A critical reflection on my use of foundation skills of counselling [session recorded 22/03/21]

In this session Ffion is discussing her difficulties in her new job: she is feeling inadequate in her abilities to do her job well, despite objective evidence to the contrary, and she is putting pressure on herself. This discussion extents into her expressing her general negativity about herself and her expectations in general. She talks of ‘always preparing for the worst’.  We touch on the impact this has on her physical and mental health.  The session ends with a reflection on whether this pessimistic thinking is productive, and by highlighting the positive aspects she has touched on: her very positive feedback from colleagues and students; her ability to ‘get through’ situations; and her realisation that the worst does not generally come to pass.
In this critical reflection I will conclude that the counselling interaction was not totally successful. In the person-centred approach, the focus should be anchored in exploring feelings, rather than narrative. This is necessary if Carl Rogers’ core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard which facilitates self-acceptance are to be met (Reeves, 2018). Reeves (2018) notes that it is not the counsellor’s role to interpret the experience of the client as this takes away their frame of reference. In reviewing this interaction, I will conclude that I was perhaps more concerned with trying to challenge Ffion’s perceptions, that is, trying to shift her thinking by reframing her narrative and challenging her negative thoughts, which be more in line with a cognitive behavioural approach (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).  I did not really facilitate a space where Ffion could identify and embody her feelings. Indeed, she may have felt that I was dismissive of them to some extent – although this was not ever the intention.  
The session opens with me explaining the contract to Ffion.  This is a crucial feature of the counselling relationship as it makes explicit the ethical considerations that are imperative to maintain professionalism (BACP, 2018).  The contract is also very valuable in setting up the relationship (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).
I feel I explained the key issues well to Ffion, covering the length of the session to start, so Ffion had a clear expectation of how long we would be talking for. Next, I approached the issue of confidentiality. This is a key ethical consideration, which not only considers the safety of the client in terms of making clear what the limits of confidentiality can be in this interaction, but also is important for the counsellor as there can be no comeback if the parameters are made clear from the offset. Amos (2017) states that the limits of confidentiality should be made clear at the earliest opportunity. In this instance, the fact that the session was being both recorded and observed needed to be explicitly stated, so that Ffion was aware the boundaries. The importance of discussing confidentiality cannot be overstated, especially as Midwinter and Dickson (2015) notes, it is never clear-cut. In this respect then, being honest should work towards creating a sense of trust and safety – both vital aspects of the counselling relationship. I checked directly to see if Ffion was still happy to continue with the session, knowing these limitations. 
Linked to this, next I discussed Ffion’s right to autonomy. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) and McLeod and McLeod (2011) both refer to this a right to freedom of choice and action. In this case, I wanted Ffion to be clear that she was in control of her narrative and that I would like her to let me know if she felt the conversation was getting uncomfortable,  or was veering into areas that she did not want to visit. 
Finally, I addressed the issue of my competency to practice by pointing out the limitations of my experience and that this session was taking place within the context of a counselling skills course.  McLeod and McLeod (2011) note that ethics are rooted are in the notion of ‘do no harm’ and this is closely linked to the notion of counsellor competence.  In a real counsellor-client scenario this point might not need to be explored in terms of an opening contract, as the competency to practice should be achieved. However, situations may arise that the nature of the difficulty may be one where the counsellor feels out of their depth, and this needs to be acknowledged by both client and counsellor. In this case, I wanted to make clear my limitations so that this may guide Ffion in terms of what topic she may want to talk about.
Beginning with the contract is crucial, but it makes for a fairly bland opening.  Bond (2017) describes the discussion of ethics and confidentiality is essentially unexciting, and yet as perhaps some of the most important information you can impart. I feel that I was friendly: I smiled and nodded when agreement was given, but I approached the issues with the seriousness they require.
Non-verbal cues are of fundamental importance and throughout the session I was very aware of this fact, so on watching back, I was quite shocked to see how stern I looked at times. I am not sure if this was partly due to the camera angle, but I found my facial expression quite off-putting. I think I was perhaps trying to mirror Ffion’s serious face. Mirroring is important for establishing empathy as it shows you are attuned to the client’s emotional state (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).  There were moments when I mirrored Ffion’s smile where appropriate. I maintained good eye contact as a means of showing that I was listening carefully to what was being said, but I noticed my own tendency to look away when I was speaking. I think this is something that I do naturally in most situations.
