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“Using counselling skills can be a life-enhancing activity… essential to learning counselling skills and integrating them into your personal counselling style is the process of self evaluation and personal review” (Cullen and Bond, 2004, p. 7). Self-reflection is an essential component of effective counselling practice, allowing practitioners to assess their strengths, areas for growth, and the impact of their therapeutic approaches. This essay critically reflects on my use of counselling skills within a session, evaluating the therapeutic approach and relational process. Firstly, it will explore key skill areas such as the application of the counselling contract and professional boundaries, followed by critical evaluation of active listening, responding skills, questioning techniques and empathic responses. Next we explore ethical considerations and the importance of maintaining a safe space. We then discuss the development of the therapeutic relationship and the integration of counselling theory into practice. In conclusion, we summarise key learning points and areas for growth. I will draw upon my recorded session, making reference to counselling models such as Carl Rogers’ Person-Centred Therapy (Rogers, 1951) and The Skilled Helper model by Gerard Egan (Egan, 2014), as well as relevant ethical frameworks like the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2018) Ethical Framework. Rogers’ Person-Centred Therapy is relevant to this essay as it highlights the idea that the client is the expert on themselves. Rogers emphasises the central role of the counsellor-client relationship, where the core conditions of congruence, empathy, and unconditional positive regard enable the client to explore and gain a deeper understanding of themselves (Wilson, 2018).

Establishing a counselling contract is crucial in setting professional boundaries, in order to keep the client and counsellor’s worlds separate, ensuring clarity and continuity in the therapeutic relationship and respecting the client's autonomy (Stewart and Sutton, 2017, p.76). I started the session by introducing myself and the contract (00:00 to 01:05), outlining my role as a student counsellor and the purpose of the session, indicating that the session is recorded and has a time boundary, explaining confidentiality and its limitations, then offering the client the opportunity to ask any questions. My approach aligned with BACP’s Ethical Framework (2018), ensuring transparency and client autonomy. The client agreed to the terms and not raising any concerns, after which I started the dialogue by asking the client where they wanted to start. I noticed that I could have expanded on client confidentiality and privacy; detailing how information would be shared with or without consent should the situation arise (00:47), noting how the recording is stored and how the client could access that recording (00:27). The Counselling Profession’s Resource (2020) highlights the importance of contracting, referring to the BACP’s Ethical Frameworks guidance on clear communication of how confidential information is shared, how a client's privacy will be protected and records being easily accessible. Moving forward, I aim to improve in effectively communicating client confidentiality and information sharing, storage and access to avoid any unknowns, whilst endeavouring to maintain the BACP’s (2018) core principles of trust, client autonomy and non-maleficence, delivering this in a warm and compassionate manner. That aside, I felt that I maintained the boundaries outlined in the contract throughout the session.

Active listening at its core is hearing, listening and understanding the details in what the client is and is not saying, as well as showing that you have understood (Nelson-Jones, 2016, pp. 47-48). A study found that when a counsellor emphasises active listening over other skills it may increase their performance in the other areas, thus active listening being essential to a counsellor feeling effective in other skills and providing a more efficient service to their clients (Levitt, 2002). Active listening is a fundamental counselling skill that fosters trust and facilitates client self-exploration. For the client to know that we are listening, it is important to show this through non-verbal communication, minimal encouragers such as nodding, smiling and saying “hmmm”, reflecting feeling and or meaning, paraphrasing and summarising (Ballantine Dykes, Postings and Koop, 2017, pp. 71-79). Gerard Egan developed SOLER, an acronym to outline key non-verbal listening skills; Sit facing the client, Open posture, Lean towards the client, Effective appropriate eye contact and being Relaxed to facilitate a comfortable session (Egan, 2007, cited Sutton and Stewart, 2008, p.91). 
Throughout the session, I employed the use of SOLER (e.g. 00:10), minimal encouragers such as nods (e.g. 00:14), head tilting (e.g. 03:37) and smiling (e.g. 14:24), saying “hmmm” (e.g. 04:07) to indicate that I was listening. In addition to this, I mirrored much of the client’s body language, for example, hand gestures (04:56), smiling and laughing with the client (08:25). This created a relaxed and informal atmosphere to the session which encouraged a deeper dialogue. However, I noticed that I was fidgeting slightly and making some involuntary facial expressions at times, this was due to environmental factors beyond our control, the rooms air system was externally controlled with no windows, making the room hot and uncomfortable, leading to me needing to drink towards the end of the session. Furthermore, the distraction of the recording, having to regularly activate the computer to not lose our session recording. In the future, environmental factors will be considered to ensure better control over the setting for the client’s comfort.
