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Meet the author


Welcome to Understand Counselling!


Let me introduce myself as the author of Understand Counselling and tell you something about my work and what has led me to write about counselling.


My name is Aileen. I am a practising counsellor and I have been working as a counsellor in Gloucestershire in various settings for the past 15 years or so. Writing this I can’t believe that it has been so long – but it has. I think that it would be fair to say that during these 15 years I have accrued considerable counselling experience. I have worked with both young and elderly clients, male and female, and people of different nationalities and cultures, gaining experience by working with the myriad variety of issues people present – problems both individual and universal in their themes. I have counselled over the telephone, face to face and online. I enjoy ongoing training and have read extensively about old, well-established theories as well as new ideas on a whole range of subjects such as bereavement, developmental stages, stress management, anxiety disorders, anger management, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder and many more.


I initially trained in one model of counselling called psychodynamic and then went on to train in other methods of counselling, adding to my repertoire. In my current employment with an employee assistance programme (EAP) provider – where the company provides counselling for employees of companies and organisations throughout the UK – I primarily use cognitive behavioural therapy techniques and other solution-focused methods to do my job. However, don’t let titles like ‘psychodynamic’ or ‘cognitive behavioural therapy’ intimidate you; basically the aim of all the different counselling approaches is the same – to help people overcome whatever it is that they’re going through that is causing them psychological distress. I have enjoyed running workshops and training for young mothers for a local educational authority and have counselled in schools and I practice privately from time to time.


I began counselling in a young people’s counselling service in Gloucester where the clients were between the ages of 14 and 25. It was a valuable learning environment and I feel very lucky that I started off my practical training by working with young people – it is a challenging age group, not always willing to open up and trust intimate details to a stranger (quite right too). It called for an inventive approach. It taught me a valuable lesson as a novice – that being genuinely yourself and relaxed in your role as counsellor goes a long way; far more than doggedly adhering to set theories and practices. When the counsellor appears human – friendly and approachable and genuinely interested in the client – it encourages the other person to unburden.


I am an advocate of counselling and therapy in general. I believe in its value. Because I have seen again and again how people have benefited from counselling, from being listened to, encouraged to talk and explore their problems, and find more positive ways of looking at life situations and lessening the impact of difficulties. I have personally been helped by counselling and regard it as potentially a fantastic vehicle of self-empowerment.


When I started writing Understand Counselling it felt like a huge topic and, perhaps to make it easier for myself as well as the reader, I tried to make the coverage as simple and straightforward as possible. I also tried to get as much general information about counselling packed into the book, which hopefully I have achieved.


More details follow about the contents and structure of the book in a further introduction. I really hope that you find the book interesting as well as useful, whether your interests lie in training as a counsellor, you picked up the book because you’re considering having counselling, or you just want to learn more about the subject.


With my very best wishes,


Aileen





1: Only got a minute?



The use of counselling has become widespread. Why? The bottom line is that if something is seriously diminishing a person’s quality of life and affecting their general functioning then it is worth taking steps to sort it out. Counselling is somewhere where we can deal with our troubles when they feel like they are taking over and getting out of hand. This might be because of issues such as: grief over the loss of a loved one, feeling out of our depth or swamped by responsibilities at work, problems in relationships with other people, drug or alcohol dependency or just feeling generally anxious and stressed. The list is endless because people are complex and therefore the difficulties they experience are also complex and somewhat idiosyncratic. This book aims to explore some of those complexities and show how counselling can help us deal with our problems.





5: Only got five minutes?



So what are the strengths of counselling and why do people find it invaluable in overcoming their problems? Something of a small miracle can happen in counselling. Take two people who are complete strangers to each other, place them in a room, and within a short time one person is telling the other all the intimate business of their lives, confiding, trusting and opening up to the other like a flower to the sunshine and rain. The result, more often than not, is that in a short time the person having counselling feels relieved of their burdens or at least feels a whole lot better, not only about their problems but also about themselves.


