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Reflective Essay
The aim of this essay is to critically reflect on personal values and beliefs and consider how these align with a professional code of Counselling practice, such as the BACP Ethical Framework (2018). Firstly, it is essential to begin by identifying fundamental values and beliefs. Reflective practice is a complex task that requires in-depth analysis and thorough investigation into who we are, what we think, how we act and why. Imperatively, this demands a high level of self-awareness. It is also argued that understanding and reflecting upon personal values and beliefs is paramount in ensuring both effective and ethical practice and delivering client-centred care. To be an effective counsellor, it is necessary to be able to critically reflect on our own values, beliefs, assumptions and biases. Knowles and Lander (2012) assert that values and beliefs are determined by our own experience and view of the world / frame of reference. Indeed, the key objective of this essay is to critically reflect on my values and beliefs and examine their alignment in relation to the BACP ethical framework. To complete this task effectively, it is appropriate to employ the use of a values-based model of reflection as a structured guide for the reflective process. For this reason, Wareing’s (2017) model is an ideal choice as it encourages the focus to be placed on considering who we are and how our values impact on our experiences. Essentially, directing us to consider our values before thinking about the experience. As a result, values are set in the forefront of the mind prior to engaging in the process of critical reflection. 

Moreover, it is of utmost importance to discuss some of the reasons for the BACP Ethical Framework (2018). Primarily, it is required to ensure the protection of both the client and the counsellor through its commitments to clients and good practice. It is a professional code of conduct and a blueprint for navigating ethical dilemmas. Crucially, it sets the standard for the personal and professional values, moral qualities and principles that should be held and demonstrated by its members. In addition to this, it provides a comprehensive guideline for practitioners and emphasises principles such as respect, integrity and competence. It is designed to support practitioners in providing ethical, safe and effective therapeutic services. According to the BACP Ethical Framework (2018a, p. 8), the values and principles of counselling and psychotherapy include: respecting human rights and dignity, alleviating symptoms of distress and suffering, protecting the safety of clients, and appreciating the variety of human experience and culture. It also promotes client autonomy, the importance of maintaining confidentiality, commitment to equality and diversity, and recognising the power imbalance in the therapeutic relationship. Essentially, these principles are vital to ethical practice and establish a foundation for counsellors to navigate complex situations while promoting the well-being of clients.

Hitherto, it is imperative to utilise Wareing’s (2017) model of reflection and begin the process of identifying my core values and beliefs which include respect, empathy, compassion, and fairness. Indeed, the first part of the model asks the question; Who am I and what values are important to me? Fundamentally, it is my belief that as human beings were are all equal and therefore equally deserving of basic human rights and respect. As individuals it is my belief that we all have value and the ability, to learn, grow and change irrespective of dividers such as age, gender, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic status etc and we all have the capacity to contribute positively to the community and society. In all aspects of life and in all actions, it is my opinion that values such as empathy, compassion, respect and fairness are highly important. In addition to this, it is my belief that as individuals and as a society we should strive to treat others fairly, with respect, without judgement or bias, and promote equality and inclusivity. These values were shaped by my upbringing, education and experiences, and play a significant role in my interaction with others. It is evident that values have an impact on behaviour. To provide a clear example of how education has developed my core values, it is possible to argue that it was through completing an undergraduate degree in Law at university and through having the opportunity to study modules such as Human Rights and Criminal Law that some of my core values and beliefs evolved. It was studying The Human Rights Act, 1998 that had a measurable impact on my values, beliefs and my view of the world. It gave me a keen appreciation for the rights we are afforded by law in the UK. It honed some of my central beliefs, such as freedom of speech, freedom of association, freedom of expression, the right to privacy and the right to a fair trial. It is interesting to consider how these may relate to counselling and psychotherapy and the BACP Ethical Framework. Following a brief explanation of each stage of Wareing’s model I have included a corresponding extract from my journal entries to demonstrate my understanding of reflective practice: 
“My name is Jodie, and I am a mature student on a graduate counselling skills course. I am a mother of two daughters hoping to pursue a new career path. My Mother, a retired bereavement counsellor raised me to always want to help others and encouraged me to pursue my dream of going to university to study law. She has been a very strong role model to me and always advocated the importance of values such as respect, empathy, fairness and compassion.” (“Me” – Journal entry extract by Jodie Thomas). 

