Who Am I?

Introduction

In this essay I will be critically reflecting on my beliefs and values; considering any influences in my life that may have shaped me as a person to this day.

Reflective practice involves ‘examining our experiences and assessing what is reflected
Back’ (white et al - 2008: 41). This is used in everyday life and is something that we naturally do to enable us to learn and move on from various experiences.

I will touch up on some main features of my life that I feel may have the biggest impacts. The two main features I will reflect on that I feel have had the biggest impact on my life will be my parents and how their parenting themes have affected me growing up and I will talk about my first long term relationship and the key points in the development of said relationship and the breakdown of it too. 

Looking back, I feel most comfortable with these two points being the main body of how I have shaped into the person I am today.

After evaluating and reflecting on my beliefs and values, I will look into how they align with the ethical framework of the BACP 2018 and how they would allow me to conduct a professional code of counselling.

Throughout this essay I will critically evaluate key aspects with theory and include a main framework that will be the main body of my reflection process, as well as analysing the relevance of it.

To end the essay, I will then summarise my reflection, honing in on the main features that have led me to my conclusion.

My Parents:

There has always been the question raised of ‘nature and nurture’ and how much of wither play a role in the development of a child maturing into an adult. This involves behaviour, physical and psychological health and many more factors. Looking at this briefly is an interesting start as to where my foundations have been set for my beliefs and values and why I may have gone down the oath that I have in life.

“Many aspects of family and social system influences combine to shape children's emotional and behavioural development. Within the family, such influences are reciprocal, and reflect elements of ‘nature’ (via inherited characteristics of both child and parents) as well as ‘nurture’. Styles of parenting and the quality of parent-child relationships play key roles here” (Barbara Maughan, 2011)

Over the years I have realised that I have been truly blessed with the best father I could ever have asked for. He brought me up more or less alone and has always given his all into making sure I am looked after and made sure I had the best possible life. Having my mother leaving him and myself while I was a baby, and being a mature father already aged 47 years, he has truly done an amazing job. I believe that my father set me the foundations to my basic values in life. The main ones being:
· Respect
· Equality
· Fairness

My mother however, taught me a couple of my most basic beliefs in life. She wasn’t the most maternal and I feel to this day she struggles to be the mother I have always desired, therefor I have grown to want to be the things she hasn’t been. and look after themselves.
· If you start something, commit to it
· Always try to be the bigger person

Research has shown that when a parent is un-involved it’s down to the parent expecting their child to raise themselves. “Such children are likely to grow into adults with very low self-esteem and may exhibit poor social and behavioural skills.” (Ruchi Lal, 2019). Although I grew up with a stable and loving father, I definitely lacked the self-worth. This most likely affected self-care when struggling to leave an abusive relationship.

I have found myself living by these values and beliefs most of my life and I feel that they are a good and just way of living. However, there was a time in my life where I found myself increasingly unable to focus on these and ultimately lost myself. This is a time of my life that I will be reflecting on later on.

Having briefly discussed my basic values and beliefs, I will now be looking at these compared to the Ethical framework of the BACP and analyse how they would allow me to conduct a professional code in counselling.

BACP Ethical Framework 2018

The BACP is the British Association for counselling and psychotherapy. The association uses their desire for social justice to drive them in what they do. They essentially create the framework and guidelines based on research for their members (the therapist) to ensure the best practise that adheres to the highest possible standards, protecting those seeking therapy. (BACP, 2018)

The BACP have many ethical frameworks in which guide the counsellor in providing what I would refer to as Unconditional Positive Regard (Rogers 1957). This means caring for a client with no pre judgments on them, allowing them to be unique, having their own feelings and beliefs without the concern of what the therapist may feel about them.

Looking through some of the main points listed in the BACP’s ethical frameworks, I will be honing in on those that relate to my own beliefs and values, or those in which have developed through self-reflection upon past experiences.

Self-Care

One of the main points stated for good practice in the BACP framework is ‘self-care’. The reason this was brought more to my attention is through a past experience of a turbulent and very unhealthy relationship, I had lost all elements of my own beliefs and values and essentially lost self-respect and self-care.

The four ways in which the BACP list in how to take responsibility in one’s wellbeing include:

· Physical safety

Taking those precautions to ensure one’s physical safety

Throughout my life I have always been able to ensure my own physical safety in any relationship with another person. I am in a fortunate position that my physical safety has never been placed at risk, although if it were, I am very confident on my knowledge on how to deal with this possible situation.


· Psychological and Physical Health

Maintaining the Psychological and physical health is important to enable the therapist’s resilience and resourcefulness in carrying out work that satisfies professional standards 

This is one of the points that I struggled with severely during the time I was involved in an unhealthy relationship. During my first long term relationship I had found myself overshadowed by my partner at the time and had lost all awareness of my own beliefs and values. I slowly started to fall into a version of the man that I was with. Unfortunately, I didn’t know this at the time and this is the most worrying part of losing self-awareness without even realising it. With doing this, you lose the ability for self-care. I had become a version of someone I thought I had loved, but none of the values and beliefs he lived by aligned with my own. 

