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Reflective Practice in Counselling (ECCS6004)
Reflective Essay - ‘Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how these align with a professional code of practice’










Introduction
The aim of this assignment is to critically analyse personal values and beliefs in order to consider their affinity with those presented in a professional code of practice. The essay initially explores the terms ‘values’ and ‘beliefs’, establishing a clearer meaning to facilitate a more nuanced and personal deliberation of these concepts. The symbiotic nature of ‘values’ and ‘beliefs’ is acknowledged before proposing that, whilst beliefs are experienced more as thought-based phenomena, the validity and authentication of values lies in their practical application to our daily lives and actions. The assignment then explores reflective models, with specific consideration of those affording examination of values and beliefs as a central component to the reflective process. Bolton and Delderfield’s co-opted concepts of ‘espoused values’ and ‘values in practice’ and the ‘single’ and ‘double loop’ theories are utilised as a framework for personal reflection, showing how intuitive ‘espoused values’ in a ‘single loop’ consideration develop, subsequent to a ‘double-loop’ evaluation, into a more nuanced understanding of ‘values in practice’. Finally, the assignment appraises the compatibility of my own values and beliefs to those presented in the BACP Ethical framework, concluding that, despite initial disquiet at a perceived lack of consideration to social/structural consequences on individual wellbeing, ‘talking therapies’ interventions continue to be important and significant.   

Definitions
It would be remiss to begin a reflection about personal values and beliefs without first examining definitions of both. The Cambridge Dictionary describes ‘values’ as “the beliefs people have, especially about what is right and wrong and what is most important in life, that control their behaviour” as well as “the principles that help you to decide what is right and wrong, and how to act in various situations” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). Beliefs are denoted as “the feeling of being certain that something exists or is true” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). From initial observations, it could be argued that there are recognisable distinctions between both terms; the definition of beliefs conveys a mostly internally experienced phenomena that is emphasised as detached from having explicit influence over an individual’s behaviour and daily decisions. Conversely, values appear to be more ‘action-based’, indicating a more direct, definitive impact on the way people choose to live their lives.  

Despite their distinguishing features, the descriptions of each concept insinuate a symbiotic relationship, with cyclical causality; in essence, once does not exist without the influence of the other, and both infer meaning and give purpose to the other. Perhaps this is aptly encapsulated in respect of religion; the underlying belief system finding expression in organised ritual and doctrinal behavioural obligation (Trommsdorff and Jensen, 2015, pp.385-386). Similarly, the co-existing symbiosis and distinction between beliefs and values can also be found in the psychotherapeutic literature, where there is a clear emphasis on values being the drivers for behaviour (Proctor, 2014; Bolton & Delderfield, 2018; Patterson, 1999; Epstein, 1999; Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022).

Reflective Models
As the assignment outline indicates that this essay is a reflective practice, it is crucial to boundary this process within an appropriate reflective model (Thompson, 2021, p. 26). Reflective practice models are ubiquitous (Thompson, 2021, p. 26); therefore, it seems pertinent to limit consideration of those models that either frame the model around beliefs and values or are sufficiently flexible to allow for such prominence. As an initial reflection, I find that the process of identifying a model is necessarily dynamic in nature (Mezirow, 1981, p. 4); I am not able to maintain a rigid distinction and there is no doubt that, for me, subject exploration serves to inform choice of model and vice-versa (Gordon, 2001, p. 228, 234). Interestingly, my explorative process took me to a particular approach which focuses on questioning and changing the ‘mindset’ as the reflection progresses (Argyris and Schön, 1978). 

In 2017, Mark Wareing published his article entitled, ‘Me, my, more, must: a values-based model of reflection’ (Wareing, 2017), where he presented a new theoretical framework for reflective practice, focused on a values-based model (Wareing, 2017, p. 268). His approach guides practitioners to further consider both their personal and professional values, how they interlink, and how they influence working practice (Wareing, 2017, pp. 268-275). Whilst Wareing explains that his model is flexible enough to be utilised by many different professions, his primary influence being the systemic care failures of Stafford (2013) and Winterbourne View (2012) (Wareing, p. 271).

