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Arriving at a single, universally agreed definition of counselling is difficult, as the process itself has undergone many changes over time. This is further complicated by the fact that the perceived norms of the inter-personal relationships to which counselling is applied have also changed during that time. However, it is accepted that counselling is used as an “umbrella term” for both the informal activity of giving advice or counselling to a friend regarding a particular situation they might find themselves in and it is also, more formally, used to describe the service provided by a professionally trained counsellor for a client (McLoed, 2007). Hill (2014) highlighted the importance of counselling skills, which provide the counsellor with tools which enhance both communication and relationships with the clients.

In this essay, I will be critically reflecting on my own personal use of the micro skills of counselling in a recent Panopto recording, whilst exploring relevant theories which relate to each specific skill used. My preferred tool in order to comprehensively reflect on the micro skills used is Boed et al 1985 experiential learning model. This tool will allow me to re-evaluate at both cognitive and emotional levels, whilst identifying improvements for any future counselling sessions that I aim to undertake by using the three stages, returning to the experience, attending to feelings and re-evaluating the experience (Boud et al, 1985). 

Throughout this essay I will refer to the client in the recording as “Client A” to avoid breaching client confidentiality. Client A is a twenty-eight-year-old assistant psychologist who has recently been struggling with self-esteem, confidence and self-competency issues. In previous sessions other subjects have been explored but these three issues appear to be a key theme throughout. Frequently during this particular session, client A discusses how a recent training course on compassion and critical awareness had caused feelings of shame, guilt and anxiety to surface regarding revealing her “true-self” to friends, family and work colleagues.

The relationship between myself and client A, is built on sufficient trust and mutual respect to allow client A to discuss these matters in more depth. McLoed (2007) believes that forming a relationship is an essential aspect of any person-centered counselling and this is echoed in Carl Rogers’ Core Conditions theory. Rogers (1980, cited in Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) emphasised the importance of intertwining three factors in therapeutic counselling, namely empathy, so that the counsellor is able to understand the feelings and experiences of the client sensitively but not sympathetically, congruence, to express authenticity and allow the client to experience a small part of the counsellors personality, and unconditional positive regard, to allow a positive attitude from the counsellor to help the client grow, value themselves and fulfill their maximum potential.

Looking back at the relationship between myself and client A throughout the recording, it is clear to see that I am not allowing client A to view any aspect of my personality and therefore the relationship lacks congruence and authenticity. This can be seen in the responses that I provide, and is, I believe, due to my lack of self-confidence. However, the session was based on unconditional positive regard as I was able to assist client A to grow and develop their own personal self-esteem, evidence of which can be seen at the end of the recording when they become excited to explore the future, One aspect of the core conditions which I deem successful was the empathic responses as I was able to personally relate to the issues that client A brought to the session. As the session progressed, it was clear to see that both myself and client A relaxed and more effectively engaged.

It is a requirement that professional counsellors belong to an accrediting body such as the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) as it requires certain standards and a code of ethics must be adhered to when practicing counselling. Accreditation by the BACP indicates that a counsellor or psychotherapist has undertaken a substantial amount of training and practices according to the Association’s requirements. This helps to instill a level of trust and confidence within the client and allows them to make informed decisions when choosing a counsellor (Counselling Directory, n.d.). The BACP (2020) states that all members of the accrediting body must work in accordance with the Ethical Framework which specify the values, principles and personal moral qualities that inform their work and underpin supervision.  The guidelines set out by the Code of Practice in the Ethical Framework also underpin the significance of a therapeutic relationship based on mutual respect, trust and ethical awareness. 

Before the session commenced, I firstly welcomed Client A and verbally highlighted the key points of the counselling contract to ensure Client A that the session would be performed in a good, safe and professional manner. I emphasised the time the session would last, my personal academic assessment process and clarified the confidential limitations of the session, such as any potential danger and/or harm to themselves or the public. It is noted by The National Counselling Society (2020) that it is considered good practice to first review the contract at the beginning of each session in order to outline the therapeutic working alliance which is being presented and to ensure the client is happy with the terms of work that is being carried out and enable the client to ask questions and clarify any points on which they are not clear.