When Ffion begins to talk, I nod and smile as way of acknowledging to her that yes, we have touched on this topic before. I maintain this nodding and mirroring of Ffion’s facial expressions throughout the time she is talking, giving her time and space to speak. She does use the term ‘imposter syndrome’ (2.40), which perhaps I should have explored with her, but at the time, it did not feel appropriate to stop her and the conversation moved on.  I do not interject until she says, ‘I am really struggling with that’ (3.45) My response is intended as an empathetic one: ‘Yeah. I can hear that you’re really struggling with that at the moment’ (3.49). I acknowledge her insecurity as well, but then I try to take it back to a positive:  she has the real-life experience to do the job, and then I refer back to a comment she had made in an earlier session about always putting pressure on herself and needing to be perfect.  Ffion runs with this – acknowledging that that is the case, but this was an opportunity to strengthen the empathic relationship by exploring what it feels like to struggle, and tuning into those emotions.
There is a slight pause (4.57). I wanted to give Ffion a chance to continue, but perhaps she was waiting for me to speak. However, she then moved into a long anecdote to illustrate her difficulties.  The upshot of this monologue was me saying ‘So what I am hearing is that you could be doing the best job in the world..[…] And yet. You. Will be telling yourself….’(6.48). My emphasis on ‘you’ may have seemed a little confrontational and accusatory. Fortunately, Ffion seemed to see the humour in my comment as she laughs and agrees. In this interaction, I think I was attuned enough with Ffion to see that she could withstand this challenge, but it was perhaps a risky thing to do. 
However, I lose this attunement completely after Ffion’s next comment that her thought patterns cause her a lot of upset (7.24). Her face and body language show this as well, but I do not really pick up on this.  Instead, I mention that she is talking about the negative aspects of this ‘drive’ she has, and then try to spin it around with ‘and yet’ (7.44).  I am moving it back to the positives she has mentioned – my attempt to reframe her way of looking at the situation – but again I have missed a real opportunity to explore her feelings of upset. It is like I do not want to go into this darker world with her.  Ffion still goes with it; indeed, she acknowledges the positive aspects to her drive, but I am not validating her negative feelings.  I seem to get stuck in this groove from this point. 
I start making suggestions about what she could do (10.02) – writing down what she would say to someone else, given that she says she is harder on herself than she would be with someone else. I couch my suggestions with tentative phrasing: ‘I wonder if/ perhaps’. Ffion agrees that she likes this idea in principle, but cannot do it because of ‘fear’. Again, I miss the opportunity to explore this emotion with her. She repeats it several times, but I just it let it run into silence (10.59). I think here I am trying to prove that I am comfortable with silence – we hold this for 7 seconds – but really, it was my cue to explore this emotion with her.  Eventually as she talks further about this, I do pick up on the word: ‘The fear is…..naturally overwhelming’ (11.45). I am finally acknowledging her emotions, but again I could be asking her to tell me what it feels like. Instead, I go in a slightly different direction, observing that she is perhaps putting protective strategies around herself (11.54).  She talks about her husband being ‘objective’ (12.14).   Again, I should have picked up on this, because she is saying that this isn’t helping her, and yet I am pushing on with doing the same. My next observation picks up on her ‘being prepared for the worse’, but that this is obviously causing her lots of stress (13.13).  She agrees with this and talks about the physical impact her – migraines, nausea (13.23). Again, I turn it back on her, beginning with ‘And yet’ – another attempt at reframing (13.40).
I do pick up on the fact that she seems ‘uncertain’ about this assertion now (14.00). This shows some immediacy on my part as I am acknowledging how this statement seems to have affected her, based on her body language, minimal response and facial expression. She is quite clear that I am not quite getting it right at this point (14.20), and eventually I validate that with ‘..it’s a brief respite, but then you are back with your worries again’ (15.17). After this I appear better attuned to Ffion. We hold a silence for a few seconds after she states that the only time she isn’t worrying is when she is asleep (15.29).  I am able to use immediacy here as I note after several seconds that I can see the tiredness in her face as she reflects on this (15.48). I nod and actually rub at my own eye as I say this, therefore demonstrating empathy for her state of mind. She smiles at this and I smile back – a good example of rapport and attunement being established. Ffion talks again about always being prepared for the worst: I think I convey my concern when I say ‘right’ (16.15).  I then start scratching at my chest as I formulate my next response (16.41). This seems to convey empathy, although my next comment is really another attempt at reframing, although perhaps my body language and my phrasing convey my tentative way of stepping into her shoes as I ask if the worse ever does happen (16.46). This seems to an attuned observation as she laughs saying ‘..not as often as I like to think’ and we both laugh together (17.01).
