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1
The Counselling Role


Counselling is a widespread practice in contemporary society. Emotional turmoil and unhappiness are no longer usually viewed as a ‘moral’ or ‘psychological’ failing but as a possible – if not probable – part of everyone’s life experience as they grow, age and develop. Counselling can be a way of helping a person through these difficult challenges and crises as well as a means to develop their self-awareness and to deepen their capacity to enjoy life and to conduct fulfilling human relationships.


This chapter looks in outline at how the professional counsellor differs from the psychotherapist on the one hand and the friend in whom one confides on the other, as well as at the similarities that these roles can share. As we shall see throughout this book, empathy, confidentiality, trust and a clear understanding of working parameters are key to the successful practice of counselling at every level.


 


Counselling can take many forms: people receive counselling individually, or have couple counselling or family counselling – when the dynamics between family members will be the focus of the work. The capacity and setting in which counsellors work also varies, ranging from a few hours a week doing voluntary work with an agency or organization to working privately in a professional practice. Some counselling involves working with particular client groups – examples are student counselling and marriage counselling; and some focus on particular problems – for example, medical conditions such as cancer or AIDS, or social problems such as alcohol or drug abuse. To add to the complexity, there are many ‘schools’ of counselling, which are informed by their own particular theoretical frameworks. These can, however, be identified and understood by the three core approaches of analytical, humanistic and behavioural perspectives and these will be explored in later chapters.


Many of us no longer live in supportive communities bound together by religious faith and beliefs. Our world horizons have expanded; the cities where many of us live can feel large and impersonal. Perhaps in seeking counselling we attempt to repersonalize our lives. We take our problems to a place where we feel we will be listened to and where our thoughts and feelings are regarded as important. The role of counselling is ever evolving to meet the challenges of modern social pressures and demands, which we often attempt to deal with at cost to our inner world.


We enter into a counselling relationship when we engage the help of a counsellor in mutual agreement. No one can be forced into a counselling–client relationship; a person chooses to have counselling, otherwise it isn’t counselling at all. The activity of counselling has been defined in many ways. The following are some of the ways that counselling can help people resolve problems or help people live their lives in a more insightful, fulfilling way. Counselling can help people:




	to clarify what’s important in their lives


	to get in touch with their inner resources


	
in the exploration of feelings, thoughts and meanings particular to them


	by offering support at times of crisis


	by offering support during developmental and transitional periods


	to work through ‘stuck’ issues – this might involve integrating childhood experiences


	to reach a resolution of problems.





Psychotherapy and counselling: where they converge and where they differ


The terms ‘counselling’, ‘psychotherapy’ and ‘therapy’ often seem to be used in an interchangeable way, their differences unclear to the uninitiated. In particular, the use of the term ‘therapy’ is widespread. A dictionary of psychology would define therapy using the words: ‘treatment of disease or disorder’ and ‘to make better’. If we look at the word ‘disease’ in two parts, dis and ease, we see that it refers to the state of a person who is no longer at ease with themselves in their physical and/or psychological state. Therapy, or counselling, is a process that helps the client make their life better by focusing on the areas of their lives that cause them problems or distress.


The word ‘therapy’ has come to be a generic term used to describe something that is helpful or nurturing in some way or that gives relief from the strains of everyday life, hence such terms as ‘retail therapy’. It’s also used as an abbreviated form of ‘psychotherapy’. The word ‘therapist’ is used likewise as an abbreviated form of ‘psychotherapist’, but many counsellors also refer to themselves as therapists.


Similarities between psychotherapy and counselling


Psychotherapy and counselling are regarded as separate professions. They sometimes have their own, and sometimes share, professional associations that safeguard the interests of both clients and practitioners. Among the functions that these professional associations serve is the accreditation of training courses and the accreditation of individual practitioners.


Although they have separate identities in the field of therapy, it’s a widely held view that there’s a lot of overlap between the two. Both use a similar theoretical framework of reference; the same training materials, books and resources are used on courses. This is particularly true when courses are based around the same theoretical ‘school’ or approach; for example, person-centred or psychodynamic. A person may reach professional status as either a person-centred counsellor or psychotherapist, yet their fundamental differences are unclear. Members of both professions work in similar settings, in medical and health centres, doctors’ surgeries and clinics, and this can add to the confusion.


Differences between psychotherapy and counselling


Length and depth of training


Whereas to reach a professional level a counsellor would most likely be expected to train for a period of two to three years part-time, a psychotherapist would have spent a minimum of three years and often longer in training. Psychotherapy training often incorporates a year of working in a health care setting or private practice towards the end of the course, providing case study material for assessment.


Origins


Psychotherapy has been a branch of medicine from the late nineteenth century and psychoanalysis was a major development in psychotherapy in the twentieth century. In the early 1900s another type of psychotherapy (called behaviourism) associated therapy with psychology and science, mainly because its theories were developed from behavioural experiments. In contrast, counselling is a comparatively new discipline that was developed by psychotherapists such as Carl Rogers in America in the late 1950s. Counselling began in educational settings and was widely applied in marriage guidance, pastoral care and voluntary organizations. It subsequently developed into private practice.


