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Introduction


If you are reading this book, and I am very pleased you are, you probably fall into one or more of three groups of people I have written it for. The first are people who have heard the term counselling and want to find out more. The second are people who have experienced counselling and who are intrigued about how counselling works. The third are people who are starting out learning counselling skills and are looking for a simple overview of the subject. This means that sometimes I approach the topic from the client’s perspective and sometimes from the trainee counsellor’s point of view. Whichever category you fall into, it is always good to look at this complex subject from a number of different angles. When I go to art galleries I find I go in close to look at the detail, then stand right back to see the scale of the whole artwork, and then walk past seeing it left to right, then right to left. It is amazing how much you can experience and how much more the picture ‘speaks’ to you.


I am also aware that while I am writing from my location in Oxford in the UK, you may well be reading this in another country or continent. I have therefore tried to focus on information that is relevant to as many contexts as possible. At times you may need to translate my ideas into your situation as it is impossible to mention every professional counselling body in every country. If you want a ‘big picture’ perspective Moodley, Gielen and Wu’s (2013) Handbook of Counselling and Psychotherapy in an International Context is a good place to start.


In a book on counselling and counselling skills it is important to understand exactly what it is we are talking about. The problem is, it’s far from simple. The term counselling has come to be used so widely, so variedly, and in so many different areas that it is difficult to offer a basic definition. So what I am going to do is to attempt to explain it as if I were sending you a tweet. Counselling described in less than 140 characters is:


‘A relationship which helps make sense of life through being listened to, resolving feelings, clarifying thoughts, developing insight and promoting well-being.’


In the first part of this book I will explore and explain what I mean by this very brief definition, before going on to describe the many skills associated with counselling in the second part. People learn in different ways. Some people like to know all about the background, context, theories, philosophies and concepts in order to set the new ideas or skills they are learning in a context. Other people prefer a hands-on approach: doing things first, then learning the theory. Personally I’m the former. When I buy a new camera I sit down and read the manual. But my son gets it out of the box, charges it up, plays with the menus and controls and figures it out that way. The reason this book is designed in two parts is to meet both styles of learning. You will need to bring both parts together at some stage but you can either begin with counselling in context, or you can go direct to the counselling skills. Either route enables you to learn what this counselling business is all about.





[image: Think about it icon]When you think of the word counselling, what mental picture or thought appears in your mind? What feelings does it trigger? Describe these to yourself, draw them or capture them by writing something down in a few words. The importance of doing this is that our unspoken thoughts, feelings or assumptions are the ‘lenses’ through which we view new ideas or experiences. A colleague recently had an operation to remove cataracts from both eyes. Afterwards she said, ‘I can now see everything in technicolor. That painting I thought was grey and muddy browns is now a vivid blue and red.’ Often our unspoken thoughts and feelings can distort or blur our vision, just like psychological cataracts, so that we don’t see the whole picture clearly.





The term counselling is used by a wide range of people taking many different approaches. At one end of the spectrum are those who have been formally trained and are members of a professional body, such as the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP). At the other end it can be someone who has done a short course on counselling skills, including basic skills such as listening, reflecting back what the other person said in a non-judgemental way, or simply clarifying thinking and feelings. These skills can be used in their own right or as part of another formal role, such as teaching, social work or nursing. They can also simply be skills for life that we can use in any and every context. I used to live in south London, and in the days when I had hair my hairdresser was called Zoe. Zoe was very good at listening and I once commented on this. She told me how much she enjoyed this part of her work; her job as she saw it was all about managing people and their expectations. Zoe told me very excitedly one day that she had started to train as a Gestalt counsellor. I was sure Zoe would make a very good counsellor because she had developed excellent people and listening skills already, and I was sad when she left.





[image: Background info icon]What is Gestalt therapy? Gestalt (a German word without a direct English translation) means an organized whole that is more than the sum of its parts. Developed primarily by Fritz Perls, this therapy focuses on the whole of a person’s experience – thoughts, feelings and actions – by concentrating on the ‘here and now’, and what is happening from moment to moment. This includes the sensations they are experiencing in their body, as well as their thoughts and feelings. By connecting these ‘parts’ through a number of experiential techniques a person can discover how to be ‘whole’ by becoming more self-aware, taking into account their mind, body and soul.





Gestalt therapy is one of many therapies that require a level of knowledge and training beyond the scope of this book, but it builds on existing counselling skills that we will cover here. These skills are also used in a wide range of voluntary or community contexts. A very important contribution to this field is made by telephone helplines or online helplines, such as those run by Childline or the Samaritans. Here the listener at the other end of the telephone line or computer screen uses their training to listen, but does not offer advice or other counselling skills. This can be an important first stage, but counselling in person is the next best step for such callers.


