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Reflective account of a client presented at supervision demonstrating self-awareness and identifying issues that may need addressing when working as a counsellor

Despite supervision being an obligatory requirement of 1.5 hours per month as set out by the BACP Ethical Framework (2018); from a personal standpoint I find such interactions just as valuable (albeit within a different capacity) as the academic lectures within the University setting.  It is a lived experience of ‘on the job’ learning that not only develops my own therapeutic skill set but is also character building and an inviable resource of my own personal development.  This essay will go some way in outlining an experience presented at supervision, and will draw particular attention to issues that I may need to address when working as a counsellor, whilst also shining light upon my abilities and areas of development surrounding self-awareness.

It may help if I firstly explain the scenario that was taken to supervision.  For the purpose of this essay, and in order to protect the anonymity of the client involved, I will refer to the individual simply as Karen (This is a fictional name that bears no resemblance).  Karen is in her late forties and presented at counselling in Mind with very low self-esteem and with a history of domestic abuse.  She stated that she had been mentally and physically abused for many years and over a period of a few months gave graphic and often highly disturbing accounts of abuse.  Although I felt I was able to disguise my own inner turmoil when hearing such traumatic accounts of physical and mental abuse, I do think that to a certain degree I experienced vicarious trauma as a result of my work with this individual.  An Australian study conducted by Illife and Steed (2000) interviewed and examined eighteen counsellors who worked with cases of domestic violence.  All of which, to some degree or another, reported changes within their cognitive schema, most notably in regard to safety, gender power imbalance and also a change in their view of the world; which are all classic signs of vicarious trauma.  Having read this study at depth, I have come to understand that although I was not harmed in any long lasting way as a result of my work, I may well have developed a degree of vicarious trauma from the information Karen shared with me.  This was something I took to supervision as I felt it could pose to be a therapeutic block to keep such feeling of unease to myself.

Fortunately, I have a highly approachable, skilled and experienced supervisor within my placement and felt very comfortable in initiating this conversation at one of my regular supervision appointments.  Having read around the subject I recognised the importance of sharing my feelings in supervision.  Scaife et al. (2001) stated that it is the task of the therapist not to deny any feelings that are evoked during the process of the counselling work, but to rather create meaning from them so that they can be more usefully employed within the service of the client.   Following the guidance of Scaife et al, (2001) I did not deny my feelings in any way, or bury them, and therefore chose to explain how I was being affected by my client to my supervisor.  The conversation started in rather a routine and orthodox manner, whereby my supervisor asked how I was finding it at the placement, and if there was anything I wanted to discuss that day.  I proceeded to explain how some of the experiences my client had explained to me had made me feel rather pained, not only for the client concerned, but in terms of my own life and past encounters with domestic violence.  Unknowingly to her, my client was reciting areas of lived experience, that I myself had endured, and this was at times skewing my ability to be completely present with her.  I explained to my supervisor that it was like watching myself talking, except it was not me, it was Karen, and I had to keep reminding myself that this was not my story.   I was experiencing a level of transference; I was unintentionally superimposing myself onto the client when she spoke, it was actually a little bizarre. There were also snap shots of times where I was being drawn into subliminal countertransference because of the actions of the client, where I was internally processing things in an unhelpful manner, as there were occasions where the client unconsciously directed her anger at me in transference, as if I were her perpetrator.  I had now become the abused as a warped result of the combined experiences of both myself and the client who had experienced very similar domestic violence circumstances.  The only redeeming factor within this rather unpleasant experience, is that I was, through my extensive training, able to recognise the strange web of confused emotions and had some grasp of what was happening.  And by recognising it, I was able to seek ways in which to remedy the effects by way of help and guidance in supervision.

Although a rather complex scenario to verbalise, my supervisor understood fully the phenomena I was explaining.  She suggested that some previous trainees had benefitted from exploring some of their own personal experiences via personal therapy when in similar situations, in the notion that bringing some of those traumas to light, they would hold less power, and prove to be less of a therapeutic block.  I agreed that this may well be an area that would benefit for some additional focus within my own ongoing personal therapy sessions, and that I would definitely strive to look into this further as part of my personal and professional development.  This ‘unearthing of old wounds’ so to speak resonated with some of what I had read about Fritz Perls in his publication of Ego, Hunger and Aggression (Perls, 1947) where one of his main techniques of healing were characterised by the exploration of current awareness in order to dislodge old emotional blocks, which later came to be known as Gestalt Therapy (Perls, 1969).  The aim would be to dislodge these blocks by talking about my own trauma within personal therapy, and to make safe and measured therapeutic contact with the trauma to address some ‘unfinished business’ so to speak.  I had unfinished business, that if not addressed would prove to rear its ugly head within my work as a Counsellor.

