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Critically reflect on your experience as you have transitioned from face-to-face client work to online or telephone counselling.












With the year 2020 jittering to a halt as the global pandemic changed life as we know it, the Counselling profession changed quickly in order to adapt to the new world. Telephone and internet connection serve as one of the main ways to keep connected with others. Whether this be with loved ones or work, it has also been the case for Counselling (Vostanis Bell, 2020). My current placement, with Cruse Bereavement Care, has moved all their Counselling support sessions from face to face, to telephone and has recently provided training for online Counselling.
This essay will be a critical reflection on my experience of the transition from working face to face with clients, to now working over the telephone, with also an insight into working online as this will be something I will be experiencing over the upcoming months. There will be consideration of how I found the therapeutic relationship with clients over the move to telephone Counselling and a look into how my skills developed and adapted. I will look at what I found to be my strengths and what worked for me and I will also consider what I found more difficult and how this whole experience has contributed to my own personal development. 
The therapeutic relationship is argued to be the most important part of therapy. It allows the client to connect in a safe space in order to gain the best possible outcome (DeAngelis, 2019). As I had been used to using Carl Rogers (1957) core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard in person, I naturally took these skills to telephone support in order to build and maintain a strong therapeutic relationship. Initially, I was concerned that the therapeutic relationship would not be the same with the missing element of face to face contact, however I almost felt a deeper connection with clients as I found myself listening more intently. The lack of face to face contact did not seem an issue for parts, as some clients were so animated and emotional with their speech, I was able to visualise and feel their emotions with them. Supporting research has shown that by listening more intently over the telephone, therapists were able to empathise more with clients and used their imaginations to deepen an emotional connection and understanding of the client (Phillip et al., 2020). This is something I had experienced as some client’s emotions were so strong, I found myself drawn into their dialogue.
Moreover, along with projecting unconditional positive regard and accepting the client with no judgement, telephone Counselling can further give clients a greater feeling of anonymity, allowing them to feel able to be more open and congruent with their therapist (Irvine et al., 2020). Telephone work provides people with the comfort of being in their own home, enabling flowing dialogue which might have been more difficult had they of had to travel to a more clinical, unfamiliar setting. Whilst this anonymity serves well for some clients in allowing them to be authentic, I also found this element helped me as a trainee therapist. I often find myself battling with insecurities of being too young and inexperienced in the eyes of others. I found my confidence increasing over telephone work as there was a lesser chance of me being judged as too young to understand and I felt more equipped to be taken seriously. Xavier (2020) has also voiced this age concern, stating that sometimes younger therapists felt the need to justify their places in placements, or were met with assumptions that they had a lack of life experience purely down to their age. Would clients be willing to open up and form a therapeutic relationship with someone of their child or grandchild’s age? I found my age to be irrelevant and unobvious whilst telephone Counselling, something which helped improve my confidence. With the transfer to online Counselling via sites, such as Zoom, a clear move in the upcoming weeks, I wonder how this will affect my confidence with new clients as I will almost lose my own sense of anonymity. Although I know that a lot of this is my own assumption and lack of self-belief, I hope that my confidence in my Counselling ability will continue to grow like it has over the past few months, thus building stronger therapeutic relationships and having more trust in my skills.
Contrastingly, even though I enjoyed some of the therapeutic relationships I had formed with clients over the telephone, I wondered how the relationship would have been in person. Would it have been stronger? I missed the opportunities of in person contact, sensing their emotions in the room and being able to make eye contact with the person I was speaking to. Sometimes, visual cues and physical presence in the therapeutic room can provide people with a stronger sense of the therapeutic relationship, in turn, giving them the confidence to speak (Hancock, 2020). As online Counselling will be a step closer to face to face work, I hope that this will provide me with the visual contact I am missing.
In addition to adapting to a therapeutic relationship over the telephone, my techniques also had to transition with this change. At first, I was nervous of silences as they seem even quieter and more obvious over the telephone. Feltham (2017) writes that although these silences can seem more prolonged over the telephone, leaving a pause after a reflection or open question can be highly effective in allowing the client time to think and process their response or thoughts. Whilst discussing these issues with my supervisor, I learnt to try and ask more open questions rather than closed questions and started being more comfortable with leaving slightly longer silences, in the hope of allowing time for the client to process their thoughts. 
