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Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how they may be at odds with a professional code of Counselling practice (such as the BACP Ethical Framework) You may wish to consider the following themes: Values, beliefs, ethics, assumptions.
This piece will consider reflective practise and its importance. Reflective models will be explored and used to navigate a real-life experience of my own. A framework will be examined in order to consider how neglect of reflective practise can lead to personal values, beliefs and assumptions interfering with a counsellor’s professionalism.  
Reflective practice is a way of critiquing our own work. It is a process of thinking about our own work, challenging it, and being open minded so that we can improve and continually develop professionally. Through this openness, the counsellor can challenge themselves and experiment with new ways of thinking.
Reflective practise is considered a critical element of a counsellor’s work. Bager-Charleson, says that reflective practice ‘involves “looping back” on events in our practice from different angles guided by an openness for continuous transformative learning’. On first inspection it could easily be misconstrued as merely the mental digestion of client’s issues, however when we delve deeper, we gain an understanding of reflexivity. Chinn (2007:13) describes personal reflexivity as ‘the way she [the counsellor] acknowledges how her own agendas, experiences, motivations, and political stance contribute to what goes on in work with clients’.
It feels somewhat ironic that the practise of counselling others, requires so much work on the self. Perhaps there is a notion that counsellors and therapists are in their position to help others because they are free of problems themselves, or able to deal with situations perfectly. Yet, as humans we all have experiences that trouble and shape us. Rose (2008) explains that ‘the counsellor inevitably brings into the relationship their own conscious and unconscious material, and the more they know about that, the better for the client’. 
Working with a range of clients, counsellors are likely to hear stories that could trigger memories and emotions in themselves. The counsellor has a professional code to follow to ensure that their own feelings during the sessions do not play a part in the counselling.
Collins and Arthur (2010) explained that counsellors who lacked self-awareness would possibly adopt their own values and assumptions to judge a client. They stated that a ‘[counsellors] bias could be harmful to client’s well-being’, ironic considering that the sessions would be in place to help rather than hinder. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the counsellor to ensure that they reflect on their experiences but are also reflexive and question their beliefs, values, and assumptions. Bassot (2013) suggests thinking about reflective practise as a metaphorical mirror. Rather than relying purely on our own view, she plays with the idea of using mirrors which allow us to look at angles that we wouldn’t normally see. With this theory in mind, the counsellor would look to use a side-view mirror and invite feedback from others, or perhaps a magnifying mirror, to inspect the detail that they would not see normally. Stedmon and Rudi (2009) warn that reflexivity such as this ‘may not invariably or entirely be a good, wholesome, positive activity’, because looking at oneself with such inspection can be painful and conjure memories and feelings that they would prefer to avoid.
Rose (2008) describes dealing with experiences and emotions through reflexivity with the metaphor of ‘luggage, that hopefully can be unpacked in the course of the journey, and repacked where appropriate into a lighter and less burdensome shape’. This helps us to visualise the benefits of the practise, and thus understand how it in turn this work is of benefit to both the counsellor and their clients.

Having studied many of the models at this stage of the course, I was initially excited to find Boud, Keogh & Walkers model (1985). I find this model far more relatable than the others as it focuses on feelings, which I personally find to be the core of all experiences. I’ve chosen to focus on Kolbs’ model however, in this instance. Although I am drawn to Boud et al. model, I don’t find that it’s right for the personal experience that I’m sharing on this occasion. My inclination tells me that the Boud et al. model would be better used when the experience is raw and feelings are still tangible. My personal experience is a memory from a few weeks ago. I find that the raw emotions have subsided, and I am less able to feel them with the same strength as I did at the time.
Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) features four clear stages, the structure of it making it simple for me to navigate through – a path to follow. When “reflecting-on-action” (Schön, 1991), I find the path of this model provides the ideal steppingstones for looking back & learning from a situation.
