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Critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills of counselling

To establish a sound therapeutic relationship with a client it is essential that a clear counselling contract is established and understood. I had worked with the client once before and was aware of her personal discomfort with the word ‘safeguarding’ I was mindful of this when relaying the contract, I needed to inspire trust and respect with the client to start to build a relationship. To ensure that the client was fully aware of some contractual boundaries that were in place I explained that I was practising counselling skills, I felt it necessary to reiterate this point by stating that I am not a trained counsellor. I referred to the BACP (British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy) Ethical Framework and the University’s guidelines that I am bound by. I gently assured the client that, as I am not qualified to deal with issues that may arise it may be necessary to refer her to someone who could help if I felt that she or someone else was at risk, and gently explained that this could be a safeguarding issue. At this time, I became aware that the positioning of the clock was a barrier to the relationship as I had to take my eyes from the client to check it, upon watching the video I am also aware that my hair covered an eye, and this could have had a negative impact on the relationship. I spoke about the confidentiality of the agreement explaining that the session was being recorded for academic purposes but at no time would the client’s identity be exposed. I took time to ensure that the client understood and agreed with the proceedings. Covid-19 restrictions and guidelines were addressed, and options given to make the client feel at ease in the room, she agreed that the arrangements were satisfactory. I order to get the session underway I spoke of the possibility of something coming up that the client may not be in the right mind frame to discuss and offered an opportunity to have a get out phrase or if she was happy to just state that she did not wish to discuss that aspect. She said she would be happy to just say. I furthermore explained the nature of person-centred practice and explained this would most likely be our last session of about twenty minutes, so the element of time allowance was clear and well defined. As I had worked with this client once previously, I was able to draw on the previous session to begin.

The client appeared to be in a good frame of mind and content to continue the session where we had left off previously. Having suffered the loss of her mother after being a long-term carer for her, the client was left with a task of tackling boxes of what she referred to as ‘stuff.’ It is this ‘stuff’ that she feels is preventing her from moving on with her life. She used words like ‘obstacle,’ ‘clogging',' old,’ ‘cluttered’ and ‘dirty’ to describe the situation she was in, so as not to disturb the flow of the narrative, I used minimal encouragers in order for the client to feel relaxed and be sure I was listening to her. ‘Clients perceive their therapists response as evidence that their therapist understand the clients’ experiences cognitively and emotionally’ MacFarlane et.al (2017) There was a repeated mention in a variety of ways throughout the session of family expectations, I noticed that the client always remained calm, but her hands were quite active, opening and closing as she spoke. I could have commented on this slight agitation but chose not to as felt I would be interrupting the flow. The narrative continued with the client stressing that the only way she can see her getting any results was through ‘marshalling’ and ‘nagging’ which she felt overwhelmed by and a sense of being alone with this problem as no one else even wants to ‘see’ it. At this time, I felt a sense of weight on me, and it was interesting that the client used the word ‘dumped’ which mirrored the sensation I was experiencing and verbally echoed with the client. As Egan (1998, 96) explains, ‘Empathy does not consist of merely repeating what the client has said. Such parroting is a parody of empathy.’ I felt this word, this reflection of her feelings strengthened the alliance. At this point, I felt it would be beneficial to explore these feelings and asked as to whether she had felt this way before. The purpose of this was to try to ascertain as to whether the client had previously overcome a similar hardship and could harness a previously used skill.


This hunch proved to be incorrect as the client said ‘no’ and went on to explain how it was ‘new’ to her, this could have shut the session down as Brookfield (1998) mentions there are, ‘power dimensions of assumptive thinking.’ Fortunately, she felt at ease to speak about her history and her sense of responsibility. She described herself as someone who served, I had a sense that this was not in a subservient manner, she went on to say how she had lost a sense of her own identity through this role, which made me question my initial thought process. I echoed the words ‘obstacle’ and ‘barrier’ as I wondered as to whether the loss of her mother was a barrier to dealing with the boxes. The client disclosed that she had felt a sense of ‘what it’s like to be me’ after the death of her mother. I had an intense empathic response at this point, and needed to check in with myself, having lost my mother within a similar time frame., Zaki, et.al (2008) wrote that empathy is ‘the capacity to feel the emotions of other individuals.’ I note, I physically shifted in my chair, but maintained an open posture, this was challenging. In order not to countertransference my grief onto the client I questioned the client’s feelings on this newfound freedom. She replied, ‘fantastic.’ To further elicit some understanding of her frame of mind, I asked as to if she could remember when she felt that way before. To which it became clear that it was before she had children, a theme of responsibilities again was apparent.