My physical state became very unhealthy and very overweight. Previous to becoming involved with this man, I lived a fairly active lifestyle and I kept myself in good shape. Within a year of this relationship, I developed an unhealthy comforting relationship with food and this began a torturous cycle psychologically. At this point self-worth and respect had been lost and I was being carried by somebody who also had neither care nor respect for me.

Since leaving this relationship, I had realised that I needed to develop my strength on both mental and physical state to ensure I never put myself in such a vulnerable position again. With the experience behind me and the strength to build upon my resilience, this I feel pairs well with the code to professionalism in counselling.

· Support 

The ability to seek out any professional support and services whenever needed

In the aftermath of the breakdown of the relationship, I struggled very much for a long time. I was suddenly alone and soon had to deal with the Covid lockdown.

I had left the relationship pretending I was the girl who had walked into that relationship. I hadn’t properly reflected on my life and hadn’t realised that I had grown to be a totally different woman. A woman who had gone through a ridiculous amount of abuse with a lot of memories and bad experiences to follow.

It had taken me to get to an all-time low to realise that I should seek help. It took a suicide attempt to realise that struggling and battling alone is not the way to win such a fight. Since that day, I vowed to myself that I would never allow myself to get into such a state. I made a promise to myself that seeking support is something to never to be ashamed of, but to be immensely proud of.

Going through this experience has allowed me to see things at a different light. I now have that perspective of life that allows me to understand as to why someone would go to such lengths without even contemplating seeking support. My experience has led me to a position in which I can empathise and relate as a potential therapist in a professional code of conduct. 

· Balance

The ability to maintain a healthy balance of work and personal life

One point I feel I have always been able to manage in a professional manner. Throughout this period of abuse, I was working as a care assistant in the community. Looking after vulnerable elderly people in their own homes. This was essentially an escape for me. I was entering homes of people who are also battling with issues. Whether it be physically, mentally or both. I found it relatively easy to be able to build a connection with the people I cared for because I really did care about their welfare. I wanted to be able to attend to their needs, help cheer them up or make their day that little bit brighter. This reminds me of the positive outlook that David Sedgwick has on ‘the wounded healer’. The wounded healer term comes from Carl Jung, one of the first to suggest that countertransference between therapist and client could have potential benefits for both involved. As Jung said the therapist is “as much in the analysis as the patient” Sedgwick (2003: 1) 

Sofie Bager – Charleson (2010: 8) touches upon Miller having a slightly different approach and suggests that the wounded healer could potentially be damaging. He suggests that if the therapist has never consciously lived despair and any resulting rage, and has never worked through this process thoroughly, the therapist is then in danger of transferring the situation onto the client. (Miller 1997: 19-20)

No matter what was happening at home, I seemed to be able to leave it at home. Although this is a good piece of resilience to have, I also realise the importance of being able to acknowledge my own personal ongoings without having it resurface suddenly due to a trigger. Feelings shouldn’t be ignored, but noticed and left until a more appropriate moment to deal with. This is also similar to Sedgwick when he wrote “A central point here is that the patient’s unconscious contents can be nourished rather than restricted by the analysts’ wounds” (1994: 111-112)

Having this balance between home and work is especially important while working in a therapist/client-based relationship as it can be a very sensitive relationship to uphold, which is why it’s such an important professional code of conduct to have.


Gibbs’ reflective cycle (1988)

Gibbs’ reflective cycle is one that I feel is one of the deeper cycles in reflective practice. Graham Gibbs published the six-step cycle in 1988 in his book called ‘learning by doing’. This model is especially helpful in the reflective process as it allows the person using it to reflect in detail and assess how to go forward following a situation.

Although the original model included sis steps, over time it has been reduced to two, as step three, evaluation and step four, analysis are very similar. The steps will be listed below with my own practice unfolding. The following reflection of mine will be about my first long term relationship, the breakdown and aftermath. This was a huge turning point for me in the way that I have grown personally, becoming the woman I am with my own values and beliefs.

Description
In this stage, as the therapist you want to be able to gain as much information as you can on the topic, set the foundation for the topic to come and allow yourself to set the scene for active listening.

My relationship began when I was just seventeen years old, barely old enough to make realistic decisions for myself and I would say I hadn’t quite found my own feet in the sense of my own made beliefs and values though life experience. My partner at the time and I had gotten together fairly quickly after a quick connection that we both had felt and he seemed like the perfect man. He was a little older than myself and I felt safe with him. He had a friendly reputation round the area we lived, yet he also had a strong reputation, not to be messed with. The result of this bond forming was essentially a long wind of four years torment to come, thus leading us to a very unhealthy breakdown of the relationship. This led to myself having to leave the situation and the relationship.