An incident that recently happened in my life, provides an example of how this model can be used. Kolb firstly directs the user to focus on the concrete experience:
In my business, I employ eight waitresses. They are all part time, usually students at the local University and work for me on a casual basis. One staff member, who I’ll refer to as Eve for the purposes of this essay, had been working for me for a couple of months at this stage. Part way through the shift, I noticed that she was serving customers with her mobile phone poking out of her trouser back pocket. It may have been there for the entire time before I noticed. I was cross but apprehensive and hesitant to raise the issue for several minutes. My partner was with me at the time, witnessing the situation and I felt pressure to deal with it correctly. I mentally encouraged myself and asked her to remove it and put it away.
The second stage of the model is Reflective Observation:
Reflecting back to those few minutes, I recall feeling angry and frustrated at seeing her phone in her pocket. I felt annoyed and disrespected that Eve would think this acceptable. I struggle with confrontation and would have quite easily tried to ignore it, however I knew that I needed to tackle it, as it’s not something I wanted to become a norm in the business, or for the other staff to think acceptable. I chose my moment carefully – as she was walking away - and said it quickly, so that I couldn’t back out of it. I was overcome with vulnerability and felt a huge dread expecting a negative response or retaliation to come back to me. Eve’s response was accepting, and the issue was dealt with and did not have to be mentioned again. I felt proud of myself for doing what was necessary and correct. I felt relieved and encouraged that I needn’t be so concerned the next time I need to tackle an issue in the workplace.
The third stage; Abstract Conceptualisation:
This section of the model encourages me to think about making sense of it and why I found this situation difficult. When I detach myself from it and think rationally, I am comforted in my decision that phones are not permitted at work; something that I had told Eve directly during her first shift. This was an issue of boundaries and in that moment, I was reminding Eve of the boundaries set. When absorbed back in the situation however, I find that overriding this rationale is my personal wanting to be liked in all aspects of my life. Regardless of me being her employer, I still found the confrontation difficult because it posed a threat to her liking me. Looking in such detail as myself, I am able to see that I seek approval. This impossible goal that I put upon myself stems back to my childhood and the separation of my parents. Deep within me, there is an irrational belief that people are either liked or hated. I find it difficult to imagine a situation whereby I can disagree with someone, or criticise their behaviour, and yet still able to have a friendly relationship with them, without them hating or talking about me in a negative way. These feelings occur particularly when dealing with women. I have male waiters who I feel I am more comfortable being direct and assertive with. This stems back to a solely female friendship group that I struggled with, as I found their behaviour unkind, sly and without positive regard. 
Relating this to values, both personal & professional, I can see how my own values could interfere with a professional code. 
Reflecting on this experience and assumptions that I have subconsciously made, I feel embarrassed to admit that because Eve is a student, perhaps I have assumed that she is young and lacking in care for the job role. Eve talks in a deep, monotone voice and perhaps I have assumed that her motivation and work ethic fall in line with her voice. Perhaps I have written her off as a valuable team member as I have judged her on a few tasks only and were I to give her time, I would see that she is skilled in other areas. Eve dresses differently to me and is fashionable in a modern way that I can’t understand or appreciate. I sense that because of this, I have assumed that she is more interested in looking and acting cool, than performing the job to a high standard. I have assumed from the way she talks, dresses and behaves that she doesn’t care. But I don’t know this for certain.
My experience of working with younger people is mostly negative in terms of work ethic. Perhaps I have unfairly categorised Eve in this instance and assumed that she falls into the work-shy community that I have stereotyped “Generation Z” as. I have a tremendous sense of pride, thinking back to myself as a young teenager having multiple jobs and working as hard as I possibly could with the ultimate goal being impressing the boss. Work ethic is a core value to me, and I am aware that I struggle when I can’t recognise this value in others. Acknowledging that I find it easier to discipline and raise issues with male staff, highlights a sexism that operates in me. Because of negative past experiences with females rather than males, in situations of conflict, I anticipate future conflict and bad feeling to stem from females again. 