Spending time with a counsellor – someone who is completely outside our problems – offers respite from ordinary life where, out of necessity, we bypass many of our fundamental needs. Counselling gives the opportunity for ‘me time’. It’s a place where we can talk about what we choose for a whole hour, in fact Freud defined psychoanalysis as ‘the talking cure’. Outside of counselling when and where can we count on this happening without us feeling self-indulgent or fearing we are boring someone? We know that it is the counsellor’s job to listen, to be attentive, be on our side, yet maintain professionalism.


Counselling provides a time and a place in our busy lives where we can take a long honest look at what’s distressing us. It is somewhere we can explore issues, raise our awareness, develop powers of self-reflection and feel encouraged to generate new understanding. With the support of a counsellor, we can find ways to accept and make peace with things we can’t change and make positive changes where we can. We become aware that we have choices in life.


Gradually we get a sense that we can be whoever and however we want to be. This may sound like a form of escapism or delusion but it is rooted in the findings of psychology which attest the theory that the way people think determines their sense of self, other people and the world around them as well as their abilities to cope with stressful problems. Neuroscience has proved the human ability to build new neural pathways in the brain as a method of developing a more creative and expansive view of our lives and coping with the world around us.


We can question and challenge things that feel fixed in stone. We can, with the counsellor’s guidance, explore what really matters to us, what and who we value, our beliefs, hopes and needs. In other words, counselling helps people to discover and express their authentic, true self rather than the self they think they need to put forward for other people’s approval. It purports the idea that we have a right to feel what we feel and think what we think.


Speaking as an experienced counsellor, I believe that another very important component is that not only do we feel listened to and heard by the counsellor but we also have the opportunity to articulate our thoughts and hear ourselves say them out loud. Telling another uninvolved person material that might feel very personal has been likened to the confessional element in religion; you are left with a sense of having shared the burden. Counsellors are witnesses to the client’s suffering and it is the feeling that someone is there with us in the struggle to make sense of and take charge of what seems to the client, at the onset of counselling, insurmountable troubles. The counsellor isn’t critical of what they hear, which encourages us to open up and trust in the counselling process. Yet counsellors are challenging at times and will help us focus on how we can change negative life patterns.


Putting difficult thoughts and emotions into words, bringing them out into the open, can bring tremendous relief. What we discover is often revelatory. Working as a counsellor, I have frequently heard people say things like: ‘I wasn’t aware I thought that’, ‘I didn’t know that was still bothering me – I thought I’d put that behind me’, ‘It feels so good to get that off my chest.’


When talking with a counsellor we have the opportunity, if we choose, to be different than we would normally be. We don’t have to pretend that we are on top of things. For example, if we relate a story about a past experience or something we are currently going through and we feel sad or embarrassed, we can be frank about it and examine these emotions with the counsellor. We don’t have to worry that the counsellor will be dismissive, or that we will hurt their feelings or they’ll take offence and become defensive, as we might with other people. The counselling situation gives us the opportunity to express ourselves more freely, for example a person might cry and talk for the first time in a while about a person who has died, having stopped themselves from showing emotion for the sake of others.


People cry and get in touch with powerful emotions in counselling, which in itself can bring cathartic release, especially when a person has reined in their emotions for some time. Pent-up emotion can lead to anxiety, stress and depression, and in many cases being able to express strong emotion can alleviate such symptoms.


In counselling we can: uncover our true feelings, discover new ways to express ourselves, reconnect with our strengths, look at our values, our short comings, personality traits and who and what is important to us in our lives. We can learn how to relate more productively with other people, develop coping strategies, skills and techniques to help us cope at difficult times in our lives. We come to appreciate our strengths and competencies and also accept that it is OK to be imperfect because being imperfect is part of the human condition. Counselling is also, most importantly, a place that we learn to respect and care for ourselves.





Introduction


Understand Counselling aims to present the reader with an overview of the main theories, skills and applications of one-to-one counselling. There is a large amount of literature available on the subject of counselling and it can be intimidating to those who are interested in learning about counselling but aren’t sure where to start. With this in mind, the book addresses the basics of counselling, for example its origins, the role of the counsellor, the practical use of counselling skills and the training involved in becoming a professional counsellor. A chapter is also set aside to deal with the different counselling orientations.


