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Preface


There are many books on loss and bereavement/dying and death, and quite a number on counselling people who are facing loss. However, whilst in my work as a counselling practitioner I frequently find myself talking about the wide and varied challenges facing counsellors who are working in loss and bereavement, I’ve found very few books which focus on this and even fewer which look at ways to face and manage the challenges and enhance counsellors’ ability to work with loss and bereavement. This made Kirsten Amis’ request to write this book just too exciting to turn down.


The main message from the counsellors I’ve met is that of not knowing what to say, or how to “be” with bereaved clients. Therefore a main message of this book is that of bereaved people who tell us that they don’t need us to have all the answers, but someone who can be truly alongside them, with whom they can develop a supportive relationship and someone who can bear their pain when so many people around them may avoid both them and the subject. They need to be able to explore their issues, sensitive and intimate details of their lives and in this way find the answers and ways of coping for themselves; it’s about being rather than doing.


My hope is that as a counsellor or counselling student reading this book it will help you to understand how and possibly why you may at times have a feeling of being out of your depth or out of your comfort zone when working with people facing loss.


Having reflected on this and becoming keen to write this book, I faced a few problems myself during the process and I engaged some of my support network to help me through and I have much to thank them for:


1st: How to identify challenges without the reader feeling overwhelmed and/or deterred from working with people who have been bereaved; to answer this I have tried to make sure that this book can be “dipped into” both from the different challenges and ideas presented, but also from the “management” of anxieties perspective. Colleagues have helped greatly here, especially Jim Kuykendall who has been alongside me as I have developed my practice, and knowledge in loss and bereavement, and who is now moving to work alongside me at The Maypole Project.


2nd: Writing. I have difficulty putting my words onto paper as I frequently have too much to say, which was exacerbated by a strictly limited word count for this textbook. My front line editor, Amanda Taylor, helped me to put things in order and have confidence to complete first drafts.


3rd: Timescale. Having verbally agreed to pick up this gauntlet early in 2012 Kirsten let me know in her usual jocular and persuasive manner that the text had to be completed by December. Wow! – that was something to be considered. However with her support and that of Hodder Education this deadline has been met.


4th problem; during this period we chose to move house, downsizing and moving into a new area was certainly a time of loss for me and certainly added challenge! Parti- David came to the rescue tirelessly packing hundreds of boxes, alongside Mum providing nourishment and occasional use of her spare room to escape to.


5th problem; Maintaining the Maypole Project at a critical time of growth and development was a tough call. Having a brilliant deputy, Nikki Taylor, taking over when necessary helped me and the team through.


So thank you to all of the above for helping me through – thank you most of all as well to the people who have shared their stories with me, and with you.


So as you read on, use this book by scanning the headings and subheadings to reach the areas you need. It cannot due to its brevity cover every possible issue or eventuality, and even as I complete the text I think of more potential challenges and ways to manage them. So I would be really grateful to receive any feedback, and/or any additional issues which you have encountered at sallyflatteautaylor@themaypoleproject.co.uk.


Sally Flatteau Taylor
March 2013




Chapter 1


Introduction




‘Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.’


Viktor Frankl
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Loss is a large and complex subject; its effects are far ranging and can be likened to the impact of throwing a huge pebble into a pond. After the first impact, which cuts through the calm of the water, its ripples continue to spread across its surface. Loss is an area where no two stories will ever be the same, which is one aspect that I believe makes the work both challenging and fascinating. When we face loss we can’t change what has happened – the lost person/object/state of our being will remain lost – but as counsellors we can help people as they face loss, help them as they learn to understand their responses, reactions and coping strategies and, when they feel necessary, find ways to make changes in their responses to such a life-changing event.
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This introduction will place the challenges of working with loss into context, take us into the world of loss and bereavement, start to define some language around the subject, ask who does this work, why, and moreover why it is challenging.


This chapter will include:




•  Entering the world of counselling in loss and bereavement


•  Defining some terms


•  Who works in loss and bereavement in counselling?


•  Why is counselling needed following a death?


•  What is a challenge?
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Entering the world of counselling in loss and bereavement


As I stepped into counselling training, I found a placement that involved counselling people who were facing loss through death. I felt that I had ‘stumbled upon’ this placement; however, through training and therapy I quickly realised that I had been supporting people facing loss across many years, talking with bereaved pensioners, and holding an ‘open office’ morning for pastoral care for staff within my earliest office role. This, followed by multiple experiences of death in my personal life and supporting friends through separation and divorce, gave me an initial insight into the breadth of the issues in loss. Bringing my own background experiences into the present helped me to understand how I didn’t stumble upon but actually walked into working in loss and bereavement. Today this still helps me to identify boundaries around the subject so that I neither consciously nor unconsciously merge or overlay my experiences onto my bereaved clients.