Wareing’s model offers a helpful framework for professionals in initiating values-based reflective practice and guides practitioners who are maybe unsure how to start. However, like most models, its design is predicated on guiding the practitioner to prioritise professional insights and actions, rather than allowing for a reflection on broader values and their impact as a whole (Wareing, 2017, p. 276; Tarrant, 2013, p.1; Thompson and Thompson, 2023, p.12; Moon, 2004, pp. 80-81; Bassot, 2016, p. 1). The Model also asks practitioners to consider an isolated event or incident as the focal point for their reflective practice (Wareing, 2017, p.274). Whilst this can be a helpful strategy to focus in and help make evaluations more concise and structured, it also sets limits as to how broad the reflections can be. Again, for a working reflection this makes sense, but for a more holistic reflection of the impact of an individual’s values, this appears too restrictive a process for ‘bigger picture’ insights. 

A further example of a values centred reflective theory is found in Bolton and Delderfield’s (2018) co-option of Argyris and Schön’s (1974) concept of ‘espoused therapies’ and ‘theories in use’ to become ‘espoused values’ and ‘values in practice’ (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018, p. 26). 

The authors further develop the explicable link between values and an individual’s actions and experience by positing that ‘espoused values’ are the initial, intuitive, ‘generalised responses’ (Patterson et al., 1999, p.6) cited by individuals, but it is only when those values are examined and interpreted through action and experience, that a clearer, more nuanced understanding can begin to take shape (values in practice): 
“espoused values (those we are aware are foundational to our practice) are recognised and routinely stated. Yet we are what we do; actions speak louder than words: values have significance only in practice” (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018, p. 27).  They reinforce the idea that who we claim to be, and who we are, can be better interpreted and understood through the lens of our actions and experiences (Epstein,1999, p. 834; Patterson et al, 1999, p. 6).

The link established (of Argyris and Schön’s Theory in Practice to values), Bolton and Delderfield (2018) state that it is legitimate to similarly consider values through the framework of their practice based reflective model (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018, p.56). Indeed, the literature suggests that Argyris and Schön are important formative thinkers in the development of reflective practice, offering a blueprint onto which several later scholars have expanded and developed (Kolb 2015; Gibbs, 1988; McGill and Brockbank, 2004; Hawkins et al, 2012). Central to the model is the concept of single and double loop learning; the former representing the critical examination of actions, whilst utilising an unchanging basis for that exploration (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018, p.55-56). Double loop learning is seen as a broader, more dynamic approach whereby the reflection can question both the decisions or actions which were undertaken, as well as the underpinning understandings which prompted them in the first place (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018, p.55-56). Argyris (1991) explains the distinction with the analogy of a thermostat set to a static temperature (single loop) which might explore why it is set thus, and whether a different setting would be more beneficial (double loop) (Argyris, 1991, p. 100). 

This approach seems pertinent for this assignment for a number of reasons. Firstly, it best reflects the intuitive process that arises when I begin to reflect on my values. Equally, as a broad, formative account, it offers greater flexibility since subsequent expansions tend to focus on singular events and professional best practice.

Personal Reflection - ‘espoused values’
Personal values are often seen as influenced by our socialisation and childhood experiences (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022). I was brought up as the eldest child in an overtly political household. My parents were socialists, and my mother a feminist, and both were activists in their youth before family responsibilities became a limiting factor. When I ask myself ‘who am I?’, I instinctively make this association when I think about my personal values and would always describe myself in similar terms. Intuitively, I define my values in political and feminist ways; I believe in a fairer society which actively reduces economic, class, gender and racial inequity.

Given the theoretical position that values are at least partly defined by their reflection in our actions, I found myself struggling to authenticate my intuition since it felt that there was a paucity of action-based evidence. I considered how socialist and feminist values might be characterised in my day-to-day life. It seemed that this might be understood at both a personal and societal level (Fischer & Poortinga, 2012). I felt there was some justification at the personal level, since my beliefs did influence how I approach individual interactions; for example, I could account for challenging expressions and behaviour at odds with my beliefs (such as racism and sexism). Yet, nevertheless, this still felt somewhat inadequate for a supposed self-defining set of values.