Who will benefit from this book?


Understand Counselling will be useful for those interested in training or those who have already begun training as a counsellor. The book will also inform the individual who is interested in learning about counselling skills with a view to communicating with others more effectively, both in the workplace and in their private lives.


The material covers a broad spectrum and comprises two parts. The first section begins by focusing on the roles of counselling and on the counsellor. Skills and the core conditions of the person-centred approach are introduced and discussed in relation to their use in other areas of life outside counselling. The first section concludes with Enjoying the exploration (Chapter 5), which suggests methods of self-development and reflection to complement the aims and beliefs of counselling and prepare the individual for helping others.


The second part of the book takes the reader a stage further into the theories, concepts and techniques of counselling. It addresses the person who has embarked on training or who is interested in becoming a counsellor in a voluntary or professional capacity and begins by looking at course components. Material in this section includes an outline of the three main approaches to counselling; that is, the psychodynamic approach that originates from the psychoanalytical model; the person-centred approach that represents the humanistic model, and the behavioural/cognitive behavioural approach. Therapeutic jargon is highlighted and explained in the glossary and technical terms are explained in context throughout the text. Other titles are suggested in the Taking it further section to enable the reader to follow up his or her interest and build a deeper, richer understanding.


Sometimes newly trained counsellors are thrown in at the deep end and find themselves working with issues that they are unprepared for: the angry client, the client who discloses they have suffered abuse, the client who feels suicidal, the grieving client, or the person who self-harms. Chapters 9 and 10 deal with these subjects and Chapter 11 looks at the particular concerns of working with cultural difference.


The intention is that these chapters will go some way towards demonstrating that we learn fundamentally how to be with our clients (or people we hope to help) from the clients themselves – if we listen, attend and respond in a skilled way. These subjects are introduced to provide insight into the challenges that are inherent to the work. Self-responsibility and the development of personal resources are central themes and goals of counselling that apply equally to the counsellor. The later chapters refer to how experienced counsellors work with their clients and offer guidelines. As we’ll explore in the book, many counsellors work integratively – blending two or more approaches.


Finally, where case studies have been included, care has been taken to protect the anonymity of the client.



Recommendation by Phillip Hodson


I am very happy to be asked to write a few words of introduction to the new edition of Aileen Milne’s Understand Counselling. This book seems to me to fill a vital gap in the literature on counselling and I am really glad the publishers have decided on a reissue. The text serves to help both the layman and the student. Although I have been a practitioner for 25 years, I find that this is the book I refer to when in need of a quick piece of information or to remind myself of a crux in counselling theory. Let me add, I am writing about a book I have actually read – several times – as my battered copy of the first edition demonstrates.


Counselling and psychotherapy are huge subjects for the non-professionals. There are several dozen different schools of approach. Many therapists speak in a specialized language. As a member of the public, it is sometimes difficult to know how you are supposed to behave as a client. At the very least, will you be vertical or horizontal when doing your talking? Aileen explains what the three main schools of approach are trying to achieve and how you can turn the therapist into YOUR therapist.


Counselling and psychotherapy are hugely successful but relatively new disciplines. Many thousands of people have found a calling and wish to become practitioners. Aileen’s book is an exemplary introduction to what you might be taking on and where to start looking for the best training courses in your area. At the same time, as Aileen shows, the field of therapy remains unregulated by the government despite the fervent wishes of all responsible therapists. Anyone can call himself or herself a ‘counsellor’, ‘psychologist’ or ‘psychotherapist’ and start practising this afternoon. They won’t know what they are doing and won’t be any good at it. But the fact remains. All the more reason, therefore, to seek out a practitioner or training institute registered with an in-house regulator such as the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (www.counselling.co.uk).


There are a plethora of counselling styles but only one correct approach to practice: a therapist needs to be accountable, ethical, trained, supervised, client-centred and insured. If you take nothing else from this book, remember that good practice is more important in the healing process, exploring difficult emotions or helping people to extend their emotional range than any petty differences of theory. I happily recommend Aileen’s work.


