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REFLECTIVE COMMENTARY LINKED TO PRACTICAL SKILLS USED WITHIN MY WORKPLACE


INTRODUCTION
Historically, a deficiency in listening skills has been acknowledged as an obstacle to overall effectiveness within the workplace (Rogers and Roethlisberger, 1952). By contrast, whilst listening requires the spending of emotional labour and self-regulation on the part of the listener, there are noted benefits of perceived listening within a management-to-subordinate relationship. For example, motivation, leadership and influence (Yip and Fisher, 2022). 
According to the Ethical Framework for Counselling Professions (BACP, 2018), good practice requires putting the individual’s interests first, making the person we support the primary focus of our attention during the time we spend with them. This aligns with the core components of person-centred psychology which include empathy, unconditional positive regard, and genuineness (Rogers, 1957).  
For the purpose of conducting this reflective commentary, I have selected two separate experiences that necessitated the use of listening skills within a professional environment. Both occasions fell within the time period that I was completing the Counselling Skills and Approaches module as part of my undergraduate degree. The first experience was with a colleague more senior in role. The second experience was with a less senior colleague for whom I have direct management responsibility. 
Each critical reflection has utilised the Gibbs Reflective Model (GRM) (Galli & New, 2022; Sow et al., 2025). This model adopts a framework of six steps in order to aid reflective practice: (1) description, (2) feelings, (3) evaluation, (4) analysis, (5) conclusion, and (6) action plan. 
EXPERIENCE WITH A MORE SENIOR COLLEAGUE
The context of this incident was a one-to-one meeting between me and the more senior colleague. Typically, these meetings would be scheduled as fortnightly events. The objectives of these meetings are threefold: review the ongoing work of my team, address any live issues raised and discussion around future plans and developments. The intention is that these meetings are discussion orientated and that I will tend to determine the topics for discussion as per the most relevant to myself, and my team. 
On the occasion, pertinent to this reflective piece, I attended the pre-scheduled meeting and introduced several matters needing to be discussed, one of these incorporated a topic that I was aware would be emotive for both of us. Consequently, we agreed that the meeting would begin with this topic, and my colleague asked me about my feelings with regards to this issue. Within seconds of me beginning to articulate my response, my colleague interrupted me mid-sentence and then expressed their own strongly held feelings on the matter. They continued speaking for a considerable length of time without abating, and it became apparent that their feelings on the topic differed significantly from mine. As this was happening, I became increasingly aware of the effect that the situation was having on me. In particular, I was cognisant that my willingness and confidence to participate further in discussing the topic had diminished considerably. I no longer felt comfortable in articulating either opinion nor emotion, and on the contrary found myself internally withdrawing. 
My professional role necessitates my having to exercise self-awareness on a daily basis, and therefore after two decades in such a context I consider myself to be a reasonably self-aware individual. Consequently, I was increasingly aware that my colleagues approach within this meeting was incongruent with the meeting’s core purpose. Furthermore, the power dynamics had shifted considerably and was now orientated in a specific direction. Collectively, these were impacting my professional opinion of their leadership and influence, and my emotional response. 
In response, I recognised the need to regulate my emotions and so, when my senior colleague eventually paused their speaking, I immediately chose to redirect the conversation to another topic. One underpinning emotional narrative that I had constructed during this experience of poor listening was that the initial enquiry by my colleague with regards to my own thoughts and feelings on the issue had not been a genuine one. Rather, it came across as a pre-text to introduce the topic and deliver their perspective. Consequently, whilst I was able to perceive that this was not intended to be either a counselling or therapeutic context, nonetheless I identified an expectation in myself that the interaction on the topic would be supportive and respectful. Furthermore, I anticipated in beginning to formulate my answer that my view would be fully heard, considered and valued appropriately.  
Reflecting on this experience, the awareness that I had of an absence of perceived and active listening contributed to my willingness to partake any further in the conversation and left me feeling inhibited and demotivated (Yip and Fisher, 2022). The experience felt like the opposite of genuine listening, which involves an attempt by the listener to grasp the entirety of what someone is communicating. This is often accompanied by visible demonstrations of that effort, such as natural pauses for reflection and response, and appropriate self-regulation that manages the desire to prioritise the sharing of one’s one opinion (McLeod & McLeod, 2022). Additionally, the experience exhibited a lack of empathy. This is a core skill necessary in a listener in order for the speaker to feel understood and accepted (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2020).  
From an evaluative perspective, the skills empathy, perceived and genuine listening were three components missing in this scenario resulting in my natural internal withdrawal, and leaving me with a strong sense of not being heard. 
This experience reinforced the importance of sensitivity to, and application of, the core interpersonal skills necessary to be effective in a professional setting. In particular, it demonstrated to me the potential negative effects when a subordinate colleague feels unheard. It also highlighted the value of achieving congruence when aiming to be genuine, honest and emotionally aligned within the boundaries of the relationship. With this experience and reflection fresh in my mind, I reaffirmed my commitment to applying these core skills in my up-coming one-to-one session with a less senior colleague, who is subordinate to me on a day-to-day basis. This is the subject of the second experience that forms this critical reflection.

