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Using your chosen Panopto recording of a recent triad session, critically reflect on your use of the microskills of counselling.  This can also include: 
· your application of the counselling contract; 
· your use of questions;
· empathic responses and attunement; 
· ethical awareness.

The session I have chosen to critically reflect on is Recording Link 8, dated Tuesday, 3rd December 2019.

Carl Rogers (cited in Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p13) in his person-centred model of therapy advocates three core conditions - congruence, unconditional positive regard and empathy, that need to be present that are vital for the helper role.  Furthermore, McLeod and McLeod (2011, p43) suggest that counselling skills can help the client tell their story; develop the relationship between client and counsellor; enable reflection and choice; and create a new experience.  

Within this session I aimed to utilise the skills introduced in the course in order to fulfil the core conditions deemed necessary by Rogers; I sought to allow the client to tell her story, to build on our earlier relationship, and to provide the opportunity for the client to reflect on her situation, in doing so guiding the client towards resolving her issues.

Although I had previously worked with this client, we had not worked together in the few weeks prior to this session and this was the first occasion where the client had spoken about this particular subject matter.  Much of the session therefore remained at what Egan (2014, p237) refers to as ‘Stage I: What’s going on?’

We have been introduced to multiple counselling skills to consider using during a session; in order to demonstrate active listening; including non-verbal communication and use of appropriate questions and remembering salient information in order to paraphrase and reflect.  Although slightly more practised at this stage, there is still an element of, as The Conscious Competence Ladder (attributed to Burch, 1970s, mindtools.com), puts it, of being consciously incompetent.  In continuing to practise these skills will ensure that this becomes a more automatic or reflexive response and I can equate it to learning to drive a car – ensuring that you are using the appropriate tools in the car in the relevant way whilst still focused on where you are going.  

This essay will examine the counselling skills that I utilised during this session and attempt to assess any impact that they may have had; the absence of any which I could have employed; where I may have been able to make better use of the skills learned, and how these link in with models, theories and research examining the use of counselling skills.  I will focus on what Culley and Bond (2007, p17) refer to as the basic skills of the counselling process; attending and listening, using skills of reflecting, paraphrasing and summarising; and to an extent using questioning to start to probe the client’s story. 

I began the session with a verbal contract; explaining that what was said was bound by confidentiality, with the caveat that this was not absolute.  I mentioned the fact that on this occasion there were no observers (when typically there had been), the fact that the session was being recorded and the reason for this.  I also stated the anticipated duration of the session, which as it materialised overran on this occasion and finally I looked for agreement from the client. 

This was a comfortable way start to the session due to its familiarity, however on this occasion I did stumble over my words somewhat, which I attribute to being particularly tired that evening.

Ensuring that a contract is established is an important start to the client-counsellor relationship; by mutually agreeing how you will work together and setting out guidelines for the working relationship, acknowledging that it is a joint process with the client needing to accept personal responsibility for themselves and encouraging cooperation (Culley and Bond, 2007, p16).  Additionally, it is an important factor in managing the expectations of a client which can be vital for the success of the counselling process.  Meier and Davis (2019, p.3) highlight the importance of making sure that any preconceptions or expectations held by the client are managed in order to lessen the likelihood of negative impact on the counselling process; to avoid the potential of the client withdrawing from counselling or failing to make progress. 

In other circumstances, for example within a professional capacity, it would be prudent to engage the client in a written contract; setting out in more detail what the client should expect from counselling, more detailed practical arrangements and for example instances where confidentiality may be breached and how this may play out.  This would then be acknowledged and a verbal reminder at the start of counselling sessions with the client.  Encompassing these details in a contract would adhere to the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) Ethical Framework, with reference to putting clients first, working to professional standards, showing respect and building relationships with clients (BACP, 2018, pp6-7).

Non-verbal communication is accepted as a vital part of the client counsellor relationship (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p31).  First proposed by Egan in 1975, his SOLER framework encourages the counsellor to noticeably tune in to clients using non-verbal skills (Egan, 2014, p77).  I will use this guidance to examine how closely I replicated this during this session. 

Egan suggests that ‘S’, represents facing the client squarely.  During the session, the chairs were in the best possible position to emulate this and ideally we would have sat further apart, but due to restrictions of space in the room and the need for us both to appear on screen, this was the most effective layout in the circumstances.  To support this arrangement, for ‘O’ Egan proposed maintaining an open posture to communicate openness and availability to the client.  For much of the session I maintained an open posture although concede at times my arms did cross which may have sent the wrong signal to the client.   Egan went on to propose that ‘L’ or leaning towards each other was important to communicate engagement between two people.  Whilst I did not noticeably lean in towards the client, I did adjust position at points in the session.