Phillip Hodson


Author and broadcaster


Fellow, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy





Part one
The fundamentals






1


The counselling role


In this chapter you will learn:




	the differences and similarities between counselling and psychotherapy


	what counselling involves


	about the counsellor–client relationship


	the importance of confidentiality in the counselling setting.





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.


Given that there has been a proliferation of counselling activity in the past 20 years or so in Western societies, it seems likely that counselling is fulfilling a need that was in the past met by other means. People in the community – family members, neighbours, friends, local doctors and clergy – formed emotional and social support systems for individuals.


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. The role of counselling has been defined by its aims and values. Aims include providing an environment that enables the client to work towards living in a more resourceful and personally fulfilling way. Integrity, respect and impartiality are basic values that are demonstrated throughout the counselling process.


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.








Insight


People are a lot more resourceful and resilient than they think and counselling can help them reconnect with their coping side.





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. The humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers made no clear distinction between the two titles, sometimes referring to himself as a counsellor and at other times as a psychotherapist. Members of both professions work in similar settings, in medical and health centres, doctors’ surgeries and clinics, and this can add to the confusion. The therapist and writer Windy Dryden, discussing the difference between the two titles in Self and Society, a humanistic psychology journal, jokes that the main difference is ‘about £8,000 a year’. He states that he finds difficulty in making clear distinctions between the two activities.


In his book Ordinary Ecstasy, John Rowan, a humanistic therapist, states, ‘Every technique which is used in personal growth and in counselling is also used in psychotherapy and vice versa,’ and in 2001 he wrote an article again discussing the subject of difference. He draws attention to the paradox when he writes:


 


On the one hand psychotherapy and counselling are different – they have different histories and associations, for example; while on the other hand they are the same – for example; they have many identical interventions and involvements. This contradiction – they are the same and they are different – has to be held and maintained.


(CPJ: Counselling and Psychotherapy Journal, August 2001)


DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELLING


Length and depth of training


There are a few differences that can be identified at training level. Psychotherapy usually involves longer training. It’s possible to obtain a certificate in counselling within a few months and a diploma in a year. There’s a lack of regularity in awarding such titles; many courses demand two or three years’ part-time study to reach diploma level. The varied length, and presumably depth, of training to reach the same status of qualification brings up ethical issues of standards. It’s obviously important for the consumer – the client – to check out what the counsellor’s qualifications and experience are when embarking on therapy.


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 which 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. Often the two activities are indistinguishable from each other, especially when the practitioners are very experienced. In some situations practitioners are restricted by the limited resources of their workplace; it might be deemed more satisfactory to offer six to eight weeks’ therapy to a greater number of people rather than long-term therapy to only a few.


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. Therapy is seen for the most part as a sensible move towards self-care and healing. The majority of us are open-minded about it, taking the view that anything that is nurturing, supportive and self-enlightening is bound to be useful.


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. What has been described previously, in relation to psychotherapy, was the counsellor who has trained to a professional level. This is the counsellor who works alongside doctors, or who counsels students in an educational establishment or a social services setting. These counsellors are most likely to be accredited by a national professional counselling association; for example, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP), the American Counselling Association (ACA) or the Australian Institute of Professional Counsellors (AIPC). Accreditation is awarded to counsellors who reach a certain standard of qualification and experience and is often required for jobs. Counselling association members will be required to work within the association’s codes of ethics and practice.


Other counsellors, who aren’t working at a professional level but nevertheless provide a very valuable service, are trained by agencies to offer help in specialized areas such as bereavement, alcohol abuse, drug abuse and race issues. The initial training (given before the helpers begin to counsel clients) is likely to be of a comparatively short duration. However, specialist agencies usually provide their counsellors with excellent ongoing training and supervision. These counsellors are likely to be working in the voluntary sector, usually offering one or two days’ help to the agency per week. Many people whose interest in counselling began in this way go on to further training to a professional level. Social workers, teachers, youth workers, managers and probation officers who want to be more attuned to the needs of the people they work with are among those who learn counselling skills as an enhancement to their work.