In addition to the above skills, I used paraphrasing, reflection, and summarising to show listening, understanding and affirm the client’s feelings. For example, when the client described their difficulties adjusting to their new routine, I paraphrased (04:54) this by saying, “you’ve identified that your work-life balance is off kilter”. This response captured the content of what the client was explaining. Another example, where I used the skill of reflection to reflect the client’s meaning and feelings by saying “sound like you’d be disappointed in yourself” (09:01) or by noting that the client wants to “create a habit… and sustain a habit” (27:19), again that the client is “looking forward to the flexibility” (20:45). I used summarising skills at numerous points throughout the session (e.g. 04:53-05:53, 21:35-22:51, 23:32-24:15, 25:23-25:58) to bring together and simplify information that the client had discussed and support the dialogue around their goal setting, as well as at the end (27:20-29:26) to conclude the key points discussed. However, I noticed that in some instances the duration of some summaries were too long (08:31-10:00, 14:30-15:46, 18:22-18:55) and potentially too frequent which possibly interrupted the client and took time away from their natural flow of expression. Ballantine Dykes et al. (2017, p. 79) explain that a summary should be a collection of points in brief but can be used periodically throughout the session to support the client’s focus. With this in mind, although the conversational element of the session creates a good rapport and the client appears to respond (15:45) with understanding to the summaries, greater awareness of when to use silence effectively will enhance my future sessions.

Effective questioning in counselling should facilitate self-exploration without leading or pressuring the client. This can be in the form of open or closed questions, leading and probing questions, hypothetical questions, “why”, “either” or “or” questions and multiple questions in one intervention. Questions can be used to help the client focus, gather further information and encourage their involvement by opening up further conversation (Culley and Bond, 2004, pp. 43-49).
I primarily used open-ended questions such as “where do you want to start?” (01:04) or “what do you like to do at the weekends that would work towards your goal?” (24:12) to encourage reflection. I also utilised The Skilled Helper Model by Gerard Egan (2014), this goal-oriented model focuses on supporting clients to make decisions through the therapy process, noting that ‘effective decision making is a key ingredient to successful therapy’. His model outlines three stages: first to help the client explore their situation, secondly to help the client to develop plans and goals, lastly helping the client identify strategies and make a plan. I demonstrated these skills throughout the session by letting the client lead on what they wanted to explore and identifying their goals, discussing barriers (15:03) and different options for a plan, then reflecting back the client’s priorities and considerations by suggesting “you could assess how you are feeling on the way home from work and then decide.” (15:45), before finally discussing next steps “Have you thought about when you’d like to start working towards this goal?” (18:54). Throughout the session, other skills were used like making connections to support the client in their decision-making process, such as “home connects with winding down” (22:49), the client responded confirming this connection which continued the dialogue (23:01).
However, when asking the first question (05:55), I changed the question halfway through, which may have caused the client some confusion as to what I was actually asking. I also noticed that at times, I carried on summarising after asking a question, not allowing the client to speak, for example, at 09:40 I asked “what do you think you need to prioritise?”, then continued to summarise before asking two more questions (10:00) “tell me what that looks like… have you thought about what your timings are like?”, I may have limited the client’s opportunity for deeper expression, not allowing the client to answer the first or even the second question. To improve, I aim to incorporate a more structured, less conversational approach, speaking less and slower, pausing after each question, allowing the client to explore their thoughts without feeling directed, as well as allowing for natural silences, giving the client time for reflection.

At the heart of any effective counselling experience lies the strength of the therapeutic relationship, which is the collaborative bond between the counsellor and the client (Green, 2010, p. 4). Empathy is central to effective counselling and a key component of Carl Rogers’ core conditions (Rogers, 1957). Rogers (1957) defined six “necessary and sufficient conditions” to facilitate the therapeutic process and promote change in the client. Out of the six conditions Rogers identified three “core conditions”; congruence (condition 3) where the counsellor is authentic and genuine, unconditional positive regard (condition 4) the counsellor’s non-judgemental and unconditional acceptance of the client and their experiences, and empathy (condition 5) where the counsellor shows awareness and understanding of the client’s world as if it was their own. However, Rogers (1957) also notes that conditions 1, the counsellor Client relationship, 2, the client showing vulnerability and 6, the clients perception of the therapist, also need to exist, emphasising that if one of more of the conditions is not present the theory will not work and thus change will not occur. Rogers emphasises that the greater the quality of the conditions the more constructive the change in the client.