For ‘E’ he proposes the importance of securing steady eye contact and ‘R’ to be relaxed or natural – to not fidget and to be comfortable using non-verbal cues within the relationship.  With the importance of maintaining eye contact in mind, I continue throughout the session to provide the opportunity for eye contact with the client.  For the majority of the session, the client avoids eye contact, however, I maintain the opportunity for eye contact should she change stance and at the first opportunity for reciprocal eye contact, I am able to fulfil this (3mins30).  Stickley (2011, p397) highlights that not doing so could lead to a loss in trust in the relationship which, being early on in the session would not be ideal and I also reinforce this with a nod to emphasise that I am actively listening.

The fact that the session is recorded provides the opportunity to identify habits that may not be conducive to a therapeutic relationship.  In terms of ‘relax’ – whilst I maintained an open posture and was not in too relaxed a position, I have identified occasions where I tend to fidget slightly with my hands and although it does not noticeably affect the client, it is something I can target in future.

Egan (2014, pp77-78) advocates SOLER as a guide and not prescriptive and does highlight how both individual attributes and cultural variations may impact on the exact manifestation of this framework and it can be modified or adapted for the circumstances. 

Stickley (2011, p.396) identifies shortcomings of the SOLER model and proposes an alternative framework which he calls SURETY (Sit at an angle; Uncross legs and arms; Relax; Eye contact; Touch; Your intuition); to allow the inclusion of touch and allow for a practitioner’s intuition in personal interactions.  Stickley’s aim was to teach empathic skills for non-verbal communication in a less mechanistic way than SOLER.  Whilst similar, the allowance of touch and use of intuition may be more appropriate for some caring settings than others and in particular, the use of touch would need to be something that both client and counsellor felt comfortable with and would also need to take into consideration differences in cultural expectations.  However, it is possible that Stickley views SOLER as more prescriptive than it really is, and in reality there may be little difference between Egan’s ‘SOL’ and his own ‘SUR’.

Building on Egan’s framework, of placing myself in a position to appear tuned in to the client, I made use of what is termed minimal encouragers (Ivey, cited in McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p44).	

For approximately the first 10 minutes of the session, I did not respond verbally to the client, instead I utilised minimal encouragers.  As already mentioned, I maintain the possibility of eye contact with the client, I also return a smile, I nod and frown in response to what she is saying, lean my head to one side and share laughter.  In doing so, utilising non-verbal communication to attempt to convey non-verbal empathy (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p99).

Highlen and Hill (1984) cited in Egan (2014, p75) highlighted the importance of non-verbal behaviours in regulating conversations, communicating emotions, and adding to what is being communicated verbally.  This may be especially relevant in the client-counsellor relationship where what the client is communicating verbally may not correspond with the non-verbal message that they are conveying.  Conversely, the counsellor needs to remain aware of the non-verbal cues that they are displaying.  It is not only important to demonstrate active listening but also to ensure that they do not send any negative cues such as disinterest or disapproval to the client.  

Furthermore and despite their significance, Egan (2014, p75) warns of the potential for misunderstanding or causing offence where non-verbal cues do not translate across cultures.  Similarly, Dexter and Walsh (1997) cited in Stickley (2011, p396) warns that non-verbal behaviours can be mis-interpreted especially in cases where clients suffer from certain mental health conditions which is likely to have a detrimental effect on the relationship and the client’s mental wellbeing.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Following on from effective use of non-verbal language, it is important to ensure that verbal communication is used successfully to demonstrate acceptance of the client and to portray empathy (Rogers cited in Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p13).  As well as considering questioning and responding to the client appropriately, the type of words used and their understanding are important.

To start the session I used an open question in order to keep the direction of the session quite general, not to prescribe what was going to be discussed and not to refer to anything that had been discussed previously, albeit a few weeks prior.

Being conscious of the need to adopt a style of open questioning, I did attempt this (11min35) but then continued to qualify what I meant in order to avoid any misunderstanding.  On reflection, perhaps this was a mistake which modified this to a leading question. 

I also ask a closed question (18min54) but as well as intending to enquire after her welfare, I was interested to find out that as she had unusually for her, taken time off work, if this also had the effect of lessening the pressure that she was feeling under. The client did seem to think about her answer to this question before answering and whilst this did not provide opportunity for further exploration (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p57) of the issue that the client had brought to the session, it did not stall the dialogue.

I find asking the right questions at the right time a difficult strategy; I need to be more aware of the type of questions that I ask and to practise these.  Adopting a certain style for example Cartesian questioning could be an option for me in future (Sharrock, 2014) which could introduce the client to a different way of approaching a problem.

In addition to the use of questions, Culley and Bond (2007, p33) view reflective skills as essential for building trust within the relationship and in communicating empathic understanding; allowing the counsellor to check they have accurately understood the client by using the skills of restating, paraphrasing and summarising.

