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“Reflection means to contemplate without necessarily having a 
purpose, whereas critical reflection means to contemplate with 
evaluation, through questioning and examining knowledge, beliefs 
and possible changes that need to be made.” (Cottrell, 2017)
In critical reflection, you think about your practice, for example in your workplace, and ask yourself probing 
questions about what has happened in the past, and/ or what is happening now, about both what worked and 
what did not work. As a result of your reflection, you draw conclusions and learn lessons about what might 
happen in the future, and how you need to respond. The main focus of critical reflection is learning from your 
experience of, for example, your workplace performance, issues and problems.

When we reflect, as well as reflecting, with our personal beliefs, we reflect through other “lenses”, on multiple 
perspectives (Brookfield, 1995 ). Thus, critical reflection means  examining your own personal assumptions, 
views and behaviours. This sometimes results in unearthing deep-seated attitudes or assumptions that may be 
culturally held and which some people can find unsettling at first. The key to successful critical reflection is getting 
the balance right by minimising the risk to the person and maximising their learning. However, with a deeper, 
more intense, more probing reflection, you are more likely to achieve better judgement and decisions. Critical 
reflection may well challenge leaders who are so driven to achieve in their work that they never question the 
consequences of their actions, or fail to consider other people’s viewpoints; the process of reflecting may also be 
challenging to some leader’s favourable perception of themselves.

Critical reflection is often used in organisations to learn from a critical incident. 

Critical Incident Analysis 

The following is a simple and easy framework to get you started. It guides you through reflecting critically on, and 
learning from, events that have significance for you. The questions under each heading are suggestions and you 
may want to use alternatives. There are no right or wrong answers, and the framework is flexible. However, the 
overarching elements of “The what?”, “So what?” and “Now what?” are important parts of a critical incident 
reflection.

What?
Describe the incident/ expe-
rience. Perhaps ask questions 
like What? Why? When? 
Where? Who? How?
What happened? What were 
the results?

So What?
This is where you make sense, 
find meaning, notice significance, 
your emotions, opinion, your 
actions before, during and/or 
after the incident.
What do the results suggest?
How did you influence the 
outcome? What does this mean? 
What do alternative 
assumptions/beliefs, feelings, 
perspectives/points of view 
mean?

Now What?
This is where you reflect on future 
action based on your thinking 
in the previous sections. What 
would you do differently or the 
same next time? What needs 
to happen next? How will you 
do this? What have you learnt? 
How can the experience impact/ 
inform the future?

What are the advantages and disadvantages of critical reflection?
Reported benefits include:

+ Increased co-operation between people

+ New ways of dealing with long-standing issues

+ Motivation to deal with long-standing issues that previously froze action

+ Openness to new/ other perspectives

+ People become motivated to find new ways of working, especially where there has previously
been conflict

+ Improved prioritising of work



+ Better morale

+ New ways of relating with service users

+ Insights into how to frame problems differently

+ Looking at situations from multiple perspectives

+ Holistic way of understanding, especially of complex or ambiguous situations

+ Integration of theory with practice

+ Facilitates insight

+ Stimulates self-discovery

Reported disadvantages include:

– Risk that unearthing assumptions or beliefs threatens people and so works against the learning potential

– Workplace culture may work against reflection by exploiting people’s vulnerabilities

– Processes lack clarity of detail and therefore difficult to measure outcomes

– Reflective approach does not fit cost cutting trends

– Some argue it takes too much time in a climate of maximum efficiency

– Outcomes are unpredictable

How do you carry out critical reflection?

Several different formats to guide critical reflection have been developed to meet the needs of individuals, 
groups, organisations and professions, for example:

Reflective Practice

Reflective Practice is a process of self-analysis where you reflect on your thoughts, feelings and actions in order 
to understand, evaluate and interpret events and experiences in which you are involved so that you participate in 
a process of continuous learning. It is based on the view that experience alone is not certain to lead to learning; 
however intentional reflection on your experience is essential for effective learning (Fook, 2007). It is a way of:

• using insights and learning from your past,

• to assess where you are now,

• to improve your present and future.

Reflective Practice is now used in many professions and services to support effective self-development at work. 
It is widely used in leadership development. It enables learning from experience and on-the-job-learning.

Action Learning

Action learning is a method for individual and organisation development which is based upon a small group of 
colleagues (a ‘set’) meeting over time to tackle real problems in order to get things done. They reflect and learn 
from each other as they attempt to change things and it is particularly effective for developing leadership and 
tackling complex problems. It is considered good practice for set membership to be voluntary, and the role of the 
Action Learning coach is to encourage and facilitate insightful questions that encourage dialogue and reflection 
from set members.  

Critical thinking

Thinking critically requires you to use your thinking to reason. The aim of critical thinking is to get as near as 
possible to the truth. It is about:

• Asking and responding to questions systematically.

• Thinking clearly and rationally, understanding the logical connection between ideas.

• Carefully thinking through things, questioning ideas, assumptions and opinions.

• Identifying, analysing and solving problems systematically rather than by gut feel,  instinct or intuition.
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“Critical reflection is now included in many approaches to learning and development, and is 
widely used in leadership development. It is a process whereby you take ownership of your 
continual development.” (Gray, 2004; Jefferson et al., 2014; Roberts, 2008)