Secondly, the model asks what are my thoughts and feelings regarding this learning experience, situation or incident? It encourages us to reflect and highlight how values may have had an impact perhaps in relation to a previous professional experience. It is relevant to reflect on an experience that occurred after graduating when working as a Sales Negotiator for an Estate Agent where a colleague expressed views that marginalised certain groups within society. When considering my emotional experience in relation to this experience, it made me realise that the level of discomfort felt was accentuated because the incident presented a direct challenge to my core value of respect. Specifically, it also demonstrated a contradiction between my core value of respect and intrinsic belief in freedom of speech. It is crucial to mention that my first reaction was instinctively to ‘freeze’ and ignore what was being said. However, when another comment was made my response was to directly challenge the person expressing views that were the complete opposite to my own. On reflection, this reaction was based on the anger and emotion that I was experiencing at that moment: 
“In previous employment, as a sales negotiator for a local estate agent I encountered a situation in which my values and beliefs were challenged. This happened in the office when a colleague made inappropriate and offensive comments that marginalised a certain group of people. My initial reaction was one of shock and I remember a strong sensation of discomfort in my stomach. When it happened a second time, I felt angered by what I perceived as this person demonstrating a lack of respect, fairness and compassion to others. It was not until later when I became aware of that they had very strong religious beliefs that I questioned my own assumptions, bias and reaction. It also forced me to examine whether my angry reaction in making a direct challenge in some ways constituted not showing or upholding my core value of respect.” (“My” – Journal entry extract by Jodie Thomas). 

Following this, the third stage of the model asks; what questions do I now need to think about, what surprised or puzzled me and what makes me feel I need more information?
“I have decided to write this piece of reflection using the Me, My, More, Must approach as this experience has made me think about my own values and the impact they may have on my practice as a counselling student. This situation forced me to ask myself some hard questions and to look at the intricate relationships between my values and beliefs and how they interact with the values and beliefs of others. The level of discomfort I experienced was extremely surprising. Most significantly, this situation highlighted the importance of self-awareness and being aware of moments when we become triggered and not reacting based on emotion. As well as this, it made me consider the possible differences in our upbringings in that I was not raised following a strict religion. In relation to counselling, this experience is highly relevant as it demonstrates the importance of always showing clients respect and compassion irrespective of whether their views are in direct conflict with my own.” (“More” – Journal entry by Jodie Thomas). 
The final stage of the model invites us to question what are my new learning goals, who do I need to talk to for support and understanding, what are my training needs and what values must I explore further to become an effective counselling practitioner? 
“I have realised that I had made several incorrect assumptions about the situation and failed to consider the possible reasons as to why the person had expressed such strong views in the first place. My belief is that counselling is intrinsically about holding space for the client, listening and remaining non-judgemental. Therefore, as I hope to qualify as a counsellor in the future it is essential that I take what I have learnt from this experience into my practice and ensure that I remember to always remain respectful of the client’s views.” (“Must” – Journal entry by Jodie Thomas). 
Overall, it is my opinion that this model is a highly effective guiding tool for the process of critically reflecting on personal values and beliefs. Most impactfully, it places emphasis on focusing on personal values before considering how they affect experiences and by doing this allows for a deeper reflection. It is an excellent example of Argyris and Schon’s double-loop learning. Double-loop learning allows us to question our assumptions. Crucially, when we critically scrutinise and look at our own behaviour and actions through a different lens, we are more able to learn and therefore grow in self-awareness. This is highly important in relation to counselling and psychotherapy as it is inevitably to hear a wide range of personal narratives, necessitating that we constantly question our own values, beliefs, assumptions and bias. This is view is also supported by Anderson (1997) in that, “the consequences for learning should be an emphasis on double-loop learning, in which the basic assumptions behind views are confronted…The end result should be increased effectiveness”. In addition to this, Brookfield (1998) suggests that we should approach critical reflective practice by looking at our assumptions/experience through the four lenses. 

