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Critically reflect on your use of counselling skills and evaluate the therapeutic approach and relational process within a counselling skills session
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Rolanda in the role of counsellor; Ll. in the role of client.



My ‘espoused’[footnoteRef:1] therapeutic approach is Person-Centred, with Rogers’ (1957) core conditions at the heart of what I am trying to accomplish. As well as some well-documented counselling skills, I use Egan’s ‘Problem-Management’ model (Egan, 2014) to help the client identify a problem, consider his preferred outcome and decide upon a plan for how to move towards this. [1:  For a discussion of espoused theory, see Bager-Charleson, 2010, p. 24ff] 


Therapeutic Approach: Attunement and Core conditions
‘Distrust of experts runs deep among person-centred practitioners.’ 
‘…when a counsellor attempts to be congruent, accepting and empathic. The words can trip off the tongue but their significance is little short of awe-inspiring.’ 
(Mearns and Thorne, 2013, pp. 7 and 14)

McLeod and McLeod (2011, p. 44) refer to attunement as ‘person-to-person alignment’, citing things like mirroring a client’s gestures, pace and rhythm. 
From the opening welcome beginning at 0:07, my manner is friendly, warm, encouraging and sincere. I believe my voice, gestures and use of eye contact create a climate of confidence and acceptance. Egan’s SOLER of ‘visibly tuning in to clients’ (2014, p. 77) seems to be naturally woven into my interaction with the client as I adopt an open and responsive posture, good eye contact, and a relaxed and informal (non-threatening) tone. I am careful throughout to establish a good therapeutic alliance and in particular to behave as an equal, not an expert. This can be seen for example at 3.40, where at the end of a paraphrase my voice rises, contributing to the tentative nature of my suggestion, reinforcing the idea that I view the client as the authority. 12:27-12:47 Again I use tone of voice and hand gestures to suggest the tentative nature of my question, looking to the client for confirmation that I have understood him correctly and that my suggested deduction is relevant.

At 16:40 and 17:30 -17:40 I allow a brief silence while I contemplate what the client has said. I believe this demonstrates the therapeutic alliance: I am giving time for my ‘cogs to turn’ on his problem, thus sharing the problem by coming alongside him as an ally. 
6:40 - 6:56 Through simple non-verbal responses, I demonstrate empathy and a willingness to sit with uncomfortable emotions as the client describes how his sister’s behaviour is hurtful to their parents.

Thus I believe I succeed in helping the client to feel relaxed and safe enough to speak openly and share what is on his mind, namely his frustration and distress at his sister’s behaviour towards their parents and his indecision and hesitancy over what to do about it. I believe that part of what makes this kind of ‘attunement’ possible are what are commonly known as Carl Rogers’ ‘core conditions’ of counselling: congruence – 
‘a willingness to…allow your external responses to the client to match as closely as possible to your internal process… but to do so in a sensitive manner appropriate to the relationship’;
(Green, 2010, p. 12)
empathy and unconditional positive regard. This latter is essentially an attitude of acceptance of the client so fundamental that it is able to embrace the client and consider him worthy of care, attention and respect regardless of his behaviour, or indeed, of his own assessment of his worth. It includes what Green describes as:
‘a willingness to acknowledge the separation between a person and their behaviour.’ (Green, 2010, p.11)
 
I believe I achieve both congruence and unconditional positive regard in the session. For example, when the client says things that slightly trouble me, I persist in giving him my attention, coming alongside him and wanting to help shed light on the situation. As seen below, at 20:30 I make the decision to avoid addressing a certain area for two reasons – first because the session is too short and also more importantly because I sense that the relationship needs to be more established first.

Although my level of empathy in the session is acceptable, I do feel that at times it leaves something to be desired. Empathy ‘requires intense and active attention to the feelings of your client’ (Green, 2010, p.10.). On a number of occasions, cited below - perhaps distracted by personal identification with others in the client’s story - I miss the opportunity to explore the client’s emotions, and regrettably spend time unhelpfully enquiring about others’ feelings (his mother’s and sister’s) rather than his own.
McLeod (2013, p. 178) explains:
‘It is considered that, for the client, the experience of being ‘heard’ or understood leads to a greater capacity to explore and accept previously denied aspects of self.’

