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            There are some key components of psychological counseling that I would like to share with astrologers who are seeing clients. Each of us has a unique approach to the kind of astrology we do, but simply delivering astrological information is not enough if we want to see results of healing and change for the clients in our practice. We must cultivate skills such as reflective listening, awareness of biases and projections, respect for boundaries and confidentiality and non-judgmental handling of difficult issues that may arise. These are just a few components of a session in which the client feels heard and validated, and walks away feeling more empowered than when they came in.

            Since this topic could be a book on its own, here I will offer a brief reference guide to familiarize you with some psychotherapeutic basics and share some of what I have learned through working with clients over the past ten years. I will also raise some questions for you to consider in the context of your own practice and experience. From my perspective the field must adapt to humanity’s currently accelerating evolution, and it is my hope that this essay will help plant some seeds for the development of responsible and ethical astrological counseling in the next generation of astrologers.

            Confidentiality

            Maintaining confidentiality is perhaps the most important professional skill one can cultivate as a counseling astrologer. It goes without saying that sensitive information shared in the session must stay between the client and practitioner. Often there can be circumstances in which the practitioner becomes overwhelmed or excited about the exchange happening in the room and wants to share it. It can be healthy to relieve oneself of the psychic energy built up in the session but I would only do so under certain conditions: the first being that if you are going to talk to a trusted friend or colleague about a particularly insightful, effective or difficult session, under no circumstances should you reveal personal details about the client. This kind of sharing should focus only on how it was relevant to you and your process. An example would be if a client triggered you into learning more about your relationship dynamic with your spouse; only what that experience was like for you and nothing about the client’s birth data, life situation or personal details should be shared. The second condition would be if you have a supervisor or therapist (which is recommended for anyone in a counseling role) and the information about the session would be beneficial to share in order for you to learn and grow as a professional. No one should be practicing in isolation and I strongly hope to see all counseling astrologers involved in ongoing professional consultation in the future.

            What about seeing one half of a couple and discussing the other half in the session? Do you discuss the relationship, or even go so far as to obtain the birth data for the other half without his or her permission? I stay away from discussing a third party’s horoscope unless that person has explicitly given his or her permission. I prefer to focus on the chart and relationship patterns of the person sitting in my office. If the client is desperate I will sometimes make an exception but I must admit it makes me uncomfortable. If I happen to know both people I always get permission from the other person first. I would not share any personal details I happen to know about him or her with the client in the room, keeping our session strictly about the psychological dynamics between them and the condition of each person’s relationship houses and planets in their horoscope.

            I used to be very much against conducting sessions with others present in the room, and traditional psychology maintains that it disrupts the psychic energy and makes it difficult to get clear information on the client. However, recently I have seen some people who come in with their significant others and they both would like the other to sit in on the session. It has gone rather well, as long as I focus strictly on the client and treat the other as an observer. Sometimes it is comforting or supportive for the client, or it has led to the other person becoming a client too because they have seen an example of my work. However, I will usually avoid talking about relationships or I keep this area extremely vague. I also state I am going to do this before the session starts, so it is clear to both people. Regardless, there is always triangulation going on (a phenomenon I will discuss in a later section of this essay) which alters the energy in the room and affects the outcome of the work. In the case of children or teens I will ask the parent to sit outside and wait. In the past, I’ve made the mistake of letting the parent sit in and I felt that I had to seriously edit myself in the session. All three of us were left feeling dissatisfied as a result. If the parent insists, I will allow it but I explain to them that the children are safe and will not hear anything ‘bad’ about themselves or that will give them nightmares. If you are going to say this make sure you can deliver on this promise by remembering what is age appropriate and having very clear boundaries.

            Boundaries, Containment and Power Dynamics

            Firm boundaries are the primary factor in the client’s overall feeling of safety. The session is more likely to proceed without strong defensive mechanisms in play if you are holding a secure frame, or container, for the work. This sense of safety begins with the astrologer setting a definite time for the session, starting promptly and not running over. Disregarding this structure can cause both you and the client to feel vulnerable, and it throws the power dynamic off balance. If not initially clear, it is a good idea to state at the beginning of the session what time has been allotted. For example, ‘In the hour we have together today…’ which is also a nice lead-in to what you plan to address. I invite the client to ask questions whenever they arise so I’m not assuming too much of the power, which also helps me tailor the reading to their needs. If sensitive material arises at the end it is a good idea to first let the client know he or she is being heard by making a reflective statement and then politely suggesting another session. You must stay in control of the session. Being firm with that power establishes you as someone whom the client can depend upon, and it empowers them because they are receiving mirroring from someone reliable and present. They become more willing to allow healing and growth to happen. It is similar to the need for parents to establish strong boundaries and structure for their child. Doing so facilitates the establishment of a solid sense of self and enables the child to develop an individuated personality.

            The space in which you are seeing your client should be clean and uncluttered, well-lit and set at a temperature that feels good for both of you. It is important that the setting be appropriate. I would avoid bedrooms and steer clear of noisy or public places, which interfere with concentration and a sense of safety. The more a person can relax, the better the work goes. However, if the client is too relaxed boundaries tend to become loose. There should not be too many personal items around – this can alter the client’s perception of you, which creates the potential for them to adjust what they say and not stay true to how they really feel. Clients will, at times, project onto us anyway and react to ideas they have about what kind of people we are, but we should aim to keep the setting as neutral as we can. I will address this further in the section on transference.

            This brings me to the topic of self-disclosure, which is another factor that, depending on its use, can make the client feel safe or unsafe. How much of your own life do you let your clients see, if any? When is it helpful and therapeutic to let them see certain aspects of you? Try never to tell a story about your own life unless you are absolutely certain it is relevant and would be helpful for the client to hear, and always keep it very brief. This can support understanding and a holding environment (‘oh, it’s nice to know I’m not alone!’), which promotes a sense of comfort and support. If you are not sure then it is best to err on the side of not sharing your story. You can tell that if the client’s body language, facial expression and general energy drop as you are talking, it is best to stop and move on, and turn the focus back onto them.

            If you are going to maintain ‘dual relationships’, i.e. interactions with a client outside of the sessions, in anything other than your professional role, be ready for tests of integrity. You will be asked to walk your talk. I have found that it is more trouble than it’s worth to have ongoing sessions with a client and a relationship outside of these. The result is often a blurring of boundaries and confusion over how and when you are there for the person. Dual relationships with clients can have us hypervigilant about how we are acting in all of our relationships. It can be exhausting to maintain a number of roles at once or to make sure the primary role you present with is one that the client feels safe being around. I did a trade with a practitioner in another field once and in my mind the boundaries were still well defined as we became friends and colleagues. However, later he stated to me that he did not feel safe sharing any further personal information with me because what I had disclosed to him about myself had triggered certain reactions in him. In short, always be aware of what you are sharing with clients and in what capacity you choose to interact with them outside of the session.
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