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      Microskills are specific competencies that facilitate effective communication between the counsellor and client, which in turn can build rapport between the client and counsellor (Barnett, Roach & Smith, 2006).  It has been argued that microskills in counselling can be learned (Hagie, 1986; Ivey & Authier, 1978; Ivey & Ivey, 2003; Ivey, Ivey, & Simek-Morgan 1997; Poorman, 2003).  In favour of this, I am studying a postgraduate course in counselling skills which consists of teaching the students counselling theories, counselling microskills, self-reflective skills and practically applying these in skill training exercises.  One of the skill training exercises involves a group of students alternating to play to the role of the counsellor, client or observer(s) and recording themselves playing the role of the counsellor (Inskip, 1996; Swank & McCarthy, 2013).  This training exercise gives the students an opportunity to apply the microskills learned, receive feedback on the use of the skills, observe others applying these skills and appreciate the perspective of the client and also of the counsellor (Hill, Stahl & Roffman, 2007).  

     This essay will critically reflect on the microskills utilised when I played the role of the counsellor and was recorded using Panopto.  This essay will focus on the ‘Recording Link 8’ which is labelled as ‘Week 8: Metaphors and Silence.’  I am aware that this recording is under thirty minutes, but I believed that this recording was more effective at demonstrating my counselling microskills.  On the day that this was session was recorded, I was on annual leave so I felt emotionally, mentally and physically equipped to utilize the skills learnt on the course.  In this recording, the client is explaining that she is feeling pressured in her work and personal life as she works long hours and has various deadlines approaching.  The client explains that she performs at a high standard in each of these areas so we explored how she can relieve some of the pressure she is currently feeling.

    According to the person-centred approach, the client is the expert in their own difficulties and is the person responsible for therapeutic change (Rogers, 1961).  Thus, it is important that the client feels valued, comfortable and safe to explore their thoughts and feelings.  Therapy can give the client the space to work on reducing the gap between their ideal and actual self, which in turn can help the client to function more effectively (Rogers, 1957; Rogers,1959; Rogers; 1961).  Rogers (1957; 1959) argued that the counsellor’s use of empathy (i.e. understanding), unconditional positive regard (i.e. acceptance) and congruence (i.e. genuineness) can help the client to feel comfortable to explore their thoughts and feelings which can subsequently lead to personality change.  In accordance with this theory, I believe that as I counsellor I demonstrated the microskills necessary for the client to feel valued and comfortable, which can consequently create a safe environment for therapeutic change to take place.

      In this recording, I begin the session with utilising various counselling microskills that will encourage the client to feel comfortable and safe.   For example, the beginning of the session involves building rapport with the client.  This is exhibited by maintaining appropriate eye contact with the client, leaning towards the client, having an open body language, smiling at the client, welcoming and thanking the client for coming to the session. Also, the beginning of the session involved setting up a contractual agreement between the counsellor and the client.  A contractual agreement is also known as ‘the Working Alliance’ which involves verbally discussing the contract so that the counsellor and the client are both aware and understand the boundaries of the relationship, what can be achieved realistically, the confidentiality framework and the limitations of confidentially (Clarkson, 2003; Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  Contractual agreements are an important aspect within counselling process as it encourages the client to make an informed decision and facilitates the balance of the power dynamic between the counsellor and the client which ultimately helps to form the therapeutic relationship (Amis, 2017; Proctor, 2017).  As a counsellor I started the contract by asking the clients understanding of confidentiality.  I then added to this to ensure that the client is aware that the information disclosed may not remain just between us as some information may be shared with other people if I felt that there is a possible risk to the client or the client was a risk to others.  I chose to ask the client their understanding of confidentiality as a way of empowering the client to take part in the contract by ascertaining the meaning of confidentiality.  Furthermore, space boundaries were discussed by explaining that the session was being recorded and that there were two observers in the room, so the information disclosed will be heard by the observers, my tutor and an external examiner.  Due to this, I invited the client to decide what she would like to bring today in order to protect the client’s privacy and dignity.  Time boundaries were put into place by stating the length of the session, how many sessions we have had together and how many sessions we have remaining.  I believe that I was successful at being clear and transparent with the confidentiality framework and boundaries within our relationship; all in which was demonstrated in a sensitive, equal and empathetic manner.  Therefore, I believe that I effectively used rapport building skills and contracting skills which was exhibited in a genuine, non-judgemental and empathetic manner in order to create a sense of safety and comfort for the client.