Counselling Skills[footnoteRef:2] [2:  For further discussion of the skills mentioned see, for example, Nelson-Jones (2016) and McLeod and McLeod (2011).
] 

0:07 – 1:50 My contracting includes relevant information about the session’s duration, nature and purpose and the necessary limits to competence (professionalism) and confidentiality. (Reeves and Bond, 2021, p. 100)

Active listening
As well as making good eye contact, I use ‘small verbal rewards’ (Nelson-Jones, 2016, p.62) (2:07; 2:52; 3:01 etc.). I also use non-verbal signals to track the ups and downs of what the client is saying, conveying empathy as well as attention (e.g. 6:25, 6:32 and 6:42).
My use of a simple reflection at 2:40 and a paraphrase at 3.40 let the client know he has my attention and encourage him to go on.
16:08 I use a probing challenge.
At 5:12 – 5:18, I use a brief summarising question to check and clarify what is being said; at 22:28 – 23:03 a ‘bridging’ summary to get the session back on track (Nelson-Jones, 2016, p. 69); and at 26:45 – 28:25 I give a final summary, which I believe:
‘provides some order to the information and process…and… demonstrates that [I]have listened and made sense of [the material]’.
(Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, 49)

20:32 I borrow from Gendlin’s Focusing approach, asking the client to hone in on, “What is the worst of it?” for his parents. (Gendlin, 2003, p.18)
26:40 – 26:45 My body language, shifting in my chair and briefly leaning forwards, signifies a change in mood as I steer the client towards the end of the session.
27:52 I offer a metaphor, “shatter the glass”, building on the client’s words, “opening a closed door” (25:40).

Skilled helper model: 
During the session I use Egan’s problem-management and opportunity-development model to help the client consider a desired goal regarding the stated problem of his sister’s behaviour (7.23; 22:44 – 22:50), helping him to ‘discover possibilities’ (19:07 – 19:20) and finally to check his goal against his values and available resources (24:15 – 24:45) (Egan, 2014, pp. 284-5; 287-8; 317-8 respectively).
Relational process
Although I appear to do well at building a relationship with the client, being present, coming ‘alongside’ him and tuning in to his frame of reference, there are certain moments where I fall short with regard to the relational process of the session.
10:30 - 10:47 The client has just spoken of how his relationship with his sister broke down many years ago. Rather than exploring the client’s feelings about this, which could have been more fruitful, I become distracted by my own desire to ‘fix’ the situation, preferring to ask about the origins of the conflict from his sister’s viewpoint.
11:00 - 11:25 While beginning to plan what to say next, I inadvertently miss the client’s admission: “I’ve not spoken to her about it really”. Ideally, I would have reflected that back with a paraphrase: “You and your sister have never discussed what went wrong between you?” I feel this would have been more helpful than asking him to speculate about why he thinks she was “so different” which brings him back to the fixed personality, ‘it’s just the way she is’ response which bothers me.
11:20 – 11:26 I am bothered by the client’s judgement of his sister but rather than jumping to a value judgement of the client, I attempt to check my understanding of his stance. 
‘We remember that the session belongs to the client and we keep the client’s agenda in focus rather than our own…We avoid jumping in with a value judgement, but rather clarify first what our client’s viewpoint is…’
(Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 85)

11:28-11:55 The client appears to confirm my understanding that he believes his sister’s personality is the problem, naming a recognisable ‘streak’ in the family.
14:26 – 14:50 I miss an opportunity to reflect an emotion back to the client when he describes his mother’s attack, “You don’t understand, you haven’t got a baby!” as irritating and then comes to a halt, saying he “lost his train of thought”. Instead of giving him an opportunity to look at his own emotion in response to his mother here, I am again perhaps pushing my own agenda, wanting to help him to look at the situation from a point of view that is not his own (e.g. his mother’s or sister’s), feeling this might help him to be able to see it differently. Conversely, if I had instead given a more empathic response, reflecting back his irritation with his mother, a deeper understanding may have been achieved. Culley and Bond (2004, p.34) describe reflective skills as ‘without equal’ for building trust and encouraging exploration. Additionally,
‘It is more useful to ‘capture’ both the content and the feelings…reflect these back...and then explore with the client what this means for him…’
(Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 51).
15:00 – 15:10 Regrettably, I miss a second opportunity to explore the client’s emotions over his mother’s judgement of him, asking about his mother’s feelings instead. 
15:35 -15:50 Again I miss an opportunity to invite the client to look into his own feelings around “I always felt that it was put on me”. Watching the recording, I feel the client is almost looking for that invitation and would like to have the opportunity to explore that feeling of injustice further and have it understood. As Green (2010, p. 10) states:
‘When empathy is present, there is a resonance between the two people which Rogers (1986) maintained was healing in itself.’
At 15:50 the client appears to lose track briefly. With hindsight, a simple empathic: ‘And how does that feel?” at this moment would have been stronger than the rather insipid encouraging nod, which leads to a not very productive 3-5 minute ‘detour’ in the conversation.
“When [the process of attunement] is absent, the counselling process may have a stop-start quality, marked by a failure to develop topics…”
(McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p. 45)
At 18:50 - 19:10 the client gets back on track and I again miss an opportunity to probe more deeply into his emotions after he says, “I need to say something.” It might have been profitable to pause and invite the client to reflect on that “need”, saying something like: “that need to say something – is that a physical feeling in your body? Where do you feel it? What is your felt sense of that need to speak out?” (see Gendlin, 2003).
20:12 Again I hesitate to make a value judgement of the client and instead choose the path of clarification. 
20:30 I have to ‘think on my feet’ at this point (Stedmon et al, 2009, p. 13)[footnoteRef:3]. Troubled by the client’s goal (to bring about change in his sister), at this point in the session with barely 10 minutes remaining[footnoteRef:4]  I feel it inappropriate to question his desire to change his sister’s behaviour or whether and to what extent that is an appropriate goal. I therefore avoid going into this further, instead latching on to his stated motive for wanting his sister to change which leads to him talking about others’ feelings (his parents’) where it would probably have been more productive to invite him to talk about his own. [3:  This is an example of what Donald Schon calls ‘reflection in action’. See Bager-Charleson (2010, p. 17)]  [4:  For a discussion of time constraints in therapy, see Green (2010, pp. 7-8)] 

