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Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how these align with a professional code of practice (such as the BACP Ethical Framework, 2018)























In order to reflect on my values and beliefs, I will begin by taking a reflective look at my early life and the formation of my most lasting values. I will then ask certain questions of the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy [hereafter BACP] Ethical Framework, considering to what extent it aligns with my own personal values and beliefs; following this I will describe a dilemma I once faced, applying to it the Schön/Argyris ‘double-loop’ reflective model.

The BACP Ethical Framework (2018, p.10) states that 
“Personal moral qualities are internalised values that shape how we relate to others and our environment. They represent a moral energy or drive…used to motivate our ethical development or shape how we work towards a good society.”
This idea of ‘internalised values’ was with me from an early age, and I would like to begin by explaining how and why. In my understanding, however, the values internalised were intended to shape not only how we relate to others or our environment, but in fact to shape our very selves, internally, in order to bear ‘good fruit’ externally. 
“Human action is never accidental nor atheoretical. As Argyris et al. (1985, p. 82) argue, people ‘do not just happen to act in a particular way. Rather, their action is designed and as agents, they are responsible for the design’” (Greenwood, 1998).

At the age of eight, two years after the sudden death of my father, I was sent away to boarding school in England as I was not thriving at the tiny rural Welsh school where I lived. My new school was a very special and unique place, full of opportunity, with intelligent, compassionate and educated staff and I consider that I was very fortunate to attend it. In particular, the school boasted a small and beautiful Gothic chapel with a choir I joined right from the start.

In that Chapel I quietly imbibed an authentic Christian faith, partly through beautiful anthems and hymns like ‘Breathe on me, breath of God’ and ‘When I survey the Wondrous Cross’ (worship[footnoteRef:1]) and partly from the headmaster’s intelligent and crucially non-patronising sermons. At the heart of my values then, brought to me in this aesthetically delightful, spiritually uplifting and intellectually stimulating way, were the central tenets of the Christian faith – namely the New Testament reframing of the Ten Commandments: to “love the Lord thy God with all thy heart…soul…mind and…strength” and to “love thy neighbour as thyself” (The Holy Bible: Mark. 12:30-31). [1:  In considering my own internalised values, it is interesting to note that they were formed primarily through worship, and to consider the Argyris/Greenwood quote (above) in the light of David Foster Wallace’s famed ‘commencement address’ (2009): “There is no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship.”] 


I pondered the meaning of these two instructions, which seemed to constitute a foundational life-guide, over many years and in many ways, and partly through the social context of being a child at boarding school. Thus, while I agree that “the self emerges out of relationships with others” (Wareing, 2017) for me at least, through the specific education I was offered, and through my own glad receiving of that offering, these ‘others’ included prima facie a relationship with the divine. Thus my “accrued biography of lived experience” (ibid.) was already seen through a reflective lens as I strove not only to be accepted within the group of my peers, but more fundamentally to become a person acceptable to God.

A brief “critically reflexive” perspective follows (ME Kondrat, cited in Gardner 2008, cited in Bager-Charleson, 2010, p. 33). Although chronologically part of ‘Generation-X’, I have often found myself to be something of a misfit, a feeling which began in childhood, though only later did I begin to understand why. For while I was born in 1974, my parents were older than the norm. Thus, while most of my peers had parents born in the aftermath of WWII, both my parents were old enough to remember the war and to have been strongly influenced by pre-war and wartime values, very different from those of the post-war generation. Perhaps this accounts for my openness to receive the teaching of the faith, which my peers did not seem to share. It is worth noting that I have never been comfortable with the description ‘religious’ and would hate to think that I was ‘religious’ about my faith. In fact, my parents had such differing views on religion that they eventually agreed never to discuss the subject for fear of conflict. While my mother was a devout traditional Anglican, my father, a very spiritual man, had an Indian guru and leanings towards both Buddhism and Hinduism. Perhaps as a result of this dichotomy, I have always tried to cultivate an open mind, and it has always seemed important to me to avoid any and every kind of dogmatism. For me, my faith was all about the inner world I wished to foster, from which ‘good fruit’ could be borne into my external world. 