I decided to explore the theme of responsibility and how much it is a part of my client’s value system. I challenged her with a question as to why it maybe that she appreciated the responsibility of her children and its fulfilling nature. The reasoning for this was so that the client could hear her own voice in establishing that it was valid to feel this way now, and she did by stating it was, ‘a different phase of life.’ I feel I missed an opportunity to discuss the need for responsibility which was a phrase the client used. This could be revisited in a later session. I picked up instead on the ‘over fulfilment’ and tied it with the boxes, the therapeutic relationship being genuine enough to make this gentle connection and link it with the responsibility of holding the boxes. The client then mentioned that she had had the strength to end a previous relationship as it was in that she had lost her sense of identity, firstly. On reflection I could have gone down this pathway, as the client has been capable of making significant changes to her life. I was aware though that this maybe out of the realms of my professional capabilities and was keen to come back to the original more practical problem of the ‘stuff’ in the boxes.

The theme of responsibility continued as the client explained the relationship with her mother, and that despite their history she had taken on the demanding responsibility of being her carer for five years prior to her death. At this point, I felt the immediacy of the situation to explore the responsibility aspect of my client’s core values and echoed her words. She said she had taken on responsibility to the ‘’n’th degree,’ I used minimal encouragers here as the subject matter was delicate and I was concerned not to interrupt the flow of narrative. Through allowing this flow, the client was relaxed enough to know that she was being held in unconditional positive regard and was able to disclose a sense of relief when her mother passed away, I validated her feelings and as I am typing this, I realise the importance of self-care as even though crying can be deep listening, Kagan (2008), ‘if it has touched them that means they have listened,’ the intensity of the therapeutic relationship can be overwhelming for both client and counsellor. I held my feelings in check in the therapeutic space. To explore this issue, and again not to counter transfer my personal feelings I questioned as to whether the relief brought anything else with it. Reflecting on these feelings and the emotions behind them is important for the client to feel understood and heard and to establish a good working alliance, as Planalp (2003) states, ‘All of the primary theorists believe it is the foundation of therapy.' The client was keen to explore this route and spoke of moving on and making changes, at this point I mention the obstacles and are they what is maybe...? I stopped here and would question as to whether I am leading the client or imposing my thoughts on her? It would have been better if I had echoed her words at this point as an encourager. The client did continue to speak of the need to ‘clean,’ ‘clear,’ ‘get rid’ and not wanting to be ‘bound by.’ I used the word ‘stuff’ and am fearful that this was ill timed as the client changed the language choice to being of a more personal nature, I am mindful of not completing a sentence in this way again. I felt that the client needed her feelings validated and I paraphrased that she had let go, grieved, but there was still this? This open-ended tailing off caused the client to physically shift in her chair and she went back to using more negative words such as ‘residue’ which I explained to her I found interesting as it’s not a word with positive connotations, I did not wish to mention it being negative. It was at that point that our facial expressions mirrored each other, and the client explained that she did not ‘feel good.' I do not feel that noticing that word was beneficial, at the time, other than perhaps the client recognising that it is the stuff she has the power to get rid of is making her feel this way. It did become a useful tool later, however. I could have spoken about the care of her mother and the grief as difficult things she has managed, so the client begins to feel empowered.

In the 15th minute of the session, I continued with clarification questions as to the family relationships that were in play. As Perls (1969) wrote I was wondering, ‘What has kept her stuck?’ I felt that this was important to understand the dynamics involved, the client stated that she was conscious that she could make a decision, which I echoed to validate and reassure. The client laughs, at her own suggested idea of putting a time limit on the aunt to take what she wants. I repeated the plan, so the client could hear her own words and allow them to sink in. (The importance of clearing space was mentioned again, in the 21st minute the client mentions a clear space again and I use this word to reiterate the plan. I am not sure as to whether the plan was too forceful, as the client looked downward.) The client returned to the relationship with her mum, which she described as ‘complicated’ and how she did not need ‘stuff’ to allow that more positive relationship to carry on in her. I echoed that it was just stuff to her, but there was a responsibility she was carrying for other people. I challenged by asking as to whether it was her responsibility? My purpose was to make the client see who owned the problem. It was here that the ‘difficult things’ not being done by the aunt and the client not wanting to be ‘held back.’ Our body movements mirrored each other at this point on a subconscious level. As Adler (1963) wrote I felt, ‘a change occur not only in awareness, but also in the way a person thinks and behaves externally.’ I felt that some progress had been made, it was almost a stretch!