One thing that has struck me while reflecting on this session is the fact that I can identify very strongly with Ffion’s predicament. Indeed, I am experiencing something quite similar myself. I could conclude that in some respects, my responses to Ffion where almost indicative of a conversation I might have with myself.  In other words, I was speaking the internalised thoughts that I have when trying to shift myself out of my negative thinking pattern. This may have inadvertently prevented me from exploring the emotions underlying Ffion’s narrative -either because I am very aware of them in myself – or because it was too difficult for me to go there.  I seemed very intent on trying to challenge her thought patterns. Although challenge is a necessary part of the therapeutic process (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) at this stage in our counselling relationship it was not the right time. Ffion was to some extent going along with this, but without the basis of empathy established through the validation of emotions, she was not perhaps ready for this yet.  This was very much underlined when she says, ‘I will sort it out’ (18.35). In this moment I was perceptive enough to pick up on the emotion, rather than the words, although again I do not think I got it quite right. I responded by repeating her words ‘You will sort it’, but my intonation is not quite appropriate as at first it seems like I am giving her a cheerleader call – You will ...  However, then I do follow with ‘I’m sensing though that you are saying that almost mechanically, almost like a mantra’ (18.41). Although Ffion smiles and nods in agreement, and says that it feels comforting to repeat,  this was perhaps  my cue again to acknowledge that Ffion might find the whole situation  overwhelming, or stressful or damaging. Indeed, in typing this now, I realise that at no point did I seek out the emotional vocabulary she would use to describe this experience. The words listed here are my words – not hers. This is a important omission in the way I conducted this counselling session. Equally, I could have followed her lead then and explored what ‘comfort’ feels like. 
As the session draws to a close, Ffion notes that nothing has gone wrong recently, but this means she is expecting something to go wrong soon (19.13). She smiles at this, which perhaps indicates she is laughing at herself. I am not sure if this shows that ultimately I have been attuned to her way of thinking or not. The shared laughter again could indicate that.  But when I wrap it up by summarising what we have discussed which inevitably results in me trying to reframe everything – I use the word ‘objectively’ – Ffion rubs her eyes a couple of times (20.00), perhaps indicating that she hears what I am saying, but she does not feel it. She smiles faintly at the end, but her ‘yeah’ response (20.11), suggests she is not convinced. However, she does go on to say that she likes the way I have ended it and indicates that she has been empowered by the discussion, and her smiles would seem to suggest this is the case. 
The difficulty in reflecting back is of course any evaluation can only be from my point of view – not the client’s. I do not know Ffion’s experience of the interaction.  At the time of conducting the session, I did not sense any difficulty in our relationship. Aside from the self-consciousness of being observed, I think my initial response was that the session had gone quite well. Reflecting on this, I think my approach was largely influenced by previous interactions with Ffion, both as a counsellor but also as client, when she had driven me to try and look at things a different way. Interestingly, I did not really like this – I did not feel ‘heard’; and yet I was guilty of the same thing. I have to question if I met Rogers’ core conditions of person-centred counselling (Reeves, 2018): empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard. I did demonstrate empathy, particularly through my use of immediacy. McLeod and McLeod (2011) note that immediacy can deepen the level of intimacy between the client and counsellor as it demonstrates that the counsellor is really paying attention to what the client is doing right now. I feel there were times when I was successful here. 
Still, I did not demonstrate empathy consistently as I did not dig deeper into her feelings. Rather I tried to move her away from them, which may demonstrate a lack of unconditional positive regard. How can a client feel truly accepted when the counsellor does not walk with them? Still, I feel I was warm and friendly, and my nodding, smiling and our shared laughter hopefully indicated a level of attunement and rapport that helped Ffion feel accepted. Whether there was congruence is harder to evaluate. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) writes that being congruent means making a decision on whether it is appropriate to share what is going on for you at that time. As I identified very strongly with a lot of what Ffion was saying, it might have been appropriate for me to acknowledge that with her, or recognise and verbalise that some of what I was saying might have been a personal response. This may have strengthened the relationship even more. Equally though, I think I had an awareness that once I opened those floodgates, the interaction may have changed into more of a conversation, and the focus could have been taken away from her. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) notes that act of self-disclosure has to be used within the best interests of the client, and not as an opportunity to privilege the counsellor’s story more.  Rather, I used my experiences to challenge her – and this is something that I have used on myself. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) notes that challenging can be empathic and it is useful for pointing out inconsistencies in people’s stories.  I am certainly not skilled enough to do this well, but perhaps I was getting close when I pointed out that ‘I will get through it’ was said without real conviction.
In conclusion then, I have discovered how easy it is to tumble into pitfalls in the counselling relationship. I was more concerned with hearing her story and trying to reframe it, indeed trying to solve it, than I was in delving into her emotions and using these to develop true empathy. I was distracted by my own identification with Ffion’s story instead of using that deepen the relationship. However, I think there is evidence that I developed rapport with Ffion, that I was able to notice where she was at, and there was a shared warmth.  At the end though, despite her positive affirmation, I suspect going forward, the session will not have helped her much at all. 
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