During this session, I pick up on individual words introduced initially by the client i.e. ‘frustrated’ and ‘lose it’ and use them in response to what the client is saying.  I demonstrate paraphrasing, for example when I rephrase what she has already outlined what she views as the expectations on her both in work and outside of work.  Both demonstrate the use of active listening skills and create the opportunity to develop trust between us and for the client to expand or clarify what she is telling me.  To reinforce the fact I am listening and to express empathy I have used statements beginning with ‘I feel...’.  In doing so I am reflecting my feelings back to the client and introducing immediacy to the session (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p68).

An advantage of being able to watch the session back is to highlight areas that can be improved; throughout the session I keep using the word ‘obviously’.  This is one phrase out of several that Midwinter and Dickson (2015, p48) highlight as less effective in communicating the core conditions to a client.  However, now I am aware that I have a tendency to say this, I can make sure that I avoid this in future by being particularly careful in how I word responses in these situations.

In terms of specific language used within a client-counsellor relationship, metaphors can be powerful in adding to the meaning of what is said by the client (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 101).

On two occasions during the session, the client mentions wearing a red or saving cape in addition to her apparent guilt felt at not picking up on a pupil’s home situation; this presented the opportunity for me to potentially explore any desire for her to be in a position  to resolve others’ problems.  Additionally, she viewed herself as needing to put her foot on the pedal (in order to keep going) to have the energy to deal with her responsibilities.  I used this occasion to suggest that she should put her foot on the brake pedal and slow down.  I could have used these metaphors to better advantage, i.e. by using them to probe deeper meaning into what the client was saying and missed an opportunity by not picking up fully on the significance of their introduction.

I realise that by drawing out the meaning behind the metaphor by exploiting the visualisation that it portrays, can introduce a deeper meaning to the situation.  McLeod and McLeod (2011, p168) note that the use of metaphors can accommodate opportunities to develop the client -counsellor relationship and provide a reference to build on should this arise in future.  From the point of view of the client, the use of metaphors are highly memorable and therefore may be more likely to help a client remember the topics that have been discussed during counselling when away from the environment.  It is important to remember however, as in other aspects of counselling skills, that the use of metaphors may be dependent on the client and counsellor sharing a cultural background, as metaphors may not translate across different cultures (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015,101).

The key issues for the client on this occasion seem to be a feeling of guilt at not being able to solve others’ problems and indeed not knowing they were experiencing these problems and also the pressure that she appeared to be under at the time from multiple directions.  In response I tried to introduce the possibility of setting goals to attempt to reduce this pressure, by proposing the prioritisation and potential delegation of some of these tasks.

On reflection, this attempt to relieve the pressure that the client is feeling may not be the priority for the client; Culley and Bond (2007, p141) propose that goals are what the client wants to achieve.  Possibly future sessions with this client could help identify exactly what her aim is, with the intention of identifying concrete goals and then formulating an action plan to identify how the goals will be achieved (Culley and Bond, 2007, p141).  Whilst it was an attempt to improve how I saw the client’s circumstances; it may be more pertinent to allow the client greater guidance in this area.

Regarding the end of the session, I acknowledge that it overran the 30 minutes set out in the contract.  When I checked the time earlier in this session, I had thought it too early to mention the time, but with how the session then unfolded, there was no natural break at the time the session should have ended.  On reflection it would have been better to mention the progression of the session at this earlier time to prevent this.  In this setting the fact that the session overran was not of particular consequence, however I acknowledge that in a professional scenario, with the potential for clients to have a later session booked, this would potentially cause timing issues which could affect relationships with clients.

Throughout the session I attempted to effectively employ the counselling skills that we had been taught on our course, that Culley and Bond (2007, p17) refer to as basic counselling skills and have examined my use of these throughout this essay. 

During the session I demonstrated through non-verbal communication and verbal skills an attempt to meet Rogers’ core conditions of congruence, unconditional positive regard and empathy (Rogers, cited in Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p13).  Whilst I may not have fully accomplished this, I believe that one session with a client looking at a specific issue is not likely to demonstrate this.  In a longer term relationship with the client I could hone these skills, and potentially introduce other aspects of skills learned such as challenging, which may be likely to be more possible over a period of time.  

As already highlighted, I need to work on my questioning style and could do this in conjunction with the development of different techniques such as Socratic questioning, which Midwinter and Dickson (2015, p58) highlight as important for clarification, probing assumptions, reasons and evidence.  In a situation where there would be more than one counselling session this would be an essential skill.  

Development and continuation of the relationship could allow for progression into Stages II and III of Egan’s skilled helper model (2014, pp282-302 and pp342-372).  This would allow the introduction of goal setting for the client and strategies to achieve these goals, with the objective of meeting the aims of the counselling therapy.

Whilst this been a fairly brief introduction to the use of counselling skills, it has equipped me with the potential to use them in the capacity of embedded counselling within the workplace should the opportunity arise, with the aspiration to continue to move from the position of consciously unskilled on to consciously skilled (and well-practised).

Should this occur, I am aware of the necessity of keeping my knowledge and learning up-to-date and my obligations to any potential client to maintain the element of trust (BACP, 2018, p7).
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