In the 18th minute I posed some transitional questions to check that the client was ready for this moving on. She had firm ideas. I noted the metaphorical need for ‘growth’ not just physically growing plants but the need for personal growth. I recall feeling a sense of excitement and lightness, this passed quickly as the ‘stuff’ was mentioned again by the client, and this was like a sucker-punch. As Illeris (2014) wrote there was a danger of learning too quickly an going backwards. I explained how I had had an empathic response and how her tone had changed. I felt the need to return to the action plan was the best course for the client. Whether I was looking for job satisfaction here is a question that concerns me. My need for this caused me to ask two questions which may have been a confusing and seem interrogatory for the client. It did bring her back on course, and laughed at the question of what the conversation with her aunt may look like? I was trying to ascertain what the client’s expectations were from this. As to whether this was a realistic step. I repeated phrases to ensure readiness for this transition. I asked by using the client’s word of ‘obstacle’ as to whether talking to her aunt was an ‘obstacle’ she had put in the way? This was too challenging, on reflection, the client stated that the task of clearing was the big one and the need for help. It would have been sufficient as Rogers (1961) reminds me, ‘to help clients access, understand and express their feelings.’ Clearing the boxes, a metaphor for clearing space in her life, for herself.

Help and support became themes from the 22nd minute. The client was aware this was a need, as Mcleod and McLeod (2011) state, ‘individuals seeking help are active and purposeful in trying to resolve their problems so they can live a more satisfying life.’ My tone of voice became sympathetic in asking as to where she hoped the support would come from, I was trying to get her to imagine what the future could look like with this in place. There is the realisation that she can ask for help and her sons will and have helped in the past. I was wondering and prompting as to whether she would be prepared to do this? Make a change? By the 24th minute the metaphor of growth has returned with an awareness from the client of the shift in the seasons and this as an alignment of change for her. This brings an urgency to the plan, it increased motivation and momentum and the client states she will ‘find a way,’ ‘do it independently.’ I allowed some time of silence for this to embed. Again, I pushed the image of the future, ‘and when you’ve done it, how, what will that feel like?’ Noticing the change of motivation and momentum in the client was paramount to this aspect of the consultation, as Myers (2000) explained ‘the therapist must be in the same place as the client and simultaneously be capable of achieving and articulating a perspective.’ The response was one of joy, as the client could envisage herself pole-dancing in a clear space and regaining herself. I found it difficult not to laugh at this image, but kept it in check, as Meadows (1996a) states, ‘growth can only occur when a patient is allowed to say everything to an analyst who listens without judgement.’ She reflects on her current state again in the 25th minute and this was where the relationship is at its strongest where the client and I interchange key moments from the session, I validate her feelings of it being a hard task, and we share a joke about ‘residue’ which felt natural and appropriate. This verbal tracking of getting clarification, re-statementing, and summarising really reaffirmed the collaborative process. There was a glimmer of congruence with the client between her perceived self and what she has the potential to become. The self-actualising process has begun, as in Argyris’ et.al (1974) literature says as human agents we are designers of action.

The session reaches a natural conclusion with my summing up what has become a clear action plan, I use the metaphor of new growth and pick important words from the session that the client used, and she states, ‘I’m only going to wait so long and that waiting is coming to an end.' As did the session. What the impact maybe I may never know. To help with self-reflection I will continue to journal and note my strengths and weaknesses, for as Joireman et al, (2002) and others identified a link between self-reflection and the ability to empathise. I recognise that there are aspects of myself I need to continue to work on, such as the loss of my mother and this session did trigger some responses I have needed to check in with. I need to work on noticing and commenting on body language more as I missed opportunities to check in with the client. Reflecting on the details may have enabled a clearer perspective, Bassot (2016). For innocent details may prove to be key and vital details may be irrelevant. 
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