Ways to participate in counselling


To recap, there are three different ways to work in counselling:


 




	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 they 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. There are often underlying problems and issues that aren’t obvious at first and they might not arise until some time into the therapy when trust and support have been established. Sometimes an ethical judgement has to be made about whether or not we’re equipped, through our training and experience, to work at the level required by the severity of the client’s problems or the state of their mental health.


The counsellor enters the counselling role as a professional or skilled helper, sufficiently trained, sufficiently self-aware and experienced in the job at hand. It’s this efficiency that will allow the client to accept their role and trust the therapeutic counselling relationship.





Insight


People aren’t generally used to speaking about themselves at length and may, at first, worry that they’re being self-indulgent or that their problem will be considered too small to warrant attention.





PROBLEMS PEOPLE TAKE TO COUNSELLING


As a counsellor I am often asked: ‘What kind of problems do people bring to counselling?’ I’ve sometimes wondered if those posing the question ask because they would like to have counselling for themselves but feel that their problem is not somehow ‘big enough’ to warrant the attention.


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.


Some people want help with a life transition – for example, both men and women can find moving into the second part of their lives difficult. We are often told ‘Life begins at 40’, but many people in their forties and fifties, feeling middle aged, reach a crisis of identity or purpose. They feel panic-stricken that the dreams of their youth may never be fulfilled. This can be a time, like other times of transition, to take stock, examine and re-evaluate ourselves and aspects of our lives. Another difficult time is the teenage years when we make the transition from childhood into the grown-up world of decision-making and responsibility. 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.





Insight


Counselling is sometimes dismissed as ‘just listening’ and money for old rope, and therefore as not having much value. While it’s true that an experienced counsellor can make it look fairly effortless they will be working hard – I know I do!





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. The skills this requires will be covered in a later chapter but, suffice to say at the moment, the counsellor is far from passive or only receptive. They’re actively involved in giving the client full attention and appropriate responses. This is a lot more complex than it first sounds. Basically, effective counselling employs active listening and empathic responding.



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. In Between Therapist and Client: The New Relationship, Khan promotes the integration of the psychodynamic and humanistic models; and Clarkson’s The Therapeutic Relationship explores ‘five modalities’ of relationship.


Generally speaking, whatever theories the counsellor is familiar with – many favour an integrated or eclectic approach, working with a few or many theoretical models (see Integrationism in Chapter 6) – 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. No therapist can ever take away painful experiences that have happened in a person’s life but they can help them to acknowledge and understand what they have gone through and work through complex associated feelings. 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. The ‘as if’ stance is necessary to sustain because the counsellor would be little help if they couldn’t maintain a separate self from the client in the professional ‘holding’ role.



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.


This is different from giving advice or setting an agenda designed by the counsellor. The non-directive position respects the autonomy of the individual and their innate ability to find their own solutions.


THE WORKING ALLIANCE


The working alliance is the agreement and established framework of the work that’s mutually undertaken. A framework needs to be established at the onset in which both client and counsellor are in agreement about the ways they’ll work together. This helps establish trust. When the counsellor and the client agree to enter into a working relationship, they enter into a contract (which can be either verbal or written). The client is asked at the onset what they’re hoping for from the counselling and what their expectations might be. The counsellor will inform the prospective client of the service they offer and give details of their training and way of working. The initial meeting is very important; both the client and counsellor are assessing whether or not they think they could work together.


THE 50-MINUTE THERAPY HOUR


Usually a counsellor will agree to see a client for 50 minutes once a week at their work premises. Why 50 minutes, as opposed to an hour? The 50-minute session is common to agencies where a counsellor could be seeing quite a few clients in a day. It has become a tradition, to allow 50 minutes of undivided attention for the client followed by ten minutes’ break for the counsellor, during which they can make a few notes about the session or to have a few minutes to relax between seeing clients. Some counsellors, however, prefer one-hour sessions.





Insight


In my experience, clients are often concerned that their intimate details are safe with the counsellor and need information from the start about when (in rare circumstances) disclosure may be necessary.