On reflection, I found that although I was able to mention the key points of the contract, I was unable to relax in the moment and therefore began to stumble over my words. As I reiterated the key points of the contract, I was not as clear or as concise as in previous sessions and I felt that this had not instilled confidence within client A and had also started our therapeutic relationship on a sour note. It is clear to see the increased amount of hand movements which I made due to a lack of confidence in my abilities and which made the process appear clumsy and over-complicated. It would be useful to note here that further experience and use of the contract would further develop this skill, boost confidence in my abilities and reduce the amount of hand movements made. I was, however, able to emphasis the confidentiality limitations, ensuring that client A was aware that the session was being recorded and observed for academic assessment but this was again rushed and I failed to ask client A if they were willing to proceed or if there was any part of the contract about they were unsure or would like to change. 

In future sessions, when conducting the reiteration of the contract, I believe I would like to delve deeper into the limitations of confidentiality as opposed to just touching on one particular limitation and must become and appear to become more confident in my own abilities and knowledge. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state that clear, accurate information as regards confidentiality is a crucial foundation for a good working relationship and needs to conform to the requirements of the accrediting body of which the counsellor is a member.

Skills which I believe I implemented particularly well throughout the session were non-verbal communication and active listening as it is evident that I am invested in what client A is saying and fully engaged with what is being discussed as I am able to portray these through my body language. 

Culley and Bond (2004, cited in, Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) emphasise the significance of active listening and how this can be conveyed via body language in a therapeutic relationship through the counsellor’s posture, eye contact, facial expressions and the way they are seated. Gerald Egan (2010, cited in, Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) also highlights the importance of “visibly tuning in to clients’ and has summarized these skills into the acronym ‘SOLER’, which translates to: ‘sitting squarely, open posture, lean forwards, eye contact and relaxed body language’. This is a useful tool for actively listening to clients, allows the client to see that you are fully invested in them and their needs and is an integral part of the active listening skill (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).

Throughout the session, I was able to provide client A with my full attention and this proved to be successful as client A was able to explore the issues that were being discussed more deeply. I believe that as the session progressed, my body language and posture became more open, my legs and arms were not folded and I maintained good eye contact. I was also able to provide slight encouragements such as nodding and the occasional verbal cues such as ‘okay’ or ‘yes’, which reassured client A that I was paying attention to what was being said and helped client A feel at ease and unrushed. As the session progressed, I began to mirror client A’s body language, by crossing my legs when they crossed their legs and nodding and smiling when they did. As there were no physical barriers between myself and client A, it allowed any metaphorical barriers to be reduced as it again showed that they had my full attention. Reflecting on Egan (2010) ‘SOLER’ theory, I believe that I was able to fully demonstrate good non-verbal and active listening skills.

Client A discussed how she felt the need to hide her true self from people around her, especially work colleagues, in order to not be perceived as incompetent and to not reveal her lack of confidence and insecurities. To describe these feelings, they began to use the metaphor of wearing different masks for each person that they needed to be and this allowed me to explore the meaning behind the mask and help identify what it was about themselves that they were concealing. Lees-Oakes and Kelly (2018) note that many clients will use imagery as a way to discuss difficult feelings by using external points of reference because it can often be too painful for the client to fully immerse themselves in their own emotions. They believe that when a client begins to discuss a metaphor, it opens a door for the counsellor to gently and respectfully explore what lies within (Lees-Oakes and Kelly, 2018). This is also reinforced by Midwinter and Dickson (2015) who also state that by working with a client’s images has proved to be a powerful tool to identify hidden meanings and feelings.

Using the metaphor that client A had used, I briefly explored with them what the mask meant to them and this brought a lot of emotions to surface as they explained that they felt as though they had different masks for different environments such as for work, friends, family and for meeting someone new. Asking probing questions such as “how would you feel if you were to take that mask off?’ and ‘what person do you think you are behind the mask?’, helped client A to conclude that the underlying cause of the deployment of the mask was the expectation that  people would compare them to a high-achieving family member. McLoed (2007) states that it can be useful to utilize images created by metaphors to explore very different sets of experiences than the scenario being discussed but believes that rushing the client into the direction the counsellor thinks they should be, rather than joining them to first fully explore the metaphor can be disrespectful and hinder progress. However, Angus and Rennie (1988, 1989, cited in, McLoed, 2007) disagree and believe that clients find it beneficial when the counsellor is able to collaborate with them about the meaning of the metaphor. 

It was evident that client A was comfortable in the use of this particular metaphor as they were able to refer back to it throughout the session, whilst discussing different issues. I found it useful to collaborate with client A in exploring the meaning of this metaphor as it appeared to allow them to discuss their feelings and insecurities in more detail.