Building rapport is also an essential element. I prioritised Unconditional Positive Regard (UPR), congruence, and active engagement to create a trusting space. Throughout the session I felt that I demonstrated empathy through verbal acknowledgments, facial expressions, body language and tone of voice. For example, when the client expressed that even though their work is relaxed it still feels like a long day, I responded with, “you’re still having to concentrate all day” (07:59). This helped the client feel heard and understood how taxing long day can still be, despite the relaxed nature. However, there were moments where I could have deepened my empathic responses by further attuning to subtle emotional cues, for example I could have showed empathy by sensing the feeling of overwhelm when the client said, “there’s a lot of different factors… a lot of different stuff to try out” (14:28). Enhancing my emotional intelligence and active observation will strengthen my ability to provide attuned and meaningful responses. This could be achieved by starting to familiarise myself with the differing degrees of empathic accuracy, such as referring to a four-point empathy scale to support me in providing more encouraging empathetic responses (Mearns, Thorne and McLeod, 2013, p.59). 
I feel that I maintained a warm tone and positive non-verbal empathy throughout the session through the use of eye contact, nods, open body language and posture, leaning in when the client was talking more in depth, e.g. at 22:51. The client appeared comfortable, maintaining an open flow of dialogue throughout the session, without moments of resistance. However, it could be debated that the client counsellor relationship was already established as a dual role existed, in the sense that we are both students on the same counselling skills course. I felt my dialogue was a suitable pace for most of the session, as noted, in some of my longer summaries I increased my pace (08:31-10:00). I need to be mindful of this in future, to not use such lengthy summaries and maintaining a consistent pace.
Ensuring a safe and ethical counselling environment requires trust, respect, and appreciation of culture and experiences, along with other principles and key personal moral qualities outlined in the BACP’s Ethical Framework (2018). Reeves (2022) notes that not all defining aspects of the client's world will be brought into the session and whilst individual interpersonal connection with the client is important, it is equally crucial to understand their experiences within their unique context. In my session, I adhered to ethical guidelines by establishing clear confidentiality parameters through the initial contracting and maintaining a non-judgemental and benevolent approach. However, whilst there were no distinctive ethical dilemmas, I recognise that I could have allowed more space for client autonomy, rather than suggesting (15:45), I could have asked the client further questions that may have led them to come to this conclusion. This has reinforced the importance of not letting my enthusiasm lead or direct the client too much, even in more goal-centred approaches, where Reeves (2022) points out that this should be informed by the client's position and point of view, empowering their independence and autonomy. This reflection has highlighted my need to trust the process more fully and resist the impulse to ‘fix’ problems.
The Rogers (1951) Person-Centred approach inspired my counselling style throughout this session, to build a trusting relationship and provide a safe environment in order for the client to explore their thoughts and feelings, exercising their autonomy and thus demonstrating their innate ability for self-growth. In conjunction with this, Egan’s Skilled Helper Model also played a role in structuring the session, guiding the client towards finding solutions and setting practical goals and priorities. Whilst techniques such as Egan’s are extremely important to supporting the client in their decision making and reaching their goals, underpinning it with by Rogers’ (1957) core conditions of unconditional positive regard, genuineness, and empathy could further enhance clients’ results by facilitating their autonomy to bring about positive changes. It is important to note that every approach will have its critics. Whilst Rogers’ Person-Centred approach creates a safe space for the client, it may lack structure for those who need more direct guidance (Rowan, 2009, cited in Reeves 2022), some expressing that the approach lacks theory and may be more suited to clients exploring less deep-rooted difficulties (Reeves, 2022, p.75). Likewise, Egan acknowledges that while his model provides a structured process, real-life change is complex and depends on the client’s willingness to engage (Sugarman, 1995). In this session, the theory was applied effectively as the client was able to reach their own conclusions and identify next steps (18:00), although there were moments where deeper emotional exploration could have been prioritised before moving towards action (14:28).
Midwinter and Dickson (2015) conclude that to be able to implement the person-centred approach, professionals must master verbal and non-verbal communication, ensuring that they recognise and respond to clients’ needs with empathy and congruence, making them feel heard and understood, highlighting that reflective practise is important to develop our ability to reflect in order to inform and evolve our helping role. This reflective essay has examined my use of counselling skills, including the application of the counselling contract, active listening, responding and questioning skills. It has provided valuable insights into my strengths and areas for growth as a developing counsellor. My ability to establish rapport, listen actively, and problem solve were key strengths, while my use of silence requires further refinement. I have also recognised the importance of balancing client autonomy with the desire to problem solve, particularly when using a goal-oriented model such as Egan’s. This experience has reinforced my commitment to self-awareness and ongoing professional development in counselling. Moving forward, I will enhance my skills through continued practice, supervision, and professional training.
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