      Attending, listening and responding appropriately to the clients situation is an important part in the counselling process as it allows the client to feel valued and comfortable to explore their thoughts and feelings on the subject matter (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  In favour of this, I used several counselling microskills to encourage the client to explore her current difficulties.  Throughout the session, my body language demonstrated that I was emotionally available to the client as I was maintaining good eye contact with the client, tilting my the head to one side,  keeping my face relaxed, leaning towards the client and utilizing the skill of silence to give the client space to explore her own thoughts and feelings.  These skills were utilised to show that I was interested in what the client was saying and that I value the client’s feelings; all in which to build trust within the therapeutic relationship.  In addition, I displayed that I was listening and understanding the client’s situation by nodding, using verbal encouragers (e.g. ‘uh huh,’ ‘yup,’ ‘mmm’), inviting client to expand on certain statements (e.g. ‘tell me more about feeling pressured’), paraphrasing what the client has said (e.g. ‘it sounds like,’ ‘I notice,’ ‘it seems like’), using immediacy (e.g. ‘I can see the anxiety building in you as you talk about it,’ ‘I feel really overwhelmed listening to this, is that how it feels for you?’) and summarising the content of what has been discussed (e.g.‘I can hear you saying..’ and ‘today we discussed..’)(Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  Also, I demonstrated that I was listening to the client as I asked the miracle question (e.g. ‘if I could give you a magic wand, what would your life look like’) which was asked as I could hear that the client was experiencing an inner conflict of what she wants and what she ‘should’ do.  This question gave the client the opportunity to reflect on what she wants from her life and not to focus on what she believes her life should look like.  I believe that within this session, I successfully demonstrated the use of various microskills such as attending, active listening and responding appropriately effectively all in which most of these skills were presented in an empathetic, non-judgemental and genuine manner.  Most importantly, I feel that this recording shows my ability to build a therapeutic relationship with a client using the person-centred core conditions.

       Another counselling microskill that I demonstrated was the exploration of metaphors used by the client.  Metaphors have been shown to describe emotional states, emotional situations (Fainsilber & Ortony, 1987; Lubart & Getz, 1997; Samur, Lai, Hagoort, & Willems, 2015; Smollan, 2014) and provides insight to the client’s conceptualizations (Aragno, 2009; Evans, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).  Thus, it is important for counsellors not only to recognise and work with the metaphors used by the client, but to also incorporate metaphors within the therapy session (Wagener, 2017).  In the recording the client described her anxiety feeling like a pounding ball in her chest which gets tighter as the things on the do list increases.  The client also explains that the ball in her chest is evident even when she is trying to engage in self-care.  As a counsellor, I successfully recognised the use of this metaphor and encouraged the client to explore her emotional state further by asking the client if the ball eases during certain situations and/or becomes more pronounced in other situations.  This question was asked to encourage the client to reflect on the self-care activities that help to reduce her anxiety and the activities that are more anxiety provoking for her.  The client explained that the ball in her chest only eases when she completes one of the tasks on her to-do list, so it may have been useful if I included the spinning plates metaphor to describe her situation.  Using this metaphor may have allowed the client to think about the tasks that she can put to the side for now and also to think about how she can look after her wellbeing whilst doing all of these tasks.  Therefore, I believe that I successfully used attending skills, listening skills and working with metaphors.  However, on reflection I notice that I could have incorporated more metaphors within the therapeutic session to encourage the client to further explore their thoughts and emotions.

     On reflection, I believe that I effectively used various counselling microskills in this recording, but I am aware that there are several skills that I need to improve and work on as a counsellor.  I realise that I need to be aware of my body language within a therapy session as in this recording, I use large hand gestures whilst I speak, I touched my face after I speak and I list the client’s problems on my fingers with the intention of highlighting that the client has got a lot going on within her life.  It has been suggested that fifty-five percent of communication is relayed through body language, thirty-eight percent is delivered through tone of voice and seven percent through words (Mehrabian, 1972).  Thus, non-verbal communication plays an important role within the therapy session as it communicates that the counsellor is listening, understanding, non-judgmental and comfortable to the information being disclosed.  It is possible that the touching of my face communicated that I was anxious, dishonest and/or withholding information.  Also, the hand large hand gestures could imply that I was feeling anxious and out of controlled which was likely to be distracting for the client.  In addition, listing the client’s current problems on my fingers could have been interpreted as a criticism towards the client.  Thus, it is likely that the body language used acted as a barrier to the formation of the therapeutic relationship as it was communicating that I wasn’t totally present with the client, I wasn’t being authentic and I was responding in a judgemental manner.  In the future, I would benefit from being self-aware of my feelings and body language within the session and engaging in more triad work to ensure that my non-verbal communication is displaying that I am accepting, empathetic and genuine. 