CONFIDENTIALITY


A confidential setting provides the client with safety and privacy. In usual circumstances confidentiality is upheld. Brief case notes might be written during or after a session but these will be destroyed in time. However, if a client tells the counsellor something that puts them or others in danger or is illegal, it would be irresponsible for the counsellor to hold on to this. Counsellors need to be aware of legal obligations and agency policies regarding, for example, disclosure of physical or sexual child abuse, when legal requirements demand that confidential information is made available. Law, regulations or institution procedures could require counsellors to create and maintain records, and they need to be aware of the inherent responsibilities, whether records are written, computerized or stored in any other form. The client needs to be informed of any conditions and limitations of confidentiality at the onset of counselling. It’s also advisable to inform a client of the procedures in effect to ensure their anonymity. Generally the practice of agencies is that when a client ceases to have counselling, any notes the counsellor has made during the therapy are destroyed; however, records could be stored for a specified period of time before this is done. To ensure the privacy of the client, they are often given a number or their initials are used rather than the full name. Procedures like these can be agreed in the initial intake sessions where counsellors work privately.



The difference between a counsellor’s role and that of a friend


A friend, by the very nature of the relationship, has a vested interest. Something told to a friend could be embarrassing, shocking or hurtful to them. It might be something they feel ill-equipped to deal with, or involve mixed loyalties. Also, with friends we sometimes assume a persona that we feel is acceptable to them; for example, a mask that says, ‘I’m a person who can cope with anything life throws at me,’ when we wish others to believe that nothing fazes us; or another – which can be the most detrimental of all to our self-awareness and development – ‘I’m always a helpful and kind person.’ How can we then confide in a friend that we’re not coping at all, or tell them that we’re feeling annoyed with some people at the moment, including them?


CONFIDENTIALITY AND A FRIEND


A friend could agree not to tell anyone else something that’s said in confidence but later, in a moment of weakness, or because they think it might be best to tell, for whatever reason, might go ahead and divulge a secret. The feelings of betrayal can be damaging to both individuals and their friendship.


To be in a position to help, a friend or family member needs to be aware of these and other possible pitfalls. The danger is that, as an unskilled helper, we leap in at times, realizing too late that we’re ill-equipped and unable to cope with such a responsible position. The fact that we’re emotionally involved with the person need not, however, be a drawback, as we’ll explore in Chapter 4.


But first, in order that we can appreciate:


 




	what can go wrong when unskilled helpers take on the task of helping;


	what a counsellor can offer someone who can’t confide in those close to them





let’s look at a couple of hypothetical case studies.





Case study 1


A young woman, whom I’ll call Donna, has recently discovered that she’s pregnant. She is 17. Her relationship with her boyfriend, the father of her unborn child, isn’t stable. He has been violent towards her on more than one occasion and although he’s very young himself he’s a married man. Donna is beside herself with worry and confides in a close friend one night when she has had a drink. Donna hasn’t told anyone else. Her parents don’t know about her relationship with this man. The friend promises not to tell anyone, but tells Donna she should have an abortion or her life will be ruined, and that she should ditch the man as soon as possible. These comments, although said out of genuine concern and affection for the girl, have the effect of panicking her even more. Donna’s friend, seeing her increasingly upset, confides in another friend, who tells her own mother, who then tells Donna’s mother. All those concerned are well meaning but such snowballing effects can limit a person’s choices. When confronted by her mother, Donna feels embarrassed, guilty and ashamed. She wants to end her parents’ anguish and therefore is more likely to do anything those close to her want her to, including having an abortion, than thinking and feeling what the best plan of action is for her.


This is not suggesting that all parents would automatically be dictatorial and insist on their daughter having an abortion in this situation or that they would ignore the girl’s needs. Remember, this example is chosen to differentiate between confiding in someone close to us (and the associated pitfalls), and taking our problems to a counsellor.





 





Insight


It is a common misconception that a counsellor’s job is to advise people and tell them what they should do about their problems.