EXPERIENCE WITH A LESS SENIOR COLLEAGUE
	Yip and Fisher’s (2022) synthesis of research into listening skills conceptualise perceived listening, the listener’s experience and listening structures. Whilst the latter concept is a particularly broad concept, for the purposes of this reflection, it is pertinent to my longstanding practice of creating a suitable environment for my one-to-one meetings with my subordinates. This is particularly helpful in enhancing the perceived listening experience for less senior colleagues (Yip and Fisher, 2022), whose primary role responsibility is to provide pastoral support to adolescents. With this in mind, my office is always arranged with two comfortable chairs intentionally positioned in a manner that promotes ease and openness. These simple considerations are done in order to communicate and facilitate a relaxed and comfortable atmosphere and is congruent with the expectation for meaningful conversation.
The occasion of interest was a supervisory session with a team member. The core purpose of the session was to provide opportunity for them to raise topics of concerns in respect of pupils under their care. The nature of their role often requires the kind of listening that is emotionally demand and draining. Consequently, a secondary purpose of the meeting is to provide them with an outlet to express, and an opportunity to reflect, upon the stresses and strains of coping in such an emotionally demanding role.  
At the start of the session, I felt calm and relaxed, which I attribute to the positive working relationship I have developed with this colleague over many months.  Throughout I made a conscious effort to attend to non-verbal communication by drawing on Egan’s SOLER model, developed in the 1970s (McLeod & McLeod, 2022). This encourages the listener to adopt the optimal posture in order to convey attentiveness and receptivity to the speaker (McLeod & McLeod, 2022). In line with this model: I sat at a slight angle to my colleague (S); maintained an open posture (O); leant in subtly at appropriate moments in the conversation to demonstrate engagement (L); used consistent but natural eye contact with occasional breaks (E); and adopted a relaxed overall demeanour (R).  
Furthermore, as we settled into the discussion, I was mindful to use core counselling skills of reflecting back, summarising and paraphrasing, to ensure my colleague felt heard. Collectively, such listening skills are foundational to my role as a helper. They combine to create an appropriately paced, attuned communication style congruent with the Counselling Skills Competence Framework (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2020). With the previous experience fresh in my mind, I was more sensitive to the benefits of these skills and could see afresh how when utilised with appropriate moments of silence, they were validating my colleagues experience, emotions and encouraging them to express their thoughts and feelings in greater detail and depth. Consequently, this also made me more mindful of my own self-regulation and responses to them. Therefore, whatever responses I offered were framed in a non-judgemental and more reflective manner. This included a softer and calmer tone of voice, along with neutral facial expressions. Adopting these habits helps explain why a non-judgmental tone facilitates disclosure (Rogers, 1957)
The strong record of consistent listening experiences in prior meetings, the conducive room set-up, and the listening skills applied all contributed to a very productive meeting. It further cemented the trust already present and allowed us to identify steps and actions necessary to manage the role’s stressful and challenging situations. Throughout the one-to-one session, I also noticed how I had increased my efforts to demonstrate empathy when they began to articulate several personal issues. It is likely that the prior negative experience with the more senior colleague had heightened my awareness to being perceived as a genuine listener. In particular, when I was reflecting back what I had heard, I deliberately tried to capture and name the emotions being conveyed, not only to assimilate what had been said, but also to validate their feelings and concerns. 

CONCLUSION AND ACTION PLAN
By evaluating these two experiences together, they reveal clear contrasts in respect of strong and weak listening skills being exercised in the workplace. Effective listening encourages openness and increases the prospect of achieving the objectives of the conversation. Whereas poor listening can cause someone to withdraw and decreases the prospect of positive outcomes from a meeting. 
The more senior colleague’s lack of attentiveness and empathetic engagement undermined my trust and, as a consequence, my willingness to pursue further or deeper communication was curtailed. The second meeting, that followed soon after the first, gave me ample opportunity to exercise stronger listening skills and reflect on their effects. That meeting exhibited strong affect attunement and unconditional positive regard, which fostered psychological safety and encouraged deeper disclosure.  A further strength of the second session was the application of the SOLER posture, which communicated attentiveness through non-verbal cues.  The well-timed silences ensured my colleague did not feel rushed.  By contrast, in the earlier meeting, any pauses that materialised were immediately filled with the senior colleague’s opinion. Consequently, I left the meeting feeling unheard, demotivated and my feelings unvalidated. 
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In conclusion the reflective practice that followed the first experience heightened my performance as a good listener in the second experience. Therefore, by applying the GRM to evaluate them, I am able to see not only the central role of listening skills in effectively attending to an individual within my professional context, but also the second benefit of dynamic reflective practice that took place within me following the first meeting.
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