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Critically reflect on your anticipation regarding therapeutic work with clients. 
As a trainee psychotherapist student, I am currently contemplating my forthcoming work placement which is evoking a mixture of conflicting emotions such as: anxiety, fear, curiosity and excitement. Before the current COVID-19 pandemic had occurred, I was anxious at the thought of working with clients for reasons stemming from a lack of confidence and inexperience. However, due to the current pandemic, traditional face to face contact with clients has been replaced by working either online or by telephone and this has created more anxiety for me than what I previously felt. The anticipation of building a therapeutic rapport with clients online and dealing with unknown issues has caused me to doubt whether I can maintain the required professionalism, whilst controlling my emotions and demonstrating the  necessary core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1995). This essay will attempt to reflect on my anticipation of working as a trainee counsellor prior to starting my work placement, in the current COVID-19 pandemic, whilst considering my personal processing of Bridges (2007) Theory of Transition. The period of transition that I am going through will be explored, discussing which phase I currently perceive myself to be in, whilst focusing on my awareness of a range of adaptive and maladaptive emotions. 

The Theory of Transition (Bridges, 2007: Bridges and Bridges, 2017) can be applied to various types of changes people go through, whether they are situational: job loss, divorce or bereavement or more pertinent to identity. Regardless of the particular transition that is occurring, the impact of change can influence all areas of one’s life and have far reaching consequences resulting in people feeling unsettled, confused and anxious (Bridges, 2007: Bridges and Bridges, 2017: Cooper, et al. 2013). Bridges (2007) model of change states that phase one, which focuses on endings and loss is the period during which people learn to accept what has been lost and what if anything will remain the same or be kept. The situation, individual’s ability to internalize the change and personal attitude, will determine the length of time required for the transition to occur (Bridges, 2007: Bridges, 2017: Cooper, 2013: Reeves, 2013). Bridges (2007) identifies phase two, the ‘neutral zone’ as when individuals have let go of the past and are considering to look towards the new beginnings. It can often be a time of confusion, when one does not truly know their identity or where they belong (Barton, 2018: Davies, 2020). This phase is central to the change process and where people often need most support to realign their thoughts, attitudes and behaviours (Barton, 2018: Davies, 2020). Bridges’ (2007) phase three, refers to new beginnings, a time of enthusiasm and new direction, where attitudes and understandings have been realigned and individuals feel the change is purposive (Kim, Chen and Brachfeld, 2019). However, although this model denotes three phases, individuals may not necessarily move through the stages in a chronological, linear fashion, instead oscillating between them until all three phases have been completed (Bridges, 2007: Bridges and Bridges, 2017). 

Bridges (2007) model of change has been a helpful tool to apply to myself and the current changes that I am going through regarding my impending work placement. I initially felt anxious at the thought of working with clients as part of my training and questioned whether I was adequately prepared to engage with clients in a professional capacity. Pirtle (2019) and Spielberg, Schwarz and Matyl (2019) state that anxiety can lead to feelings of confusion and self-doubt which can induce feelings of being overwhelmed and out of touch with reality. However, I fully appreciate that the conflicting emotions I felt were perfectly normal and a result of lack of confidence and inexperience and was able to reassure myself that I am capable of working with clients. Before the COVID-19 pandemic occurred, I internalized whether I would be professional enough to cope with any issue a client raised, without feeling emotionally overwhelmed and questioned whether I would be able to consistently demonstrate authenticity. However, Richardson, Trusty and George, (2018) suggest that trainee counsellors often feel they must achieve perfectionism when working with clients for the first time and this is an unrealistic goal. According to Sunderland, et al. (2016), questioning one’s own capabilities is part of the transition process required to embed new thoughts, attitudes during the ‘neutral zone’ and is a prerequisite for being able to move on to new beginnings. 