Length of treatment


It’s generally thought that psychotherapists work long term with clients while counsellors work short term, or in crisis situations. There are no hard and fast rules. Counselling can incorporate both short-term and long-term ways of working; it sometimes begins with a short-term focus and for various reasons results in long-term therapy. Long-term counselling is common and, conversely, it’s not uncommon for psychotherapists to offer brief psychotherapy.


Depth of work


The extended training of the psychotherapist is designed to equip them to work in more depth with clients. However, although this is used as a focus of training, it’s not always the case that psychotherapists exclusively cater for the client with more difficulties. It does seem true to say, as a general rule, that while the counsellor sees a client once a week for a single session, the psychotherapist might see a client two or more times in a week.


Personal therapy for trainees


Both professions require trainees to have personal therapy for the duration of the course. A psychotherapist in training, who is expecting to see individual clients two or more times a week, is usually required by the conditions of their course to have the corresponding amount of personal therapy throughout the training. The same applies to the counsellor who’s training with a view to seeing individuals once a week; they too will require personal therapy once a week for the duration of the course, although this requirement doesn’t necessarily apply to shorter courses.


The counselling role


Counselling can take many forms:




	Doctors refer patients to counsellors who practise alongside them in their surgeries.


	
Teachers and youth workers will often direct young people to counselling agencies for help.


	Counsellors are called to accidents and disaster areas to counsel the victims and their families.


	Individuals seek counselling for themselves for all kinds of reasons.


	Counselling is used in a variety of settings: in education, in pastoral care and increasingly in industry.





The role counselling plays in society is increasingly multifaceted and always supportive. Counselling now seems to be very much a part of our lives, no longer regarded as a luxury or indulgence.


Roles within roles


So that we can make informed choices about how we would like to get involved in counselling, it’s important to make distinctions between the different roles of counselling.


There are three different ways:




	As a professional, which will usually require two to three years of study to acquire knowledge of skills, theory and practical experience.


	By working in the voluntary sector within an organization that will offer training, sometimes in a specialist area.


	As part of a job, probably using basic skills to enhance communication and listening/responding abilities.





Other uses for acquired counselling skills are in personal development and learning how to be an effective supporter of colleagues, family and friends.


Those who have counselling


Who has counselling?




	From a counsellor’s perspective, are those who have counselling different from you or me?


	Are they a certain type of person who is unable to cope as the rest of us do?





The answer to both these questions is usually ‘No’. Often the problems clients bring to session are not outside our own life experiences. When they are, the counsellor would be wise to find out as much as possible about the subject or guide the client to an agency or a counsellor with expertise in the particular problem – for example, sexual abuse, a serious case of self-harming or a drug habit.


Problems people take to counselling


People go to counselling for all kinds of reasons: following a bereavement or divorce, stress at work or school, depression or low self-esteem. There are many other factors that can leave people feeling alone and overwhelmed with hopelessness. When an individual seeks counselling it’s because they have internal conflicts and pent-up feelings of some form that are spoiling their enjoyment of life.


The active listener


Counsellors are commonly thought of as sympathetic professional ‘listening ears’ but, as I hope will become apparent, there are many skills involved. A trained and experienced counsellor is adept at active listening. They’re actively involved in giving the client full attention and appropriate responses. This is a lot more complex than it first sounds.


The counsellor–client relationship


Increasingly it’s the relationship between the counsellor and client that’s seen as crucial to a successful therapeutic process, more so than the counsellor’s choice of theoretical background. Therapists such as Petruska Clarkson and Michael Khan see this working relationship as a fundamental determining factor in how much a client is able to benefit from therapy.


Generally speaking, whatever theories the counsellor is familiar with, the basic requisites are the same. These are that the counsellor provides an environment of privacy, safety and assured confidentiality, is non-defensive and shows respect for the client at all times.


A non-judgemental stance encourages an openness and an understanding to develop. Acceptance and empathy from the counsellor helps the client access their innermost feelings and inner resources. By their warm, accepting attitude towards clients, counsellors are conveying: ‘I accept you; given what has happened to you in your life, it’s understandable that you should feel the way you do or that you have behaved the way you have.’ This is not token blanket approval of everything a client has felt or done, but is an empathic response, as if having walked in their shoes and felt what they have felt.


Non-directive counselling


Most counsellors won’t offer advice or tell the client what they should do, or take advantage in any way of the client, who is, after all, in a vulnerable position. Some forms of counselling are more directive or goal oriented than others but nevertheless the counsellor would never tell the client what to do; rather they would help clients to identify and clarify areas in their lives that they want to change and also help clients to tap into their own resources to find solutions.

OEBPS/images/9781444137798.jpg
all you need to
get started

discover
counselling





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