Given how life-changing counselling can be, it is also important to understand why people don’t go for counselling, which is the subject of our next chapter.















PART ONE


Counselling in context














1. Why people don’t go for counselling (and that might include you)?


Counselling is a word that often frightens people, and if someone suggests we need counselling we either think: ‘They think I’m mad’ or ‘I don’t need their help.’ Feeling that counselling is for ‘mad’ people or for people who cannot cope, and worrying about the stigma attached to that, is a common reason why people who could benefit from counselling sometimes don’t seek help.





[image: Case study icon]Listen for a moment to the experience of May, who came to see me a few years ago. She had just split up with her boyfriend, a relationship in which May had invested a great deal of herself. She had never been to counselling before, and was quite uncomfortable about the idea. ‘I’m not that kind of person’, she said with emphasis. ‘What kinds of people go for counselling?’ I gently enquired. ‘You know, people who haven’t got friends, sad people, oh, I don’t know’, May cried. I replied, ‘Sometimes things happen that are too much for even our friends. We don’t want to deal with their pity, shock, or “I told you so”. Sometimes there is the relief of experiencing the comfort of a stranger. That’s what counselling is for.’ May looked up, blinked as if acknowledging that something important had just occurred and then settled back into her seat. She came back for eight more sessions of counselling which enabled her to acknowledge the pain of loss and to begin to see herself differently.





Clearly it had not been an easy decision for May to come for counselling. So why is it that many people find it difficult to see a counsellor? What stops us from going for counselling? What are the obstacles? Why can’t we just take a tablet? It would be so much easier if we could complete a psychological quiz that gives us the simple answer: ‘You are this kind of person and this is what you need to do.’ In fact, to a certain extent we can. There are various research-led, evidence-based and reliable questionnaires used to measure key factors in mental health such as depression (Patient Health Questionnaire PHQ9), anxiety (Generalized Anxiety Disorder GAD7) and general psychological well-being and functioning (CORE-OM, a client self-report questionnaire designed to be administered before and after therapy). These tend to be used in some, but not all, formal counselling contexts rather than in the more informal opportunities where we use counselling skills. However, sometimes it can be useful to bring them into the more informal arena.





[image: Case study icon]A long-standing friend, Tom, came to stay for the weekend because he was feeling depressed and wanted some ‘space’. It soon became clear to me that his depression was pronounced. I would ask him a simple question, ‘What would you like for dinner?’ and it took him fifteen minutes to answer, with no awareness that such a length of time had gone by. As I am not medically trained I suggested he visit his GP. Tom was reluctant to do this; however, I had a PHQ9 depression questionnaire available (as I often use them with my clients), so I asked him to fill this out. This gave a measure of just how depressed he actually was and it helped Tom see this for himself. He took the form with him when he visited his GP and they also found it very helpful, as sometimes when depression hits it can be difficult to communicate fully how you are feeling. The GP offered Tom anti-depressant medication and suggested a brief course of cognitive-based support from a counsellor. Up until this point he had been resistant to my suggestion that counselling could help and had raised all sorts of objections. Tom found the cognitive therapy group very helpful in identifying and confronting the recurrent thinking patterns that triggered some aspects of his depression. The good news is that, despite being signed off work for eight weeks, Tom was able to return to work and function just as well as before. In fact, Tom being off work was helpful as his manager needed to cover Tom’s job and discovered for himself just how difficult it was, and provided more support from that point on.






Obstacles to counselling


What are the kinds of objections people raise that prevent them from going for counselling?


Obstacle 1: ‘Counselling is a sign of weakness.’


This is a contemporary version of the outmoded British ‘stiff upper lip’ tradition that suppresses the visible display of any emotion, which is seen as a sign of weakness. In a recent television drama a central character plays the role of a counsellor but is also a volunteer with the Samaritans (an invaluable UK telephone helpline available 24/7). His partner says, ‘I can’t imagine what it’s like, spending all day listening to people moaning at you and you still volunteer to do more. You are a good man.’ The implication is that people going for counselling are just moaning. Yet even if we maintain our stiff upper lips, our emotions are still there, felt and experienced, even if not displayed, and remain ‘locked up’ like a prisoner waiting for a release date. In fact, far from it being ‘weak’ to release these emotions, it takes real strength and courage to look at problem areas and examine painful feelings. Starting counselling is often the first step in identifying difficulties and resolving problems.


Obstacle 2: ‘What’s wrong with talking to my friends? What does a counsellor do that they can’t?’