22:10 – 22: 20 Having taken, perhaps, a wrong turn, I stall slightly here, eventually resorting to a pause and a summary of what the client has said so far. 
22:28 – 23:03 My summary helps to get us back on track with the problem-management approach as I tentatively suggest what is the client’s goal, saying “I suppose what you’re looking for is something that’s going to be effective”. The client nods. I then look into opportunity development, inviting the client to consider his idea of what he might say and in what sort of a moment he might say it, asking: “Is that going to be effective?” Here I invite the client to imagine the outcome of his preferred approach before the event, with the aim of getting him to think it through, perhaps spot any pitfalls that might arise, and with the hope of helping him to deduce before the event whether his chosen strategy is the ‘best fit’ (Egan, 2014, p. 223). Here I have no agenda. I am inviting the client to make up his own mind about the supposed effectiveness of his proposed action.
24:15 My question invites the client to consider a different, gentler approach than the one he is leaning towards, which, though rejected, proves useful as it serves to clarify for him that he feels the chosen approach, which risks confrontation, will be more effective because (25:19) “I don’t think she values anything I say really”.
25:57 I introduce the word “fresh” to describe the client’s intended action which seems to resonate with him, lending shape to his hope for a positive outcome, (Egan, 2014, p. 288) which he follows by further developing his intended plan (26:07 – 26:39): “I’m not wanting to call her out or call her names”, outlining why he feels this will be the most constructive approach.
26:45 – 28:24 Final summary: I summarise the history the client has described of his relationship with his sister, which he validates by nodding. At 27:15 I pause to suggest that this relationship may be an area to look at more in the future. However, I try hard to avoid making assumptions about this, using words like ‘probably’, ‘maybe’ and ‘hopefully’, endeavouring to make it clear that I consider him to have the authority over his own life and the ability to decide what is and is not important to work on. At 27:26 I leave this behind and go on to summarise the problem he has mentioned between his sister and their parents. I reference his decision to challenge her, paraphrasing his sentiments with the words “not in a nasty way but absolutely just state it like it is when she’s doing it”, which he appears enthusiastically to agree with.
27:52 The metaphor I introduce appears to have a positive effect on the client who has a physical reaction, raising his eyebrows, smiling and moving back in his chair (27:53 – 27:58); regrettably at 28:03 - 28:08 I speak over him. He seems to be validating the metaphor, agreeing and saying it makes sense. He seems visibly pleased with the metaphor as a positive and refreshing way to view the situation, which is confirmed by his words at 28:35 – 28:40. I go on to elaborate slightly, which is again validated by the client at 28:45 - 28:50, and end the session on a positive note.

Conclusion
I use a range of counselling skills in the session, creating a climate of acceptance for the client to work within and building the relationship using Rogers’ core conditions and Egan’s Skilled Helper model.
The session has highlighted an area of growth for me to develop. On several occasions I fail to give the client an empathic response by reflecting or inviting exploration of his emotions, which I feel would have been beneficial both to the therapeutic alliance and to his own process within the session.
‘It is important to see the core conditions as something a practitioner is always working towards… and difficulty in creating or maintaining them…is the stuff of every counsellor’s supervision.’
(Green, 2010, p. 12)

By the end of the session, some work has been done by the client on elucidating what action would be best to take and why, and progress seems to have been made towards the client’s feelings of confidence and certainty around that decision. A metaphor used at the end seems to consolidate this.

In conclusion then, I consider the session to have been a success, and I hope to be able to build further on my use of counselling skills in general, and empathy in particular.
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