I’m exploring the possibility of me having a subconscious agenda to want to categorise Eve into a metaphorical box as it would fit into a neat and tidy visual in my mind – which I enjoy. These assumptions can be limiting, proven when we look to Schon’s loop model (1978). His double loop theory, ‘aims to highlight underlying values and assumptions in decision making’ (Bager-Charleson, S. (2015) In this particular instance, I am able to clearly see that how limiting the single loop model has been for me. My assumptions about Eve being lazy have affected my management of her. I have avoided giving her certain tasks in fear that they won’t be done quickly enough or to a high enough standard, however by preventing her from undertaking these tasks, I have not given her the opportunity to prove any different. As a result, my belief that she is incompetent is only strengthened as she does not complete tasks –because I don’t give her any. Because Eve is female, I anticipate that she will speak negatively of me to others, because this has been a pattern in my life which has formed an expectation and generalisation for me. 
The experience of Eve and her phone taught me that it is possible to address an issue and be able to maintain a professional and friendly relationship with staff. This gave me comfort in setting boundaries with staff and on reflection the boundaries in this case create respect and standards in my workplace. I needn’t be afraid that asserting my authority, when necessary, will result in severed relationships and conflict – providing that it is done in a respectful and professional manner. 
To complete Kolb’s model; step four, Active Experimentation:
I look forward to less hesitancy when dealing with uncomfortable situations with staff. I remind myself that if I shy away from them, the blurred boundaries can be more problematic for all parties, than the anxiety of dealing with the issue at the time. I will actively remind myself of the success of this situation when feeling anxious again when faced with something similar, which I hope will give me courage to speak up again. I chose my moment selectively for speaking to Eve – when she was walking away, and I also spoke quickly, as if to get the confrontation over quickly. I feel that this behaviour was cowardly.  I would like to bring more confidence next time, and be able to confront the individual face on, talking at normal speed. 

As with a lot of the reflective models, they are about the individual reflecting on their own work and although this offers much learning, there is also the limitation that comes with seeing through a single lens. Even when the person tunes in with their values, beliefs, assumptions, they are still able to consciously or subconsciously ignore feelings because they are too painful and as a result, see a distorted reflection and reasoning than the truth. Although I personally am open to self-awareness and find locating my values & assumptions fairly comfortable, I am also aware that ‘no matter how much we may think we have an accurate sense of ourselves, we are stymied by the fact that we are using our own interpretive filters to become aware of our own interpretive filters’ (Brookefield).  This suggests that reflection from another source, or lens as Brookfield’s suggests, is vital, whether it be a supervisor, group, or peer feedback, in order for us to get a more accurate view.
Kolb’s reflective model provided useful steppingstones that guide the user through the reflection. It would be helpful for those feeling overwhelmed by a situation and not knowing where to begin. I found steps 1 & 4 particularly good at encouraging the discussion of the problem and a teaching at the end, so that the user feels better prepared for similar future situations and gains a sense of accomplishment. 
On the flipside to this, the model has a start and an end, but in reality, the experience continues to play a part in my life and the reflection feels like a continual process. Once the reflection is complete, the issue is not necessarily dealt with, or learnt from. The completion of a model exercise does not mean the completion of uncomfortable feelings for that experience. 
The Abstract Conceptualisation stage forced me to look deeply into myself at why embedded values and beliefs exist for me. This raised trauma from my childhood and an awareness of me seeking approval. I found this useful as it finds the root cause of why I was hesitant to address Eve. By being aware of these deep-rooted issues within myself, that happened over twenty years ago, I can better understand myself. In counselling sessions, I would be more self-aware of these feelings, particularly when faced with a client with similar issues with approval seeking. Hopefully through awareness, I would be able to separate my feelings from their situation and not let them cloud my counsel. 
I considered Schön’s theory during the third stage of Kolb’s model and am inclined to think that it was unhelpful. Perhaps I have made assumptions about Eve, but perhaps these feelings that I have of her, undoubtedly based upon my own bias, values, and beliefs, do hold importance. I don’t find that the models allow for senses or intuition. Although I found more blame for myself in judging Eve’s work, I also accept that she has never shown signs of being a proactive member of staff either, which must count for something. With this in mind, I found that using Schön’s theory gave excuses for Eve’s poor work ethic. 