     Recording devices and observers within a counselling session is useful for professional development as it encourages the counsellor to engage in self-reflection and promotes self- awareness within sessions (Schőn, 1983; Schőn, 1987).  However, the presence of observers and a video recorder can also have a detrimental effect on the counselling content and counselling process.  It has been argued that the presence of recording devices can have a negative impact on the counsellors authenticity or genuineness (Lamb & Mahl, 1956; Speer & Hutchby, 2003), can lead the counsellors to pay more attention on the technique they are using and to allocate significantly less attention to the client’s story (Lamb & Mahl, 1956).  Likewise, it has been found that the presence of an observer can affect individual’s performance on tasks (Wickstrom & Bendix, 2000).  Supporting this, I have limited experience of being recorded and having observers within the therapy room until undertaking this postgraduate course in counselling skills.  Thus, being observed and recorded feels very unnatural for me and provoked high levels on anxiety.  During this session, I was extremely aware of the observers and the video recorder in the room and I believe that this interfered with my skills as a counsellor.  I believe that this reduced my ability to be totally present with my client as I was concentrating more on the counselling skills that I need to be demonstrating and what others may think of my counselling ability.  On reflection, I realise that my anxiety was shown through my body language within the session.

      Furthermore, I believe that my previous training interfered with my ability to utilise the counselling microskills in a person-centred way.  I have been trained in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) which is a therapeutic invention for changing the client’s unhelpful thoughts and/or behaviours (Davey, 2014).  Unlike person-centred therapy, CBT involves the therapist leading the therapy session by asking probing questions in order to reveal the client’s assumptions and beliefs about the world, self or others and to subsequently challenge these (Branaman, 2001; Timulak, 2005).  During this session, I believed that I was successfully tracking the client.  Reflecting on this recording, has made me realise however that I was often leading the therapy by continually asking the client how she can reduce the pressure she currently feeling.  I have found it difficult to change my way of working as I have to focus more on what I am doing than the client in front of me.  According to the Relational Skills Model, there are five distinct phases to person-centred therapy which involves the setting up, development, working with, establishing, maintenance and ending of the relationship (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  This model suggests that probing questions, re-assessment and feedback microskills are able to be used within the third stage (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).  Thus, I now realise that it was possibly too early in therapy to suggest that the client to change her actions or to lower her standards and we was still setting up and developing the relationship.  Supporting this, the client’s showed discomfort when change was suggested as she disengaged eye contact, put her hands on her mouth and was rubbing her legs as a way to self-soothe.  I think that I did not utilise the active listening microskill in this moment as my attention was focused on myself as I was thinking if I am demonstrating enough microskills for this assignment. Therefore, as a counsellor I need to be more mindful of questions that I am asking and then to ask myself how and why am I asking these questions.  Also, I believe that I need to practice to work on the active listening microskill, with the client’s body language being the main.  Working on these skills are essential as I need to ensure that I am helping the counselling process and not hindering it by showing the client that I am listening and supporting them.  

     Reflecting on this recording has helped me realise the opportunities where I could have utilised a variety of counselling microskills.  As such, I would have benefited from following the client throughout the therapy session and using Socratic questioning when the client displayed absolute and concrete thinking.  For example, I could have asked the client ‘What would your mum and dad say if they hear you today?’ when she was stating that working hard has drilled into her by her parents.  This could help to show the client that her expectations about others may be off par and have given the client the opportunity to reflect, evaluate and re-evaluate her assumptions and beliefs (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).  It seems that the client was in a paradox of what she wanted with her life and what she believes she should do with her life.  This could have been explored more when the client used the door metaphor to describe her future professional and personal goals.  In this recording, I asked if there were any doors that she felt drawn to and then I directed the session back to what can be changed to reduce the pressure she feels.  In this moment, I would have benefitted from exploring this door metaphor and using immediacy within this moment.  For my professional development, I would benefit from being aware of the questions that I am asking to ensure that I am tracking the client and not leading the therapy and engaging in self-reflection after the session to ensure that I asked relevant questions to what is being said.  

     In conclusion, I believe that this recording showed my ability to utilise various counselling microskills such as building rapport, engaging in a contractual agreement, attending, active listening, use of silence, immediacy, responding appropriately and exploring metaphors.  However, this recording also highlighted that I need to be aware of my body language within the session, being aware of the questions I am using, whether I am leading or tracking the client within the session and to continue practicing these microskills in front of observers and recording devices.  I aspire to become a clinical or counselling psychologist in the future.  The training for this position consists of regularly recording sessions and having observers presents in order to reflect on the skills used within the session and to receive feedback on the use of the skills.  Reflection on the strengths and limitations of therapeutic skills utilised is essential for professional development, as it ensures that the client is receiving the best service possible.  Thus, it would be beneficial if I practice utilising the counselling microskills in the presence of a video recorder and observers, so my anxiety doesn’t interfere with my skills and I gain a more accurate reflection on the skills I use as a psychologist.  
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