Moving forward, it is also necessary to use an alternative reflective theory to critically reflect on personal values to provide a comparison. The Gibbs’ (1998) reflective cycle ensures a structured approach to reflection. It consists of six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action. In my opinion, this iterative process is highly beneficial for analysing my experiences and helps to cultivate an understanding into how my beliefs intersect with professional ethical standards. Most importantly, applying Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to previously encountered professional experiences can aid in elucidating the intricate relationship between personal values and professional ethics. The first stage asks for a description. Throughout my journey throughout education and employment, I have encountered a range of situations that have prompted the examination of my values. For example, during counselling skills practice sessions and discussions with peers I have discovered situations where the person in the role of ‘the client’ held beliefs regarding societal norms that were very different to and sometimes in conflict with my own. This type of experience necessitated that I navigate my personal feelings while remaining respectful and non-judgemental, ensuring adherence to the BACP Ethical Framework. As a result of this, I found myself considering a similar situation that occurred in previous employment when a colleague expressed views that were in direct conflict with my own. This experience forced me to deliberate how I would react in a counselling session with a client where I encountered strong beliefs that were in direct conflict with my values regarding empathy, respect, and compassion. Perhaps, this could occur if a client expressed views that marginalised certain groups.  

The next stage of the cycle asks what were you thinking and feeling? Initially, in situations like this it is perhaps inevitable to feel challenged and experience a strong sense of discomfort. This could cause feelings of frustration and inner conflict regarding how to approach the session without comprising personal values. It is possible that one could experience a strong urge to challenge such views.  As a student practitioner committed to empathy, respect, and inclusivity, I feel that one must balance the responsibility to help the client and affirm their experiences, while simultaneously addressing or ‘elegantly reframing’ their prejudiced views. The third stage asks for an evaluation. Indeed, this type of experience has could have both positive and negative aspects. On the positive side, it could allow the opportunity to recognise my deep-seated values and point to the difficulties in upholding them in the therapeutic context. Moreover, it could also help me to appreciate the complexity of clients’ backgrounds and their beliefs. However, on the negative side it is possible to argue that the discomfort felt could potentially serve to cloud my judgment. If this situation were to happen it could risk a breakdown in the therapeutic relationship, if mishandled.  This stage of the cycle is important as it asks us to look at both the positives and the negatives of the situation. Some people focus on more on the negative aspects, however, Ghaye (2011) asserts that we also need to recognise when things have gone well.

The fourth stage in the cycle refers to analysis. The BACP ethical framework emphasises the importance of respecting client autonomy and creating a non-judgemental space. In this type of situation, my personal beliefs may at times call for a careful approach, in that it must be ensured that my views or beliefs do not affect my ability to relate to clients. The ability be non-judgemental and anti-discriminatory is integral to the Humanistic approach. Therefore, an effective counsellor must be able to demonstrate respect and empathy to all clients. Most significantly, through this analysis I have learned that ethical practice does not demand the suppression of personal values but instead encourages finding a way to constructively integrate these beliefs into therapy. Furthermore, the significance of self-awareness in counselling and psychotherapy has been highlighted by engaging in this reflective process. Additionally, it has fostered an awareness of personal biases, allowing for my reactions to be managed in the hope that I will be able to keep the client’s needs as the focus while adhering to ethical standards. As well as this, similar situations may underscore the necessity of ongoing professional development and supervision to guide ethical dilemmas effectively.

The fifth stage of the cycle asks for a conclusion. It is possible to conclude that personal values must be continually examined to ensure that they align with professional codes of practice/ethical frameworks. It is evident that key factors in maintaining a productive therapeutic environment have emerged such as the importance of empathy, self-awareness and respect. The final stage requires an action plan. Moving forward, my aim is to develop strategies designed to address moments where personal values conflict with therapy and to participate in ongoing education, training and supervision. In my opinion, the Gibbs’ cycle is an effective model of reflection. According to Bassot (2024, p. 49), “Gibbs’ emphasis on feelings takes reflection to a deeper level and can be seen as a milestone on the road from reflective practice to critically reflective practice.”  It also has wide applications and has been used in relation to physical therapy in sport (Paterson and Chapman, 2013). On the other hand, it is my strong opinion that Wareing’s model was far more appropriate because it encourages the focus to be placed primarily on personal values and beliefs. It is also opined that it was a much more effective guide to the reflective process as it allowed me to delve deeper, beneath the surface, to examine my values, assumptions and bias. 