As a child I was once given a poem about how when we are born we are given a present – and that present is the sum of every problem and difficulty we will ever experience. We are to rest assured that the package is perfectly and precisely chosen uniquely for us, and that it certainly contains exactly everything that we need to become the person we are capable of being. The poem concludes with a reminder always to be thankful for such a carefully bestowed gift.

This poem’s message has been borne out for me many times in my own life. Thus, perhaps in line with Carl Rogers’ belief in the “actualising tendency” (Mearns and Thorne, 2013), I believe that every person was created for a purpose – that purpose is ‘becoming’ or ‘flourishing’ (or in Christian-speak, ‘giving glory to God’) like a plant in earth. Fulfilment is, I believe, each person’s birthright and inheritance. My understanding, or the “espoused” lens, at least (Argyris and Schön, 1978, quoted in Bager-Charleson, 2010, p.24), through which I view both my own problems and those which clients may present in therapy, is that the problems we each face are in some way barriers to our ‘becoming’, or even tests that are the very means of that ‘becoming’ for it is precisely through learning whatever it is we need in order to handle our problems that we ‘become’. A miracle may be defined as something which, rather than adding something new to a situation, strips away all extraneous material or baggage in order to reveal the ‘thing itself’ more completely. Or as Mearns and Thorne (2013, p.163) describe it: “…the dismantling of the barrier of self-doubt” and the “gradual freeing of the healing process within the client”.

In theory, then, this worldview offers a position (see positioning theory (Harré and Langenhove, 1999, cited in Hedges, 2010, p.81)) of equality between counsellor and client, thereby beginning to address Jung’s ‘power shadow polarity’ problem (see below). It also makes Carl Rogers’ “unconditional positive regard” (Rogers, 1957, quoted in McLeod, 2013, p.175)) a natural standpoint in relation to clients. When counsellor and client alike are viewed not as good or bad, pleasant or unpleasant, but as simply human – always wrestling with good and evil within as well as outside of themselves[footnoteRef:2], never perfect, always on a journey[footnoteRef:3] – it becomes easier to regard clients without judgement but with unconditional acceptance, siding with them as they strive to accomplish whatever feats – emotional, spiritual or practical – are required in order more freely to move forwards into their ‘inheritance’. Additionally this understanding concords with the BACP’s (2018, p.15) stance on prejudice and discrimination, since every person, by virtue of their humanity, is seen as having their own unique, distinct and intrinsic value that cannot be expected to conform to another’s values or expectations. Therefore it becomes imperative for a counsellor to seek to understand each client, as closely as possible, within the client’s own frame of reference.  [2:  In his novel The Gulag Archipelago, Alexander Solzhenitsyn famously wrote: “Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either—but right through every human heart”.]  [3:  “There is to my mind no such thing as being full analysed..” (Van Deurzen, 2009, quoted by Bager-Charleson, 2010, p.45)] 


 	To what extent, then, do my values align with the BACP Ethical Framework?

Although a secular document intended for secular, clinical use, I would like to suggest that the values and ethical make-up of the BACP Ethical Framework are in fact profoundly Christian, if only ‘culturally’. In an article entitled “Richard Dawkins a Christian? The rise of cultural Christianity in Britain”, Peter Ladd writes: 
“The values which the Western world holds did not simply emerge out of nowhere; in recent years, there has been an increasing acceptance that they are part of our Christian heritage. This was first argued by Tom Holland, in his excellent book ‘Dominion’: ‘People in the West, even those who may imagine that they have emancipated themselves from Christian belief, in fact, are shot through with Christian assumptions about almost everything... All of us in the West are a goldfish, and the water that we swim in is Christianity, by which I don’t necessarily mean the confessional form of the faith, but, rather, considered as an entire civilisation.’” (Ladd, 2024)
On these grounds, I would argue that the BACP Ethical Framework is not exempt from this ‘water’. This seems particularly true of the thirteen personal qualities identified by the Framework (BACP, 2018, p.10-11), all of which are profoundly compatible with Christian values. Additionally, the care that runs throughout the Framework not to be overly rigid or prescriptive is also arguably a Christian standpoint, allowing therapists vital wiggle-room to apply their own judgement and affording the profession the respect to be competent so to do. Notably, the phrase ‘careful consideration’ occurs twelve times within the Framework.