Thinking back to Boud’s et al. model and the reason why I chose not to use it, there is the limitation that certain models are not suitable for certain reflections. Although some may be able to locate the emotions and feelings that they felt at the time and address them, this is not possible for all and we must appreciate that emotions are weakened over time. This leads me to believe that we should not opt for the same model each time, even if it resonates with the person. It would be useful to choose a model carefully each time, as perhaps different models are more useful for different reflections. Kolb’s reflective model does provide a versatile template which could be applied to a range of reflections, be them personal or professional. 

Thinking about models more generally, it would be disappointing to measure a counsellors reflection quantity and quality based on using models alone, or even models & group work alone. A lot of work can happen during story telling with friends and family, or when taking a walk and the person has not intentionally planned to reflect. Credit should be given to spontaneous moments too, when reflection is performed unplanned, not diarised. Stedman describes how writing her book on reflective practise provided an unplanned opportunity for her to reflect on situations that have happened, albeit unintentional reflective work – it was useful and mattered but this highlights that reflexivity is unmeasurable. 
Models are used to assist with the understanding and procession of situations. Whilst someone could be engaged and find the model useful, it does rely on the individual wanting to engage with thought and action. 
Counsellors are recognised by following a professional code of practise. Looking at the BACP’s Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions, they present a list of standards and expectations. On first reading, it is thought that anyone acting professionally would meet the criteria set out, however thinking about my chosen experience with Eve, I’m more inclined, albeit reluctantly, to explore that there might be occasions where a counsellor’s own experiences, feelings, triggers, might unfold and prevent them from happening, if not managed appropriately. This leads me to understand the importance of reflective practise & reflexivity in order to prevent that from happening. Counsellors have a professional duty to ensure that they are not bringing anything to the session which could steer the work or perhaps bring any judgement, bias, or bad feeling to the client.
Section 8 of ‘Ethics’ in the framework reads “Personal moral qualities are internalised values that shape how we relate to others and our environment. They represent a moral energy or drive that may operate unconsciously and unexamined. This moral energy or drive is ethically more beneficial when consciously examined from time to time”, which suggests that reflection-on-action Schön’s (1991) is necessary in order to check-in with our values.
The sections on ‘Supervision’ and ‘Care of self as a practitioner’, ensure counsellors commit to ‘monitoring and maintaining our own psychological and physical health, particularly that we are sufficiently resilient and resourceful to undertake our work in ways that satisfy professional standards’ and seek ‘opportunities to reflect in depth about all aspects of their practice in order to work as effectively, safely and ethically as possible’. Therefore, were a counsellor to neglect their reflective work, it is possible to see how they would be at odds with the framework. Looking to myself as an example, I can see how society, culture and my experiences have shaped me and my deep routed values, beliefs, stereotypes, assumptions. The fact that I am a white, female mother born in a privileged country would mean that I may have unconscious bias towards people in a similar situation and be at risk of pre-judgement of others. I recognise that these are areas that would need to be looked at when working with clients to ensure that I explore any feelings, uncomfortable or not, in order to ensure that they would not affect my counselling practise.

Wright & Bolton (2012), explain that ‘reflective practise is one of the cornerstones of professional therapeutic relationships. In order to continually develop as individuals, therapists must also continue to work on themselves. Yalom (2002) suggests that ‘therapists must work through their own neurotic issues; they must learn to accept feedback, discover their own blind spots, and see themselves as others see them; they must appreciate their impact upon others’. Reflexivity and the professional responsibility that comes with it, appears to be the skill of detachment of own feelings. ‘Distancing oneself from oneself, as if it were, so that one is both inside and outside of oneself simultaneously and able to switch back and forth fluidly and playfully from one position to the other, giving oneself up to the experience of ‘self of other’ (Hunt, 2013).

Reflection and reflexivity can be performed through various methods. Models provide a useful path to guide the user through stages, ensuring that fact, feelings, and lessons are acknowledged. As with most things, models have their strengths and weaknesses and should be used in conjunction with a variety of other tools. Reflective writing, support groups, supervision, peer feedback, in addition to models, make up a robust toolkit of support to equip a counsellor. Reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action are both necessary and useful. Ultimately the method selected should be what feels right for the individual at that particular time.
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