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[bookmark: _Hlk87179609]What is Reflective Practice and why is it important? 
Reflective practice is a process that has been adopted throughout many person-centred 
professions and is also a key tool for change when exploring one’s own personal 
development. It can become almost an unconscious activity, suggesting that it has become 
embedded within everyday cognitive processes, allowing thoughts to become sophisticated
 rather than just a surface representation. Reflective practice within psychology and 
counselling is a continual process, a conscious act, ensuring that reflectivity continues during 
and after each session. According to Schon Reflection in Action occurs in the moment; the 
constant reflective state which focuses on what has been said and the potential impact of any 
response. Whether challenging the client is appropriate or only a minimal response is 
required. A significant addition to this is the next step, Reflection on Action; being able to
 critically reflect on the interaction and whether the responses were worthwhile, 
counterproductive, or even damaging. Reflection on action provides a proven practice to 
review the dialogue exchange, make decisions about the approach and consider the 
possibility that a therapist’s own views have influenced the session. Effective supervision
 employs Reflection on action strategies, ensuring that even experienced therapists continue
 to critically reflect on their practice and what has driven their response, however 
uncomfortable a thought. How we feel when we encounter experiences, whether first-hand or 
through the recounted story process, can have a concrete and enduring impact on the 
counselling process. The importance of reflection is paramount to ensure that personal biases 
and assumptions are left out of the counselling process. These can be damaging to the client 
and lead them to feel that their own personal journey has been discounted and their feelings 
invalidated because of the prejudgments that feed into the therapists’ responses. Reflexivity 
must be interwoven throughout every part of counselling practice. Developing self-awareness 
is an essential skill because of the views, beliefs, and assumptions that each human being 
naturally holds. These must be questioned, looked at through different lenses and potentially 
cast aside so that prejudice, culturally embedded views, and conformity to societally accepted
 norms are not enforced or given a voice, however brief. Reflective practice is relevant both
 professionally and personally, once a reflective journey has begun, the gravity of situations 
that could occur if this practice lapsed becomes fully evident and is the reason why it is and 
always should be a key component of human interaction. 
There are many Reflective models which highlight the process of reflection and the different
 stages that are adhered to. The simplest of the models ‘Experience, Reflection, Action’ 
(Jasper) provides a helpful framework when beginning a reflective journey. Separating it into
 3 distinct stages enables a better understanding that one leads to the other and the focus for 
reflection. It can help to pinpoint when, in the past, reflection should have been employed to
 counteract negative consequences and can be used in its simplest form to practice taking 
actions after reflection in the present. More complex models, for example the Driscoll model 
have been designed to impact clinical practice and focuses on key aspects of an experience. 
This is important to improve actions taken and potentially positively change the outcomes for 
patients. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle has a cyclical nature where the fourth stage 
provides an opportunity to experiment with strategies developed through learning experience. 
The ability to think about different strategies, try them out and analyse the results through 
theoretical knowledge, can ensure that effective pathways are formed and are evidence based. 
Gibbs’ more complex model takes account of feelings and the impact they can have on our 
actions and is a model which more experienced practitioners can utilise to deepen their 
reflective process. Reflective practice and adopting the appropriate model can deepen the 
understanding of human behaviour and responses to life experience and is therefore, an 
important part of counselling and psychotherapy.  Understanding that client’s values, 
assumptions and beliefs play a part in how they view themselves and, that therapist’s values, 
assumptions and beliefs play a role in their responses, will help to develop the knowledge of 
why reflective practice is so important. 
The image of a ‘Fig Plant’ is a moment of significant transition for me. Two huge fig plants 
are your first greeting as you approach Maggie’s (Cancer Support Building), a curved path 
taking you to, or past the door. I nearly didn’t go in, I stopped and thought about my decision. 
If I entered this unknown world, it was a risk, it would expose me; but I realised it was more 
of a risk not to enter.  So, I chose to invite support and that decision has become a turning 
point both in my personal journey and that of my immediate family. It became a place of 
safety, to talk freely and openly about my fears, without it impacting on my family. If I 
hadn’t chosen this pathway, I would have repeated the same behaviours when faced with 
similar situations and this would have resulted in negative consequences, however 
unintended. Argyris and Schon’s theory on congruence and learning has provided a 
framework with which to view significant times in my life. I knew that I had consciously 
acted to alter the impact of another traumatic event on me and through applying this theory I 
can see that the intended consequence also brought about unintended positive impacts for 
other family members too. I realise now that my Espoused Theory was that everyone should 
access support in times of crisis. However, my Theory in Use did not support my world view, 
because I only applied it to others, not to myself.  