WORKING WITH A COUNSELLOR


The counsellor might be emotionally attuned to the client within the therapeutic relationship but not emotionally involved in the sense that their emotions interfere with the process. They’re not there to offer advice or tell them what to do but to help the client find out what they want to do; what will work for them. In Donna’s situation, the issues that the counsellor might help her focus on are: her thoughts and feelings about being pregnant, how she feels about the possibility of becoming a mother, the impact this could have on her life, what she feels towards her boyfriend and the sense of loneliness and other emotions she might presently be experiencing, as well as looking at the various options open to her. Obviously, in this case some information and guidance might be appropriate as Donna has only a few weeks to decide what would be the best outcome for her.





Case study 2


A middle-aged man, whom I’ll call Colin, has come to counselling because he feels that he’s not coping at the moment. He hasn’t told anyone that he’s sought help for himself in the form of counselling because it’s a source of shame for him to admit that he doesn’t feel in control of his life and he needs help. Colin was made redundant six months ago and, although he’s been trying to establish himself as a freelance worker, prospective clients are prejudiced towards his age. At 52 years old Colin is feeling a failure – a ‘has-been’ with no useful future. His son too has his own problems with his marriage. Colin has never been one to confide in others, friends or family. He’s always been the stoic provider, the reliable father and husband, and he’s now feeling without a role in life. As a person who has rarely shown his emotions, he is now feeling ‘all at sea’. In this frame of mind there really isn’t anyone Colin feels he can share his feelings of inadequacy with. The image he thought others had of him was virtually all he had left to bolster his sinking self-esteem.


Presenting these problems to counselling


Colin felt that he’d nothing to lose by going to counselling. He had no image to live up to there. He could explore his feelings of inadequacy, shame and depression and growing sense of hopelessness. With the help of his counsellor he was able to talk about his fears: of ageing, of feeling that he was of no use to anyone, of perhaps in the future being unable to look after himself or his family. Many issues came to the fore for Colin as he thought about his childhood and his overbearing father’s expectations of him. He began to be aware of patterns in his life. He understood why he had always felt compelled to be an achiever and why he couldn’t express or even access his emotions readily.





Acquiring skills for personal use


An understanding of basic counselling skills can be useful to any relationship. This doesn’t mean that by acquiring a few skills you’ll be able to solve all the problems you have with those you care about or be equipped to work at the same depth as an experienced counsellor, but, by learning simple listening and responding techniques, you can improve how you communicate with others. The probable outcome of this is that relationships will improve.


Had Colin’s wife, for example, had a usable knowledge of basic counselling skills, of Rogerian core conditions (read about these in Chapter 7), she would have been more likely to sit back a little from her husband’s situation and be less overwhelmed by her fear of it. She would have been able to understand her own feelings and her requirements of him. She would also have been able to listen more actively, entering into an exploration of his thoughts and feelings.


The success of this kind of activity, to a certain extent, depends on our ability to put our own needs aside, but this can be viewed as a temporary situation. When we’re able to listen to the distress of another human being and not heavily identify with, resist or take offence in relation to that distress in some way, we open channels of greater communication and in time it benefits everybody.


 





THINGS TO REMEMBER


 




	
Counselling and psychotherapy are similar in both training and practice but generally psychotherapy training is longer and the trainee psychotherapist usually enters into extensive personal therapy during training.





	
As a ‘talking cure’ counselling is about providing a place where people can talk openly about their problems and, with the help of a counsellor, find ways to resolve them.





	
Professional counsellors work in many different settings; for example, in schools, doctor’s surgeries and in agencies.





	
The counsellor–client relationship is very important. To assure a good working relationship or ‘working alliance’ the counsellor is required to provide a safe, empathic and confidential environment. The counsellor’s role is both more searching and objective than that of a friend.





	Professional associations such as the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists (BACP) provide standards and ethics guidelines for counselling which protect clients and counsellors alike.
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The counsellor’s role


In this chapter you will learn:




	which personal qualities help the would-be counsellor


	about the core conditions of person-centred counselling


	the emphasis on life experience and self-development.





Perhaps you’re interested in getting involved with counselling in some capacity but aren’t sure what it involves. You might doubt that you have the right qualities, or perhaps you’re unsure how much you would be able to commit in terms of training and counselling hours, realizing how demanding this kind of work can be.