Friends are great, especially in times of trouble. They rally round, offer support and advice even if we don’t want it, and make sure we know that they care. But friends are not so great when we are just stuck or our issues don’t resolve in ways others expect. Yet precisely because someone is a friend we offer them as much as they offer us. Friendship at its best is a mutual exchange of listening, sharing and caring, where we take responsibility for our friend as well as ourselves. As May discovered, counselling offers a very different kind of relationship. In counselling you are the sole focus of the work where the counsellor uses their therapeutic skills to listen to you in your confusion and ‘stuckness’. You don’t need to take any responsibility for the counsellor and can therefore view your issues with more clarity.


Obstacle 3: ‘I don’t want to rely on anyone.’


We can become so focused on the need to be self-sufficient. We think, ‘I must do this’ or ‘I must do that’ in order to prove how strong, tough, independent or resilient we have become, and we almost begin to develop a false sense of self. On the outside we appear strong (the false self) while we are really feeling weak and vulnerable but cannot let others see this (the real self). Often this response comes from a painful experience early in life of being let down, and this is exactly an area where counselling can really help.


Obstacle 4: ‘I’ll be letting my family down.’


Families are always complicated, and we can often feel a sense of split loyalties. Many families or relationships operate with some form of unspoken taboo that you mustn’t speak about either the family or your relationships within the family to anyone else. This ‘family loyalty’ is especially strong in many ethnic and some religious communities, where it extends beyond the immediate family itself. But within wider society there are problematic issues that need addressing, the discussion of which is hindered by this taboo. Sexual abuse is still a very difficult subject to acknowledge and work with, but there are many other forms abuse can take. For example, domestic abuse or intimate partner violence is far more prevalent than is commonly recognized. Yet even when people are at breaking point, physically and emotionally, their fear of telling another person and ‘betraying’ a loved one is overwhelming. People who need counselling often don’t go for it because of feelings of shame, believing they are betraying someone, in a form of mistaken loyalty. There is also a fear that if they talk about their past there will be consequences involving social workers or the Police, especially if there are children involved.


Obstacle 5: ‘I don’t want to ask for help.’


Most of us find this difficult to do. I once leapt over a pedestrian barrier, caught my foot on the top and fell directly onto my wrist, which cracked. Lying on the pavement struggling to get up I heard someone ask, ‘Are you all right mate?’ I replied, blinking back the tears, ‘I’m fine.’ A subsequent visit to casualty saw my arm encased in plaster from my shoulder to my fingertips, so clearly I was anything but fine, but due to pride and shame I wasn’t able to accept help when it was both needed and offered. Psychologically people often do the same, often because it means acknowledging that there really is a problem. Underlying this fear of asking for help is another concern: that if they do acknowledge a problem, their life really will fall apart. Yet usually the opposite happens. The relief at being able to talk to another person helps reduce anxiety. Asking for help is a healthy sign of maturity and growing self-awareness. We can often begin to understand our problems better, and counselling offers a safe context to explore painful feelings and make difficult choices.



Obstacle 6: ‘I don’t want anyone to know.’


There are events, actions and memories in each of our lives that we don’t want anyone else to know, whether because of guilt, embarrassment or shame. One common fear about counselling is, ‘Who else will find out what I have said?’ Counsellors use the word ‘confidentiality’ to explain that all information they receive about you will be treated with respect and not talked about with anyone outside of the counselling session, with the exception of their clinical supervisor (a clinical supervisor is someone who helps counsellors work to their best professional, therapeutic and psychological standards). There are legal exceptions to absolute confidentiality and these are dealt with in detail in a later chapter, but in almost all cases a counsellor will not pass around information about you, and will go to great lengths to preserve anonymity and confidentiality for their clients.



Obstacle 7: ‘I don’t know what to talk about, and anyway talking doesn’t really help.’


Often people know something somewhere is wrong but can’t quite put it into words. One client, Jon, said to me, ‘I don’t know why I am here.’ I replied, ‘There’s no hurry. Tell me a bit about you, as the difficult bit is getting started.’ As Jon told me about himself he relaxed and was able to say by the end of the session that he was experiencing some very distressing nightmares that had seriously unsettled him. His fear, as we discovered later, was that he thought he would be laughed at or ridiculed. So talking to another person often does a great deal of good. Discussing issues with somebody who is attentive and not judgemental helps relieve the emotional pressure caused by keeping thoughts and feelings to ourselves. Yet counselling is so much more than just talking. Counselling enables us to understand who we really are and how we relate to those around us. Counselling often gives new insights that we were not previously aware of.


Obstacle 8: ‘I can’t afford counselling.’