Equally, at a more societal level, I struggled to think of any concrete examples of how my beliefs translated into action; I do not attend demonstrations, I’m not a member of relevant organisations and neither do I take part in broader campaigning. It felt that where a person holds political values as self-defining, they generally express this through activism; only activists are clearly ‘living’ their values (Hackett, 2013). The paucity of personal practical application led me to feel that my intuitive understandings lacked authenticity and prompted me to reconsider whether these are actually my preeminent values. At best, in my case, it feels socialism and feminism may be ‘espoused values’, but they do not readily translate into ‘values in practice’.

Personal Reflection – ‘single loop’
Since my intuitive values did not fully concur with an understanding that values are behaviourally defined and evidenced, I reevaluated a definition of my personal values from those concepts that had the most impact on my behaviour. This process highlighted two concepts: self-awareness and personal growth, as well as the prioritisation of critical relationships. Whilst I could readily evidence these ideas in behavioural examples, they felt both nebulous and self-centred and I questioned the extent to which they might be described as values. In essence, utilising a ‘single loop’ model enabled a significant re-evaluation, but left a perceptual dilemma; the ideas which personally define ‘true values’ had little practical application, whereas those which were practically demonstrable didn’t feel like ‘true values’ and, for me, lacked substance. The resulting disquiet suggested further reflection was required.

Personal Reflection – ‘double loop’
As the behaviourally evidenced values felt too nebulous, I considered whether there were personal interpretations that might further define my understanding. In contemplating ‘self-awareness’, rather than focusing on a definitional process, I asked myself why is it important and to what end? This felt important since self-awareness, (broadly) in terms of understanding yourself, is inevitably interpreted through a particular lens (Howell, 2023). Similarly, my use of the term ‘critical relationships’ conveys meaning, in that it was a conscious decision to avoid the more socially conservative concept of ‘family and friends’ (Sim, 2008, p. 118).

Ultimately, the reflection parameters changed; it was clear that my (practically applied) values are significantly influenced and constrained by my intuitive values; it is the latter which boundary my perceptions of both self-awareness and prioritising critical relationships. 

Furthermore, when I reconsidered the apparent disjuncture between values that feel fundamental yet, seemingly, have such limited practical realisation, I reached two distinct conclusions. Firstly, there is more practical application than I initially perceived. For example, I have consistently worked in roles which support people, a partial transference of my core values. Moreover, I tend to take every opportunity to introduce political thought into my day-to-day interactions with others, and I ‘do’ campaigning at a lower level, displaying and promoting political ideas (a ‘Free Palestine’ bumper sticker, ‘femme not frail’ t-shirts, etc.). 

Equally, as part of the ‘double loop’ practice, I asked myself ‘why am I not an activist?’ I found that many of the constrictions in this sense felt justified; not merely the impact of family and work responsibilities, but also my perception that activism in its traditional sense fails the utilitarian equation, in that the ‘costs’ do not marry with the ‘outcomes’. Consequently, I also felt that this hyper-engagement might merely serve to negatively impact my well-being (Bennett, 1996). In short, despite my earlier feelings of inadequacy, there are good reasons why I do not fulfil an ‘activist role’.

Personal Reflection - ‘values in practice’
My reflective process has highlighted two potential interpretations of ‘values in practice’. It might be reasonable to explain the action differential between my espoused and reinterpreted values by concluding that the former are deeply held beliefs, whose practical application is realised more in their influential impact on the latter, which constitute my ‘values in practice’. 

Alternatively, there may not be a need to distinguish between ‘espoused values’ and ‘values in practice’. They can remain consistent, in the sense that my reflection has uncovered greater practicality for my socialist and feminist values than intuitively assumed, and there is a preeminent practical impact through the conduit of the subordinate, related values of self-awareness and prioritisation of critical relationships. 
Utilising this model, the reflection has seen a clear shift from original more absolutist understandings, to far more nuanced positions. In this sense the fluid conclusion, where either interpretation seems reasonable, sits comfortably with what is effectively the synthesis of a dialectical process (Warren, 2008). 