A further technique which I found difficult to adapt to telephone Counselling was gentle challenging. A skill which I was more than comfortable using in person, I found myself withdrawing from doing this, in fear of sounding critical rather than it being a useful reflection point for the client. For example, I found it difficult to highlight that their description of feeling anger in the current moment did not match their calm tone of voice. Gentle challenging can be effective when working with clients as it highlights when things do not match up, allowing the client time to question and reflect on this (Lees-Oakes and Kelly, 2016). I hope that with time and practice, this skill will develop and become more comfortable to use over the telephone. A point to consider would be that there needs to be a strong therapeutic relationship established to ensure safe challenging. Moeseneder et al. (2018) concludes that whilst confrontation techniques can sometimes temporarily impact the therapeutic relationship, they are found to be beneficial by giving the client points to consider. Therefore, I wonder whether I may feel more comfortable using this technique when I have had a longer therapeutic relationship with clients, as not only will I have developed a deeper understanding of their personality, but they will also be familiar with mine and my techniques.  I further wonder whether I will feel more comfortable challenging through online Counselling, as it allows the opportunity for face to face contact and it may come across as more empathic rather than critical, if the client were able to see my facial expressions.
Even though transitioning to telephone Counselling did bring nerves and some difficulties, I found it more accessible to fit in client sessions and organise my placement. Telephone support is easier for clients to access as it breaks down the barriers of physically travelling to a therapy room (Muller, 2014). I was therefore able to connect with clients from different areas and needs. Watzke (2017) found that telephone psychotherapy was more flexible than traditional therapy, leading to people being less dubious about attending therapy. Telephone Counselling allows clients to connect with Counsellors at more convenient times, without the added time and physical cost of travelling to a venue, something that I also benefited from. I found it easier to structure my Counselling practice sessions as I also did not have the barrier of booking a physical venue and travelling. Furthermore, as the sessions were more accessible to clients, I did not have the challenge of clients not attending their appointment, thus I was able to use my time more effectively.
On the other hand of this, although I found telephone Counselling easier to fit in with my daily life, I did notice myself starting to burn out towards the end of the summer. As I faced difficulties in my personal life in the passing months, I talked with my supervisor and decided to take it easier on myself and lightened my workload. Supervision is an essential part of being a Counsellor, it provides the opportunity to discuss any therapeutic work carried out, to air any concerns and to receive guidance, supporting personal development and growth (BACP, 2020). As my supervision also moved to telephone sessions, I again found this easier to fit in with my routine. It was easy to access and I found my supervisor to be a great support through transitioning my therapeutic work to the telephone. I was able to use their guidance on this new way of working and aired any concerns I had, in order to ensure I was working ethically and in the best way possible. Telephone supervision has been shown to be effective in allowing Counsellors greater flexibility to accessing supervision, which has provided safe working environments that nourish growth and support (Davidson and Harrison, 2020).
Applying myself to Bridges Theory of Transition during this time, I find myself in the neutral zone. The theory pinpoints three stages which individuals go through when transitioning through change, of which include; the first phase of an ending, the next stage involves the neutral zone and finally the new beginning stage (Bridges, cited in Degenhardt and Duignan, 2010). The neutral zone is the time between old identity and the new one, where individuals learn about their new roles (William Bridges Associates, 2020). I believe I am in the neutral zone as I have left my old ways of working through face to face Counselling and I am making my way through learning and adapting with telephone work. I am also heading towards online work and will be learning new processes through this way of working. Although the change was scary at first, I found journaling to be a support through this stage as it helped me reflect and process these changes. Supporting this, Wright (2018) writes that reflective journaling provides time and space to process our experiences, giving them meaning and exploring any emotions attached to them. In such a weird and uncertain time, journaling gave me the space to note my feelings and processes and reflect on how I was coping with change.
In conclusion, the past few months have seen huge changes. I transitioned from face to face client work to telephone Counselling and look forward to a future with online work. Although there were initial doubts on how the change to technology would affect the therapeutic relationship, I found myself able to transfer the core conditions to telephone work and in some instances, found the connection to be even deeper as my listening skills had intensified and I used my imagination to be with the client’s emotions. My confidence grew in parts as I was able to support people without the fear of being perceived as too young and I enjoyed making new connections through this new way of working. My skills and techniques also had to adapt during this change and at first, I found it daunting to use challenging and leaving silences. With the support from my supervisor however, I learned, and am still learning now, to adapt these skills and accept that this may feel different for a period over the telephone. I note the importance of supervision and journaling in grounding myself and helping me process my thoughts, in order to work in the best and most healthy way possible. Although I am settling into telephone work, the move to online Counselling in my placement is imminent, something which I am both nervous and excited for as it is a step closer to face to face contact. Finally, with the proven effectiveness of telephone Counselling, this way of working is starting to become the new normal. 
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