It is interesting to consider to what extent the BACP’s “moral energy or drive” could be compared with the Christian’s drive or quest for righteousness. Point 9 states that, “‘Personal moral qualities’ are a contemporary application of ‘virtues’ from moral philosophy” (BACP, 2018, p.10). One must also note, however, that the only mention of the word ‘spiritual’ or ‘spirituality’ in the framework is in the context of abuse: “We will not exploit or abuse our clients in any way: financially, emotionally, physically, sexually or spiritually” (BACP, 2018, p.18). At any rate, the aim and purpose of the Framework is to provide a secure guiding foundation for good practice in the counselling professions. 

I have indicated that reflection has always been an important aspect of my approach to life, as it is in the counselling professions. Notably, despite an emphasis on “good practice” in the Framework, there is no mention of reflective practice, except that supervision is noted as providing practitioners with opportunities “to reflect in depth” (BACP, 2018, p. 22). How important is reflective practice, and is it something that ought to be mentioned as such in the BACP Ethical Framework? Or in other words, is it ethical to practice in a way that is not reflective? One may suppose it depends on one’s choice of modality, and perhaps also on the depth at which one hopes to practice. 

In his book, ‘Power in the Helping Professions’, Guggenbühl-Craig writes of Jung’s concept of the ‘archetypal shadow’:
“I mentioned…a psychological ‘law’ which states that the more we strive for something bright, the more its dark counterpart is constellated…This might be expressed in paradoxical terms as follows: The more conscious a psychotherapist becomes, the more unconscious he becomes; the more light is cast upon a dark corner of a room, the more the other corners appear to be in darkness.” (Guggenhbühl-Craig, 1971, p123)
If this is so, then as practitioners, driven by a strong urge to ‘help’ by casting ‘light’ on areas of darkness or uncertainty in clients’ lives, we need to shore up strong defences against the destructive potential of this ‘shadow’. Reflective practice, in my view, has this as its most important purpose, despite the paradox. 

When things go wrong, care can be contorted into abuse and even murder, as documented and investigated by the Francis Report (2013, cited in Wareing, 2017). In designing a model of reflection to combat such disasters, Wareing interestingly turns to Hannah Arendt whose work investigating the motivations of some of the perpetrators of Nazi horror argues that ‘the disposition for authentic thinking should act as a corrective against the instrumental, rule-governed rationality which leads to disengagement’. (Arendt, 1971, cited in Wareing 2017) 

There was a time in my life where my own ‘disposition for authentic thinking’ was put under intense pressure, and I would like to consider it through the lens of Schön and Argyris’s (1978, quoted in Bager-Charleson, 2010, p. 22) ‘double-loop’ learning model.

The event took place during my first marriage. I had been, as I thought, happily married for some fifteen years to the father of my four children. He was, he said, an introvert so did not join in with the family as much as I would have liked despite working from home and was often shut behind a closed door in his study or the ‘TV room’. In fact for some years I had been trying everything I could think of to try to get him more involved, as the children and I both needed him and wanted him around more. But nothing had worked and in the end my attempts seemed to anger him so that I eventually gave up and sat silently outside his metaphorical closed door, waiting. I had a dream which I told him about, which I interpreted as a warning as to what might happen. And sure enough, a few years later, it did. I fell impossibly in love with another man. Immediately I told my husband the situation and cut contact with the other man (though in this digital age it was eventually renewed). I then had a very grave and solemn task: I had to fathom what way forward could there possibly be?

My first recourse was to my values – and there I found a sure boundary. Divorce was not something I considered moral, nor acceptable, nor reasonable. It was entirely alien to me and I found the idea repugnant and horrific. There was my red line. All I had to do was ‘get over it’! So: I said my farewells to the man to whom I had only just confessed my heart, and wept, and shut myself into my marriage.

Relating this to the Schön/Argyris model, I now see that this was ‘single-loop’ thinking. I had certain specific goals – to bring my children up to be well-adjusted and happy, to be fulfilled in my relationship, and to do what was right. In terms of strategies and techniques, I employed the obvious. End the love affair (before it began); stay married; get on with it. But what of the outcomes (Bager-Charleson, 2010, p. 23)?