Insight


It can be hugely gratifying for a counsellor to see clients grow in confidence and make positive changes in their lives.





Qualities of a counsellor


Kahlil Gibran wrote in The Prophet: ‘No man can reveal to you aught but that which already lies half asleep in the dawning of your knowledge.’ These words speak to the would-be counsellor and client alike. Potentially we’re our own healers and problem solvers. Counsellors are not super-beings who have a monopoly on emotional strength and wisdom. Although people often have the expectation that counsellors will ‘sort out’ their problems, it’s the clients themselves, guided and encouraged by the counsellor, who do the work.


While a practising counsellor will retain theoretical knowledge as a backdrop, the most important factor is likely to be the time and attention they give to a client. Psychologist Carl Jung advised the therapist: ‘Learn your theories as well as you can, but put them aside when you touch the miracle of the living soul.’ This reminds us of the uniqueness of each one of us and suggests to us that no encounter with one person will be quite the same as with another. Clients, as individuals with individual problems, are the counsellor’s primary concern.


While brainstorming in a training session, the trainer asked the participants what qualities we might expect in a counsellor and the following words and phrases were suggested. Some of the suggestions demonstrate the high expectations that the prospective counsellors had of themselves. They included:


 


Integrity, an ability to look at oneself, knowledge of theory, humility, empathy, a liking of others, an interest in people, kindness, non-judgemental attitude, respect for others, a good memory for detail, being a good listener, patience, sensitivity, in control of own emotions, professionalism, ethical behaviour.


To have all of these attributes is a tall order. These are ideals that we probably feel we fall short of. As an afterthought, someone added: ‘being courageous’. That seemed to resonate with the trainer, who smiled in agreement and commented that a counsellor does need courage to face the problems a client brings and to be in the experience with them.


A VIEW OF THE ‘SKILLED HELPER’


In an early edition of The Skilled Helper, Gerard Egan suggests an effective ‘skilled helper’ is committed to his or her own growth – intellectual, social, emotional and spiritual – and that such helpers need to become ‘potent human beings’. Egan sees potent human beings as ‘people with both the resources and the will to act’.


The founder of person-centred counselling, Carl Rogers, regarded the ability to express ourselves freely and spontaneously as important to our well-being, and the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, expressing it differently but with similar meaning, talked of having the ‘freedom to love and work’. The skilled helper doesn’t necessarily work as a professional counsellor but is familiar with and competent at using counselling skills.


According to Egan, the following factors will contribute to the effectiveness of a skilled helper, who ideally:


 




	has basic intelligence, with respect for ideas


	reads, learns, is familiar with theory and is adept at making good use of it


	has skills of evaluation


	has common sense and social adeptness/intelligence


	has a certain easiness with others


	is at home in the social emotional world, their own and that of others


	is able to respond effectively to a wide range of human needs


	is not afraid of deep human emotions, their own and others, and is willing to work at the level of distress


	is willing to explore their own feelings and behaviour and work at recognizing and integrating all aspects of self


	can read non-verbal messages.








Insight


Counsellors are like everyone else – they have problems and preoccupations – only they learn to put these aside when they are counselling. Similarly, a doctor won’t tell us about their ailments when we visit them with ours!





CAN THESE PERSONAL QUALITIES BE ACQUIRED?


Do you recognize yourself in any of these descriptions? While most of the qualities named can be developed as skills, others are definite aspects of character that some people have more leaning towards than others; for example, not everyone is comfortable at working with strong emotions or high levels of distress, or has an easiness around the majority of people. A widely held view among therapists is that, to a large extent, qualities that are beneficial to the counsellor can be developed through training and personal therapy.


Not everyone will be considered to be suitable counsellor material by those who select for organizations or training courses. Selection procedures are usually thorough at all levels. Selection might take place over one or a number of days. Selectors use various assessment techniques. The qualities they will be looking for include:


 




	an ability to mix with others in an assessment situation (self-esteem and boundary issues)


	an adaptability/spontaneity – able to respond to various set ‘tasks’
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