Moving on, Rosin (2015) states that “Counsellor self-reflection is crucial for increasing self-awareness and improving counselling practice.” It also contends that “counsellors will be more capable as they individuate, or develop, their personalities.” Similarly, the BACP Ethical Framework encourages practitioners to seek to attain the highest moral qualities, through personal growth, self-awareness, and continued professional development. It demands adherence to the highest ethical standards and identifies the following core principles (2018a, p 9); being trustworthy, respect for client autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, justice and self-respect. My core value of respect is aligned with the principle of autonomy and respecting the clients right to be self-governing. In my view, the values of empathy and compassion go hand in hand with the principles of beneficence and being committed to promoting the wellbeing of the client, and the principle of non-maleficence and being committed to avoiding harm to the client. The framework also dictates the personal qualities required for ethical practice (2018a, pp. 10-11). The most relevant to this piece of critical reflection include care, empathy, fairness, integrity and respect. As Reeves (2022, p 328) points out “the context of ethical thinking is therefore determined at a philosophical, institutional, individual and personal level.”  The argument over how the values, principles and personal moral qualities required are to be attained has given rise to significant debate and the questions whether effective therapists are the result of nature or nurture (Wheeler, 2002). A key criticism of the ethical framework is that compliance with it is only required by its members, and since legally speaking anyone can refer to themselves as a counsellor, it is arguable that there may still be great inconsistencies in the delivery of ethical care. It is also sufficient to argue that it is probable that there is considerable disparity in the degrees to which it is followed by its members. Brown (2006) produced a study aimed at increasing understanding of how counsellors experience ethical and legal challenges. The results of which showed that “despite increasing attention by training and counselling agencies to ethics and the law, there remained a lack of clarity…particularly over the status of requests for information about clients, child protection, prevention of harm to others, and record-keeping.” It revealed key areas that required attention. Indeed, it is possible to argue that the BACP Ethical Framework (2018) has gone a long way in addressing problematic areas, maintaining consistency and setting the bar high to ensure ethical practice. In contrast, it is possible to argue that the ethical framework amounts to the over-regulation of counselling, which could stifle counsellor innovation and lead to defensive practice.  

In conclusion, it is my opinion that the process of writing this piece of critical reflection has unearthed several of my core values and beliefs that are aligned with the BACP Ethical Framework (2018). Finally, I must agree with the discussion of the BACP Ethical Framework made by Reeves (2022) contending that “there is an interesting philosophical debate over how much also relies on an individual’s personality traits and their capacity to change, which perhaps also lies at the very heart of the ethos of counselling and psychotherapy itself.” 
Word count: 3,265
Reference List
Anderson, L. (1997) Argyris and Schon’s theory on congruence and learning 

Available at http://www.aral.com.au/resources/argyris.html

BACP (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy) (2018a) Ethical Framework for Counselling Professionals. Lutterworth: BACP  

Bassot, B. (2024) The Reflective Journal. 4th edition. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, p 49

Brookfield, S. (1998) Critically Reflective Practice. The Journal of Continuing Education in the Health Professions, Volume 18, pp. 197-205 

Brown, A. (2006) ‘In my agency it’s very clear, but I can’t tell you what it is’: Work settings and Ethical Challenges. Counselling and Psychotherapy Research 6 (2): 100-107
 
Ghaye, T. (2011) Teaching and Learning Through Reflective Practice: A Practical Guide for Positive Action, Abingdon: Routledge.
 
Gibbs, G. (1998) Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods, Oxford: Oxford Polytechnic. 

Knowles, G. and Lander, V. (2012) Thinking Through Ethics and Values in Primary 
Education, London: Learning Matters.

Paterson, C. and Chapman, J. (2013) Enhancing Skills of Critical Reflection to Evidence Learning in Professional Practice, Physical Therapy in Sport 14(2013) 133-138

Reeves, A (2022) An Introduction to Counselling and Psychotherapy: From Theory to Practice. 3rd Edition. Sage, pp. 310-333

Rosin, J. (2015) The Necessity of Counsellor Individuation for Fostering Reflective Practice, Journal of Counselling & Development, Vol 93

Wareing, M. (2017) ‘Me, My, More, Must: A Values-based Model of Reflection’, Reflective Practice, 18(2), pp. 268-279.                                                            
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2016.1269002
Wheeler, S. (2002) ‘Nature or nurture; are therapists born or trained?’, Psychodynamic Practice, 8 (4): 427-42. 

Also see; The Human Rights Act (1998)
Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk
2