One day I was washing up in the kitchen and there was milk splashed on the window in front of me, which had run down the glass. Those white streaks felt to me like the bars of a cage as I listened with tears pouring down my face to Vaughan-Williams’ ‘The Lark Ascending’ – a magical violin piece reminiscent of the freest of all the birds flying up and up into the sky. It seemed, if I was honest (which I certainly strove to be above all else, knowing this to be the surest path), the outcomes were not quite working. What was I to do? Was it right to ignore my feelings, try to stuff them into a box of some sort and write myself a life sentence? I had never been one to suppress feelings intentionally, or hide them, or silence them. And I had always been mentally healthy and well. What then, was I to do? 

Eventually, after much agonising and deliberating, I revisited my strategies and assumptions. Only now I was ready to dig deeper and look behind them. In short, the dilemma I was experiencing exerted sufficient pressure on me to push me into the ‘double-loop’, examine the paradigm on which I had based my decision, subject it to the blowtorch of a second paradigm, in which feelings mattered, and were a useful guide in life if examined with awareness - and see where I would end up.

Gradually, I began to unpick my attitude towards divorce. Why was I so utterly closed to such a possibility? Were there any instances where it might not be ‘sin’? What if, for example, a woman was in an abusive relationship. Would it still be immoral for her to leave? And was it a certain, as good as already fulfilled fact that children of divorced parents ended up damaged? Or could the children of unhappily married parents be equally damaged? Was divorce and separation always and in every case the wrong action? And if not, in what circumstances could it be – at least the lesser of two evils?

“Double-loop learning helps to expand our analytical frame ‘beyond the obvious’…to explicitly identify and challenge underlying cultural, personal and theoretical assumptions. It invites the practitioner to consider their own underlying assumptions behind their expressed goals and strategies.”
(Bager-Charleson, 2010, p 24)

At the end of a year, I had reached my conclusion. I had fully interrogated my assumptions – that divorce is wrong, not something I would ever go near with a bargepole, that there are no circumstances where it could be an acceptable course of action, for myself at least – and I made a conscious decision that what I must do was be true to myself. The man I now loved had reached more deeply into my heart than my husband ever had – not through my husband’s fault, but due to the fact that when I met him I had already unwittingly sectioned off the deepest part of myself after a previous failed love. We were married at a time when I believed that deep love was over and done for me, and the best I could do was find someone to marry and have a family. Now I found that the ‘bottom of my heart’ had been boarded up and locked away. It was only on meeting this new man that the boards had exploded into smithereens and I had found my true self again.

Jessica Rosin (2014) argues that “counselor individuation is pivotal to acquire critical self-reflective capabilities necessary for reflective practice”. She recommends that in order to achieve this, “individuals must experience a paradigm clash and intense inner conflict to create a paradigm shift that transitions them to the second half of life.” She seems to suggest there is a possibility for “inducing a paradigm shift” through “seeking out mentors, collegial support, and personal therapy”. I am not sure of the merits of this idea of intentionally inducing such a shift – whether it is possible, or even desirable. However, it could be suggested that life is a firm supplier of opportunities for such things and the key may be to cultivate a deep honesty both as we look into ourselves, through reflection, and indeed, as Guggenbühl-Craig and others suggest, as we relate to clients in practice. For: 

“You bring only yourself as a tool, as Guggenbühl-Craig (2009:73) points out: ‘We work with our own psyche, our own person, without instruments, methods of technology. Our tools are ourselves, our honesty, our own personal contact with the unconscious and the irrational…’” (Bager-Charleson, 2010, p. 39).

In conclusion, my values and beliefs, broadly Christian in nature, align quite naturally with the BACP Ethical Framework. The Framework lacks any mention of reflective practice, which could be said to be a concerning omission, given the dangers ascribed by Arendt to “thoughtlessness” (Wareing, 2017). However, there is nothing in the Framework that goes against the value of reflection or reflexivity. The ‘double-loop’ model identified by Schön and Argyris is a useful road to deep reflection that can lead to transformative learning and even a complete paradigm shift.
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