see relationships alongside thoughts and feelings and having the cognition to draw meaning from experiences.  It is therefore crucial within an assessment process to gauge whether a person has psychological mindedness to be able to effectively engage in therapy.  Although assessment and case formulation definitely has its place within Humanistic Counselling, it is also important to note that the modality does also rely heavily on the core conditions.  Confirmation bias can unconsciously pay out at times, and this is something therapists would be best placed to be mindful of, as all clients would benefit therapeutically by being permitted a blank slate (Tabula Rasa).
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4: Process notes 

In some respects, the term process ‘notes’, doesn’t always fit.  How a therapist processes information or collates it to present to supervision is entirely subjective.  However, what is streamlined in its definitions is the Ethical Framework written by the BACP (2018) which outlines that counsellors must engage in a minimum of 1.5 hours of clinical supervision per month.  Not only is this a professional guideline but a means by which the counsellor can process some of their own inner emotions surrounding client work.  In order to successfully engage within supervision, it is crucial for the counsellor to store process notes of some description, to effectively use the supervision process in the best interest of both client and counsellor.  How one chooses to do that, is entirely subjective, providing it does not infringe upon the GDPR (2019) then process notes can be rather creative in nature within the modality of Humanistic Counselling.  In order to discuss this further, I will elaborate on some of the ways in which I use process notes within my own counselling practice and discuss ways in which they are useful.

[bookmark: _Hlk35946660]There are occasions following therapy work where I feel ‘off’ and incredibly drained, I don’t always know why.  I am often unable to pinpoint what exactly is evoking this unsettling feeling and have found my own unique way of writing process notes.  I practice free intuitive writing.  This a therapeutic technique which has the ability to allow your subconscious mind the freedom for thoughts and feelings to be expressed (Zuess, 1999, p52).  It has been proven within its ability to assist in understanding your own thought processes and the subsequent effects they may be having.  It is a difficult process to explain, but effectively I am tapping into my own subconscious mind and for that reason it is not easy to articulate.  However, from a practical standpoint I am able to outline the functional steps I undertake.  I will firstly ensure that I am in a calm and settled environment, as previous attempts at free writing have been thwarted by simply choosing a time or place that is not conducive to this task, as interruptions will stunt the process.  Once the environment is adequate and I am in a calm state of mind I will simply get a piece of paper, and pen, and without any forced thought whatsoever, write.  It is important to note, that this process does not pay any attention to spelling or grammar or any academic standard, it is a spilling of words, often clumsily onto a page.  It also sometimes takes the form of dialogue writing, which is another angle from the therapeutic prose (Zuess, 1999, p52).   This can sometimes take the form of imaginary discussions with people, places, situations, or simply yourself almost in a Gestallt therapeutic guise.  

These process notes are not intended to be scrutinised or analysed by anyone other than myself, I do not overthink.  In fact, the objective is to not think at all, and to later read them.  From my own experience I have found that writing the notes, folding the paper, and filing it in an envelope for a day then returning to read them another time works best for me.  I write, securely store, forget about them for the remainder of that day, then read them at a later date.  For me personally, it is at this point where the clarity of mind is present.  I have on occasions encountered epiphanies as to what the potential cause of my un-ease is, and the potential therapeutic blocks within the therapeutic relationship that could arise.  I have then been able to take specific points to my supervisor at Mind in order to explore them further within the best interest of all concerned and to deepen client work.  By way of example, my own process notes once read “She had lots of surgery, I feel her pain, I am in pain”.  I was able to analyse that because I had experienced similar medical emergencies, it subconsciously had triggered an emotive response.  The intuitive writing, which are effectively my own process notes, gave me the insight I previously did not have in order to take to supervision. I later dispose of the notes as the purpose is served.  This process has proven to be beneficial in the avoidance of instances such as transference and countertransference within therapy work and enables an offering of the best service to the client.  It also benefits me on a personal level - to shine a light upon areas of psyche that may be of benefit to be explored within personal therapy.
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