 Although I felt anxious, I was also excited by the prospect of working in a placement and felt proud of myself for being signed off as ‘fit to practice’. The confidence that lecturers had in my abilities encouraged me to believe in myself and trust that I was good enough. However, underlying worries continued to remain, and I found myself procrastinating instead of applying for accreditation from the governing bodies. I felt by delaying the application process, I could slow down the prospect of starting my work placement and almost hide away from it. Dunsmoor and Paz (2015) and Kurtyilmaz (2015) state that trainee counsellors often exhibit emotional responses such as fear and anxiety during their training and tend to display avoidance and procrastination when new challenges arise. My own self-doubt of not being good enough to work with clients continued to grow, and when the National Lockdown happened, I felt relieved as it meant I would not be able to work with clients due to Government regulations regarding social distancing restrictions. My self-awareness of reasons for not feeling good enough has developed over recent years and although I was avoiding applying for the accreditation, I chose to bring my issues to personal therapy as I knew such issues were holding me back and I wanted to confront them. 
Nevertheless, my anxiety reached a new level when I found out that although face to face contact with clients had been suspended, online and telephone work was continuing. One of my biggest issues is the thought of being looked at and ‘seen’. During the National Lockdown, my daily work continued remotely, and weekly meetings were conducted via online Microsoft Teams. I disliked this way of working immensely and would dread having to engage in the weekly meetings using this method. I also stopped my fortnightly personal therapy sessions as I did not feel confident that online therapy was as effective as face to face contact or that I had sufficient privacy at home to enable myself to be truly authentic and congruent. However, I am aware that counselling has changed for the foreseeable future and know that I must adapt to the ‘new normal’. I have since enrolled on an online and telephone therapy course and have seen the effectiveness of counselling clients using these methods as opposed to the traditional face to face contact. Langarizadeh, et el.(2017) and Macznik, Daniel and Baxter, (2015) conducted systematic reviews of users perceptions and the effectiveness of online therapy and provided evidence to suggest that these new ways of working are beneficial to clients, although most therapists initially shunned such ways of working. The intrinsic phenomenological noticing required and ability to build a therapeutic rapport with clients is possible with training and often individuals find it easier to bond online than during face to face contact (Bekes and Aafjes Van Doorn, 2020: Langarizadeh, et al. 2017: Macznik, Daniel and Baxter, 2015: Weinberg, 2020). 

According to Bridges (2007) and Bridges and Bridges (2017) model of transition, I am currently in the ‘neutral zone’ and actively working on realigning my thoughts, beliefs and behaviours. I am aware as to why I am uncomfortable with being looked at, particularly online and am continuing to work through this issue independently and in personal therapy. I have recently begun online ‘Zoom’ therapy and have been conducting peer counselling sessions online which I have found to be better than I had imagined, although not as rewarding and satisfying as face to face contact. Since furthering my own research into the effectiveness of working online and delving into my personal issues, my attitude and thoughts of counselling online have begun to shift and by internalizing my emotions, I have learnt to decipher between primary and secondary emotional responses. My initial reaction to working with clients online induced secondary emotions such as anger and fear and lead me to exhibit behaviours such as avoidance and procrastination. However, although these responses are maladaptive, I find it easier to portray these feelings than the true primary emotions of not being good enough. According to Elliott (2013), although anger can be an adaptive response to help you provide a boundary in times of defending yourself, it can also be maladaptive and result in a feeling of being ‘stuck’ and using it to hide your true emotive response is not dealing with your core feelings. 

Richardson, Trusty and George (2018) state that trainee counsellors often hide behind maladaptive emotional responses when they are being overly critical of themselves and seeking perfectionism. I can relate to this concept as I too expect the highest standards from myself but often choose to exhibit avoidance and procrastination behaviours to hide from situations. It is important to demonstrate self-compassion and practice wellness for myself and I have found this to be something I have learnt to do during the COVID-19 pandemic (Davies, 2020: Kim, Chen and Brachfeld, 2019). According to Sleater and Scheiner (2019) by individuals learning to understand their emotional responses and take time to focus on their general well-being, a shift can take place between the denial of accepting a new situation and moving towards a new beginning. Vaziri, et al. (2020) state that during the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals have been forced to adapt to new situations within the interface of their work and family circumstances, and many have learnt new ways of ‘being’ which they may never have found, had the change not been forced on them. This view is relevant to me in similar terms as the thought of working with clients during my forthcoming work placement has forced me to deal with underlying issues that I have avoided for over forty years. I am currently in the ‘neutral zone’ of Bridges (2017) theory of transition but due to my resilience, I am accepting of my core emotional responses and working towards dealing with them. Krall (2020) states that resilience is essential when processing any type of transition and being able to accept change, helps the internal psychological shift from resistance to acceptance. 

In conclusion, my anticipation regarding working with clients in my forthcoming work placement has encouraged me to concentrate on my emotional responses and focus on core internalizations, attitudes and behaviours. Bridges (2007) model of change has been a useful tool in helping me to process the transition between, the denial and acceptance of not only working with clients for the first time but doing so online due to COVID-19 restrictions. I have learnt that although my feelings of anxiety, self-doubt and desire to seek perfectionism can be overwhelming at times, these are common responses amongst trainee counsellors and considered to be part of the transition process (Pirtle, 2019: Richardson, Trusty and George, 2018: Spielberg, Schwarz and Matyl, 2019). I am aware that questioning myself is necessary during the transition period in the ‘neutral zone’ and enables me to embed new thoughts, attitudes and behaviours, however, I must be aware of behaviours such as avoidance and procrastination (Dunsmoor and Paz, 2015: Sunderland, et al. 2016: Kurtyilmaz, 2015). My knowledge of the effectiveness of online therapy has developed due to further research and self-participation and I am now more conscious of the benefits for clients and myself.
1937
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