Feelings
Before the breakdown of the relationship, I was besotted and was blinkered by some of the signs that friends may have picked up premature to myself noticing. After losing these friends, I started to become a little isolated. I was told I didn’t need them because I had him in my life. I felt as though I was in a sink hole. I knew it wasn’t right, but I couldn’t get out. I knew my friends didn’t like the person I was with because they saw his behaviour for what it was, but because I wasn’t in a position to leave him or confront the behaviour myself, it led them to getting to a point where they couldn’t be in volved with me anymore, because where I was, he was. After a very long period of time feeling low and unable to get out of the rut I was in, I knew that I couldn’t see a way forward. I had involved myself with another man and realised that is not the person I am. I wasn’t a disloyal person; it was this moment that made me realise I needed to leave. As of this moment now, I am happy that I finally plucked up the strength to leave. I am happy that I am now in a good place because of the decisions I had made I soon reconnected with friends and gained back my confidence and social life.

Evaluation
The positive outcome was the fact I had the rest of my life to do what I wanted with it. I regained control of my own life. Although I had this major positive to gain out of it, I was also alone for the first time in my life. I had never lived alone and not long after leaving, we were hit with the covid lockdown. Left with so many memories to deal with and no way of knowing how to deal with them.

Although it was hard living alone with the issues I was facing mentally, I had this big opportunity to start discovering myself. I started to redecorate the house and make it my own, and I started connecting with new people in an attempt to move on in my own way. The one major thing restricting me, was the lockdown. As for everyone that was a hard thing to deal with, and I especially found it difficult. My mental health started to decline and I didn’t really know how to help myself or talk about how I was feeling.

Although my initial values didn’t include self care, I decided to use this from the BACP framework 2018 because this is now a value I hold at the top of the list. Having been through the experience of having little to none, resulting in myself unable to leave an unhealthy situation, I now take self care very seriously.

 I was very lucky to have my job as a care assistant at the time which allowed me to still have some level of social life outside of the four walls of my house. My friends were always there for me and got me through the loneliest of times.

Conclusion
Finding an answer for how this could have been a more positive experience is quite a difficult one. I suppose the easiest answer would have been to leave when I was advised to, a few years before I did. If I were to face a similar situation again, I can assure anyone that I would pick up those signs at an earlier stage and would have that foundation of strength already built to either confront the situation, or leave if that hasn’t worked. Over time I have experienced different people and I have had relations with a variety of people. I have learnt over time how to respond to certain situations over a natural course of reflection. As people we naturally reflect and learn how to process certain behaviours and then how to move on from them in such a way it won’t hurt or tarnish us.

Action
In this step it is important for the client/myself to now make a plan. What lessons were learnt during the process of this reflection and how are we going to move forward in a way of putting this new knowledge in action to help ensure a safer or more positive experience in the future.

Shon’s reflective model (1991)

Shon offers a similar cycle as the above, however it has a little added bonus to it that could help prevent anymore trauma or negative experience than needs to be has.

Shon discovered the two types of practices as explained (libguides, 2021):
· Reflection in action
The experience itself
Thinking about it during the event
Deciding how to act at the time
Acting immediately

· Reflection on action
Reflection on something that has already happened
What would you do differently next time?
New information gained and/or perspectives based upon learned theory that help process those feelings and actions

This kind of reflection supports you throughout any experience as it happens as well as after. This would be a very beneficial process to follow to help guid you through experiences with more thought and care. Shon’s cycle very much reminds me of the quote “We do not learn from experience; we learn from reflecting on experience” (John Dewey)

Conclusion
To summarise, my values and beliefs are very important to me as each person’s own values and beliefs are to them. They’re extremely important in contributing to who we are as people.

I do have a strong belief having read a little research on systemic influences that my parents did play a role in the nurturing of the foundations of my values. My father has always been a very fair man, but a man of few words. I missed out on the maternal role growing up, and so had underlying issues of low self esteem that then came out when I found myself stuck in the rut that I have talked about in this essay.

Through my reflection of the BACP I have definitely understood from it that it carries Carl Rogers theory on unconditional positive regard throughout the framework. Especially under the heading ‘Respect’ under section 22a it says “endeavour to demonstrate equality, value diversity and ensure inclusion for all clients” (BACP 2018)

The essay title as you’re aware is ‘Who am I’ and after going through a process of reflection using the Ethical framework of the BACP and Gibbs’ five step model, I can quite confidently say that I am a young woman who has built strength and courage. I am a person of a very kind and attentive nature and always wanting to help others, no matter my own circumstances. 

I love the phrase ‘the wounded healer’ and strongly agree with the general Jungian therapist analysis of countertransference. I feel that I definitely gravitate to the outlooks of both Sedgwick and Jung as I believe the feeling is mutual with both of their analytical findings of the therapist being valuable because of their wounds.

We all as people are wounded in certain ways, we all carry trauma, past experience and nobody has lived a life that is perfect. Why should therapists be any different?

Thank you,
Amber Howie
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