How do my values align with a professional framework?
The BACP Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions (2018), is a comprehensive document covering “the expected ethical principles, values and good practice standards for BACP members” (BACP, 2018). In this sense, the focus is limited to that aspect of the document outlining what are described as fundamental values, reproduced below:
· respecting human rights and dignity
· alleviating symptoms of personal distress and suffering
· enhancing people’s wellbeing and capabilities
· improving the quality of relationships between people
· increasing personal resilience and effectiveness
· facilitating a sense of self that is meaningful to the person(s) concerned within their personal and cultural context
· appreciating the variety of human experience and culture
· protecting the safety of clients
· ensuring the integrity of practitioner-client relationships
· enhancing the quality of professional knowledge and its application
· striving for the fair and adequate provision of services (BACP, 2018)

Whilst a relatively extensive list, I am able to highlight a direct correlation between my re-evaluated personal values (concerning self-awareness and critical relationships) and similar values denoted in the ‘Framework’. Indeed, there is a sense in which these values are generally laudable, and it is difficult to perceive many practitioners in this field finding them problematic. 

Nevertheless, upon initial consideration, my reaction was similar to that experienced when re-evaluating my personal values; that is that, despite the framework’s assertion that ‘values’ “underpin the purpose and goals of our actions” (BACP, 2018), they are relatively broad and open to practical interpretation. To me, intuitively, in their comparative lack of action specificity, these ‘values’ feel more akin to important ‘beliefs’. 

That said, utilising a ‘double loop approach’, it is possible to find greater action guidance than intuition suggests. These ‘values’ may not tell us exactly how we should behave, but they clearly outline boundaries which preclude certain ways of behaving; for example, it is not possible to accord with “protecting the safety of clients” (BACP, 2018), were the practitioner to disclose information that might place a client at risk of harm. However, these ‘values’, like the therapeutic practice they inform, are largely applicable at the interpersonal level, which for me, as a ‘socialist feminist’ obviously neglects structural/societal considerations. Usefully, I expressed this perceptual shortfall to a counsellor colleague, who suggested that I might be confusing the nature of helping therapies. Whilst acknowledging the critique, he disagreed that therapy could not be a positive influence outwith structural change, asking me to think about what helped me personally during periods of crisis, and correctly theorising that the opportunity to vent and ‘be heard’ by a supportive other was, indeed, therapeutic. 

This conversation proved transformative, reinforcing the idea that intuitive perceptions (of inadequacy) cannot necessarily withstand a more considered evaluation (Proctor, 2014, pp. 35-36; Reeves and Bond, 2021, pp. 23-24). I have never doubted that helping therapies are necessarily focussed on the interpersonal; my colleague’s sage advice served to legitimise values that largely impact at this level, despite my ‘structural prejudices’. Ultimately, I came to appreciate that a person might, for example, remain poor, disadvantaged and subject to structural discrimination, yet still realise genuine benefit from individually targeted therapeutic assistance. Moreover, it is necessarily the case that distress is not limited to external, structural disadvantage, but can, and does, arise in any social context. This realisation assisted me to appreciate that the interpersonal is important, irrespective of my personal belief that human happiness ultimately requires substantive change at a societal level.

Concluding remarks
This assignment has allowed me to undertake a detailed reflection of the values that are important to me as a person. The assistance of Argyris and Schön’s work has facilitated a reflexive process which served to expand my appreciation of those values that are critical to me, and how the ‘space’ between values and beliefs is nuanced and difficult to distinguish. The process has been both difficult and illuminating in equal measure but has helped me to better rationalise intuitive antagonisms into a complex, but more representative construct.

Critically, I have learnt to better accept that therapy is necessarily limited to the interpersonal, and that this reality does not detract from its usefulness to those who are disadvantaged by structural inequities, whatever my political values may imply. In this sense I am able to better align my personal values with those espoused by the profession (in the form of the BACP).
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