In the UK at least, psychological support, counselling and psychotherapy (individual or group) is available free of charge through the National Health Service (NHS). This normally requires a referral from your doctor to a psychological service where you will be assessed (sometimes over the telephone) and offered different levels of help. This can include accessing a computer program or reading material, contact by email or telephone, face-to-face counselling and therapy, or support groups. It is important that we are really honest in these assessments, as we often downplay the distress we’re experiencing, and as a consequence do not receive as much help as we really need. The counselling offered may be for a single session, a limited number of sessions over a few weeks or spread over months, or as a longer series of sessions lasting for several months or even years. In most other parts of the world counselling is available through voluntary groups or organisations, as well as low-cost clinics often staffed by trainees. However, counselling provision is primarily through health-care insurance. The number of sessions provided will depend on the diagnosis given and what is deemed to be appropriate. This is also affected by the level of insurance cover, as not all psychological issues are covered by all insurance policies.



Obstacle 9: ‘Why burden someone else with my problems?’


We never want to feel we are a burden to someone else. We want to be wanted for who we are and seen as a person, not a problem. Sometimes we have inadvertently been given that message as we were growing up by an overworked and exhausted parent whose patience had just run out. A colleague, Sophie Campbell, expressed it particularly well when she said, ‘I feel that talking my problems over with someone I don’t know might lead me to hold back a lot of stuff because I wouldn’t want them to be “troubled” with me or by me.’





[image: Try it now icon]Make a list of the reasons why you would object to counselling if someone suggested that you needed it. For example, Clive, an ex-soldier, came to counselling and in the first session said, ‘I don’t really believe in this stuff but my friends told me I need to sort myself out.’ Clive’s friends were being very honest with him, although at this point he had some way to go before accepting responsibility for himself. It helps to be ruthlessly honest with ourselves before making this list. Once you’ve made the list, try to put yourself in the shoes of a counsellor, and come up with a list of reasons why your objections are unfounded.





So having addressed the objections people raise and the obstacles they put up (including your own), we can now examine the reasons why people should go for counselling, beginning by identifying what counselling actually is.














2. Counselling – what is it?


Entering the world of counselling for the first time can be very confusing. It’s like arriving in a foreign country where everything is different and it is hard to communicate in another language. There is a world of difference between travelling to France where we know a few words from our schooldays and share a common European culture, and travelling to Japan where we have little sense of that culture, cannot read anything that makes sense and where the language is so complex we are lost for words. Yet even in Japan, if we make the effort, we can pick up a few key words or key phrases that help us settle in. This book is designed to provide those key words or phrases to help you enter and enjoy the fascinating world of counselling. Counselling can also be confusing at first because we have picked up fragments of knowledge or have our own experience to draw on, and these appear to contradict each other. It is this initial confusion and these contradictions that I want to address. Here are just some of the questions I have been asked; these may reflect your own thoughts.





[image: FAQ icon]




	What therapy do I choose when there are so many on offer?


	Is psychotherapy better than counselling?


	What are psychological therapies and psychological therapists?


	
My GP is sending me for some Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), but shouldn’t I see a counsellor instead?


	Which is the best person to see; a psychiatrist, clinical psychologist, counselling psychologist or a counsellor?


	Will counselling or psychotherapy stir up terrible things from my past, and do I have to deal with these before I can move on?


	Will it make me better?


	Wasn’t Freud obsessed with sex and sleeping with your mother?








So we come back to the vital question: what is counselling? While I offered a ‘tweetable’ definition of counselling earlier, there are a number of alternative and longer answers to this important but elusive question.


The first comes from Britain’s largest and most influential counselling body, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP). It represents a carefully worded definition that captures key ideas from a professional point of view. This definition (found on their website www.bacp.co.uk) states,


‘Counselling and psychotherapy are umbrella terms that cover a range of talking therapies. They are delivered by trained practitioners who work with people over a short or long term to help them bring about effective change or enhance their wellbeing.’


In order to be comprehensive it covers a wide range of ideas, but it doesn’t really tell you what counselling is in terms of actual experience. As I read it, it feels a little remote and not like the relational, living human encounter I believe counselling to be, and that so many people value.


So we need another answer to this question. A second response to ‘What is counselling?’ reflects how counselling is ordinarily understood. This answer is drawn from a range of conversations I have had with many people over the years in various different contexts. Counselling is what happens when a person seeks help or support about a specific problem or an ongoing life issue from someone they trust, but who isn’t a friend, family member, colleague or line manager. While all these people can offer varying levels of support, as well as helpful or unhelpful advice, counselling is a fundamentally different kind of relationship. Counselling usually takes place over a period of time during which the person seeking help experiences the counsellor as reliable, supportive and interested in them as a person, not just in solving their problem. A key feature of counselling, and one that makes it so welcomed, is that it is non-judgemental.
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