Although I found that I was able to ask client A a number of different questions, both open and closed, I found that due to my nerves some questions were repetitive which obviously affected the level of confidence which client A had in me.  

Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state that the way a counsellor asks questions is vital as it allows the client to examine their issues in more detail and encourage them to look at them from a different perspective. Open questions, which stay in the active listening role, involving the exploration of who, where, what, when and how can help the client to clarify information description and context, whilst indicating that the counsellor is engaged and interested. ‘Why’ questions can have a different effect on the client as it can invite either blame or justification of the issue discussed (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). It is also suggested that closed questions that often provoke answers such as ‘yes’ or ‘no’, do not encourage the client to continue exploring the issue at hand (Feltham and Horton, 2012). It is said that asking questions is a form of probing that the client will already know the answer to but it is used to probe deeper into their perceptions, feelings and help to reflect on the issue being discussed using a different perspective (Midwinter and Dickson, 2012).

Reflecting on the session as a whole, I think I overused this skill and asked client A too many unnecessary questions. I believe it would have been useful to use different skills such as paraphrasing and reflecting or silence in certain circumstances. I also found that the impact of certain questions asked throughout the session had a significant impact on client A, both beneficial and not. Some questions that I asked allowed client A to explore their feelings further and I found that these were mainly open Socratic questions, whereas when I asked closed questions, client A appeared to revert back to previous issues discussed and this hindered the progress of the session.

A useful skill to use as a counsellor is the ability to reflect and paraphrase what the client has said in order to demonstrate your understanding, picking up the essence of what has been said without interpreting it (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Paraphrasing and reflecting not only allow the client to hear the feelings that they have expressed and allow the client to feel heard and understood by the counsellor (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015), but facilitates the client’s movement towards greater self-awareness and self-understanding (Online Counselling Programs, 2020).

During the session with client A, I think I was able to comprehensively reflect and re-phrase what had been said, which often allowed client A to further explore her feelings towards and her interpretation of the issue. I believe that my paraphrasing was brief and focused mainly on the client’s experience and contained facts and feelings as recommended by Midwinter and Dickson (2015) who emphasized that good paraphrasing is purely centered towards the client’s feelings and experience. There were a few occasions where, at the time, although I thought I was paraphrasing well as client A had responded well, watching the video it became clear that I had actually offered both my own interpretation of the situation and my own opinion. I did, however, find paraphrasing and reflecting a useful tool during this particular session with client A, as hearing the issues repeated back to them helped client A to sort through the own confusion around the issues. It is clear to see that client A does respond well to my use of this paraphrasing throughout the session and it also allowed me to clarify and develop an understand their feelings.

I felt that the session itself came to a natural end with client A reaching a conclusion and appearing to become optimistic at the thought of living a future life without deploying the mask. I feel that I was able to summarize and reflect well on the issues and feelings discussed and also left the topic open for discussion in the next session but feel that it was a little rushed. Client A appeared to agree with all the key points that I had made were valid, however did not include any of the issues or feelings discussed earlier on in the session.

Reviewing the Panopto recording was an extremely useful exercise. It emphasised the need for a smooth and welcoming introduction to the session in order to maintain a high level of confidence in the relationship with and professionalism of the counsellor. It indicated that, while my questioning technique was sound in many instances, there were some examples of lack of thought and haste in the formulating of follow-up questions which caused repetition and could have proved detrimental to the relationship and to the flow of self-examination of the client. During the session I came to appreciate the importance of Socratic questions in helping the client to make progress in understanding themselves and limiting closed questions to simple areas of clarification. One tool which I thought I used particularly well was paraphrasing and this allowed the session to make substantial progress. The use of the mask metaphor certainly helped the client to make progress towards understanding her situation and was an easy metaphor to identify. There could be other instances where a metaphor is not so easily identified, and the counsellor must be on their mettle. I am now aware that some instance of paraphrasing did in fact, unintentionally guide the client towards my own conclusion which could have hindered progress. Skills such as the use of silence and immediacy were infrequently used throughout the session, however were not implemented enough in order to see the benefits that the skills have to offer. On balance, were I to do another counselling session with this client, I would review the session and prepare some questions beforehand. My own view is that many of the errors I saw in my technique in the interview stemmed from inexperience and lack of confidence and that this experience has given me the basis for improvement. with confidence, will come the ability to make appropriate use of all of the skills in my toolbox in order to have a successful counselling session.
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