Although I was unaware of this theory at the time, when the same situation reoccurred, I 
realise now that my governing variable had changed; I now saw seeking support for myself as 
a sign of strength, that I was being proactive; my action strategy had also changed; I made a 
conscious decision to access support and some of the consequences of the strategy were 
intended. This shows me that Double Loop learning had occurred and that it was a 
momentous shift in my personal development. This change took place due to my reflections 
over many years focusing on these significant life events. The process of trying to understand 
my responses and the differences between family members behaviour was a constant source 
of reflection. I have even questioned whether such a focus and frequent reflection has been of 
benefit and a worthwhile use of the time that my husband and I have had away from our daily 
life. But through the years we have agreed that it is part of who we are, and our reflective 
conversations have become part of the fabric of our relationship, talking it through from
 many perspectives has ensured that the threads of our significant life experience glow, rather
 than maintain their neon glare.
 We have been able to weave them into our life, rather than let them smother our family. At 
times it feels that their battery has been recharged as they jump back into focus when hospital 
check-ups loom or benign ailments take on the guise of malignancy, but we are better 
equipped to activate the dimmer switch. Reflection has played a major role in stabilising my 
responses and providing perspective when appropriate action is required. Allowing these
 events to become interwoven into the story of my life has ensured that rather than 
dominating me, they are now an integral part of me, part of the patchwork of experiences that
 hold significant meaning and provide a firm foundation to navigate the way ahead. 
However, reflection cannot stand alone. The reality of many situations is that after reflection, 
action is required. Reflection is then sometimes needed to explore the consequences of the 
action and whether those consequences were intended. There may be unintended negative 
consequences which imply that the reflective model should be revisited, or a change of 
reflective model applied. The limitations to some of the models is that they are too simple to 
apply to repeated events or experiences and those models which have more stages and have a 
focus on feelings or experimentation of action may be too complex. Reflective practice goes 
to the core of human behaviour and to exploit it’s benefits there is a need for an individual to 
delve into the depths and complex nature of assumed accepted beliefs and behaviours. It is an
 uncertain journey, which can lead to uncomfortable feelings and ultimately avoidance. 
Accessing counselling shows an implicit desire for change, without conscious knowledge of 
how the change may occur. Reflective Practice is a tool to elicit this change. It is therapeutic 
to learn the theory behind responses to experiences and subsequent actions and through 
applying it to personal experiences, it has deepened and developed my theoretical knowledge 
and understanding. 
Reflecting on my personal journey and engaging with the reflective tasks and theory has 
highlighted that reflective practice can occur unknowingly during different parts of your life. 
These times may be remembered as having a vague sense of reflection, sometimes leading to 
change, and at others leading to avoidance. However, using reflective theory when examining 
those key events can provide an insight into your own behaviours and responses. Argyris and 
Schon’s Double Loop Theory (1974, quoted in Anderson, 1994) imparts a deeper 
understanding of self when applied to significant personal episodes. It has furnished me with 
scope to explore my personal development in more detail through focused theoretical 
knowledge and application of Espoused Theory and Theories-in-use.
 Within the professional area of Counselling and Psychotherapy practice, reflexivity enables 
the “patterns that we are co-creating’’ (Hedges, 2010, p. 5) within the session to be reflected 
on, either through Schon’s Reflection-in-action or Reflection-on-action. 
Reflection can be a subtlety within our everyday conversations, guiding us through 
the landscape of interactions, making decisions on the language we use or the details we 
include and responding to others accordingly Reflecting after an event or conversation
 provides a way to change behaviours and outcomes in the future and can show routes that
 avoid stagnation, invite exploration of ideas or are somewhat risky in their challenge, but 
most importantly it ensures the examination of personal bias from the perspective of 
emotions and the influences of culture and society. 
This has opened new avenues of personal thought and reflection and provided a clearer 
perspective for the future. To begin to gain an understanding of this approach and an
 awareness of adopting it in the future is an exciting avenue of development. Reflection and 
reflexivity provides an insight into behaviour patterns, reasons for repeating actions that lead 
to negative consequences and a clearer understanding of how language plays a central role in
 perpetuating the exchanges that support those behaviours. There will always be limitations to 
reflection, as human beings will always possess bias, even if that bias has been reflected 
upon. Reflection is a continuous cycle; we are constantly searching for the ultimate stand 
point of unbiased unconditional positive regard. That is why we must practise it to the best of 
our ability, embed it until it becomes second nature, maintain continuous professional 
development, develop knowledge of all sections of society, reflect through different lenses 
and ensure that supervision is effective and frequent. Only then will we be able to say that we 
have started the Reflective Practice journey.
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