Now, I had control to address that side of the scenario, and my own feelings could be explored because I was aware of them, but how would I be able to navigate my way around my client work in terms of her transference and unconscious anger being directed at me? This was a question I posed with my supervisor, in the hope she may have some useful tips, and to draw on her objective and further removed point of view proved helpful.  She firstly reassured me that it was a positive thing that I recognised that the anger directed was not actually mine to absorb.  She explained that, that knowledge alone, would go some way in not further perpetuating the problem.  She had experienced some therapists getting caught up in the anger and retaliating in unhelpful ways.  Which, in her professional opinion had never been a productive or ethical move.  So, what I had learnt was that emotions are complicated, and often misdirected, and even some trained therapists get confused by them.  But was this mis directed anger good for my client?  Should I be pointing it out?  She concluded that it was important to distinguish as to whether it was ‘good’ or ‘bad’ transference.  By which she meant, was there something within this transference that could be utilised within a therapeutic sense.  Having then gone away to do a little more research into this idea I was able to learn that transference is one of the key concepts in Psychoanalytic Counselling.  I learnt that the Missouri Identifying Transference Scale (MITS) was developed after extrapolation from some of Ralph Greenson's (1967) work (Greenson, 2018), whereby it was possible to analyse some of the emotional blocks a client was experiencing by observing a safe level of transference.

Having discovered this, at my next supervision meeting I discussed this with my supervisor, and queried whether the client’s expressed anger at me, could be viewed in a psychoanalytical sense.  My supervisor agreed, that as long as conducted in a safe and ethical manner, then it would be ok to challenge where that anger was coming from, in order for the client to deepen her own awareness of her emotions.  By stroke of coincidence, the week that this conversation unfolded was the very week in Practicum 2 where we had learnt about phenomenological noticing, where I had the opportunity to practice this skill on some of my fellow trainees.  I figured this may have been a more indirect way of shining a light on the anger my client was expressing at me, by initiating a conversation such as:  ‘’I notice you seem a little tense when you say that, your hands are clenching’’.  This seemed to work.  Karen was a little surprised that her body language was aggressive and suggested that she was indeed angry at her ex-spouse, and that the anger was unconsciously bubbling over into other areas of her life.  It was as this point that a shift occurred, and the therapeutic relationship became a little less tense, and Karen for the first time was able to appropriately express the feelings of anger she was holding.    

To conclude, supervision, combined with academic lectures and self-study play a large role in my professional and personal development.  I was able to recognise that I have ‘unfinished business’ and feel no shame whatsoever in admitting that.  As with everyone in life, we are continuously a work in progress.  However, through discussing this with the supervisor I was able to recognise ways in which my own lived experiences could be separated from my professional work by exploring personal therapy.  I was commended in my stark honesty and admission of the fact I was aware it was a therapeutic block, and it was in the supervisors view that this kind of attitude was within the best interest of the clients I work with, and that she would encourage such disclosures moving forward.  With regards to Karen’s transference, she came to understand the misdirected energy without me ever really having to explicitly talk about it, and she used the transference to deepen her understanding of who and what she was angry at, and why.  Using the skill of phenomenological noticing, I was able to use my therapeutic toolbox to allow her to come to these conclusions herself, and in doing so, together through therapy we healed some wounds.  She is a long-standing client of mine, and we have a wonderful therapeutic relationship, all thanks to supervision. 
 
My own personal therapy is ongoing, and my understanding of my own inner emotions are getting more robust by the day.  My aim is to continue with my client work in the same self- aware manner as I am now, and I strive to build further upon my therapeutic skill set, whilst making use of regular supervision in order to help highlight any possible blind spots that may occur in the future.  My understanding of myself and the world around me appears to be getting more acute.  Tangled misdirected emotions can be troubling and difficult to manage, however I am currently reading The Games People Play (Berne, 1964) as it was recommended by my supervisor to help me navigate some of the twisted web of emotions that can occur within this sector.  So be it a conversation about my own life, a client case issue, or a book recommendation, I truly respect and utilise my supervisor’s input.  It is invaluable.  
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