My placement at ‘The Bereavement Centre’ led to: assisting in its development; creating a volunteer support team; training in various settings; and supervising. In 2003 I founded The Maypole Project, supporting families who have children with complex medical needs through the losses they encounter from the child’s diagnosis onwards, providing face-to-face counselling and support across South East London and nationally via a telephone helpline and providing support services for allied professionals.


As Maypole was born, I became Chair of the Association of Bereavement Service Co-ordinators (ABSCo), a specialist network for bereavement support professionals in hospices and palliative care. Most recently, in response to expressed need for training, I founded LACES – Loss Across Consultancy, Education and Support. My work has involved me in counselling people with a wide range of presenting issues, with supervision of counsellors and students, with training and consultancy, reviewing and developing bereavement services. My ongoing studies have led me to researching clients’ perspectives of counselling following a loss. These experiences, the places I have been and the people I have met have all informed the content of this book. One aspect I found I quickly needed to learn was an understanding of the language of loss, some terms of which are defined below.


Defining some terms


Loss is losing something we are attached to. This can be loss of a person (through death, which is the focus of this book), of an object, or of our ‘being’.


One of the joys of human nature is that we can love. We form attachments to people, to objects and we are also attached to our being; our being can be our levels of ability, our age and stage of life. When you consider this aspect of humanity, it becomes easier to understand that loss will be an integral and inevitable element of life. For a diagrammatic representation of loss highlighting its breadth see Figure 1.2 below.


When we have lost something, we are in the state of bereavement, experiencing the state of loss. On bereavement we grieve or mourn; we go onto a rollercoaster of emotions and feelings. The ‘jargon’ of loss and bereavement/counselling will be highlighted in bold in the text and explained more fully in the Glossary.


We also need to look at who carries out this work.
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Who works in loss and bereavement in counselling?


Counselling for people facing loss and bereavement can be provided through a specialist counselling service. However, loss is an experience which affects everyone, so it is an issue which most clients present with wherever they access counselling.


When I started asking for feedback for this book it was reflected in the range of responses I received from counsellors who were not in a specialist setting.


I noted ‘bookend’ reactions from:




‘Loss is central to my work, central to life and life experiences of my clients.’





to:




‘A client who I find has faced a loss in their life? I refer them to the specialist service.’





The different texts on that bookshelf will be explored through this text. However, the difference in response may emerge from an exploration of the meaning of roles.


Counsellors who specialise in working with people facing loss often say they are carrying out bereavement or grief counselling. This can be defined as counselling which aims to help people cope with grief and mourning following the death of loved ones, inferring that the counsellors will support people about the loss in their life. However, loss impacts on every area of one’s life: physical, biological, social, economic, mental, and linguistic; it has an holistic impact. The root of the word holism is öλος (holos), a Greek word meaning all, whole, entire, total. This is the idea that all aspects of a given cannot be determined or explained by its component parts; this has a really good ‘fit’ with loss and bereavement. If the impact affects all of life, it will require an holistic response from counsellors. The fact is that all counsellors work with loss all of the time, and prefer to re-name a specialist counsellor as one who ‘works with bereaved people’. In order to be holistic practitioners we need to have some understanding of all aspects of loss and how it affects a bereaved client’s life and being.


Why is counselling needed following a death?


The following sections note that there is a need to counsel people facing loss through death, and it creates challenges and stressors for bereaved people which are outlined in Chapter 4. How this affects us when we are counselling is the focus of this book.


Here I outline four main reasons why such a high percentage of clients bring issues surrounding loss to counselling sessions.


Natural communities of support are less available


Society’s response to death has changed across the years, which has resulted in the former natural communities of support being less accessible. Society has moved from the public displays of grief in Victorian times, when graveyards were places where grief was demonstrated through large romantic headstones. Queen Victoria made grief acceptable when she demonstrated mourning publicly at the death of Prince Albert. Following the two World Wars, with the trauma of mass death, both death and dying became depersonalised. With the development of the Welfare State came increasing numbers of hospitals and, when treatment failed, dying in hospital made death more invisible and private (Aries, 1981). In parallel with this, society became geographically spread as families moved apart from each other. Graveyards, often local and therefore easily accessible, serving local populations, have given way to increasing numbers of large and less accessible crematoria.


Lost for words


A central theme with bereaved clients is their difficulty in talking about experiences of death to friends and acquaintances. They describe how people ‘cross the road’ to avoid talking to them, or avoid the subject. This reflects a difficulty in society in facing death and the level of taboo which exists today.


A loss will turn your life ‘upside down’


Loss can be a life-shattering event and an experience which can and will provoke a series of powerful emotions that can create a ripple effect into surrounding relationships and activities. Much more can be affected than the loss itself, which can leave people feeling they are struggling to cope; coping mechanisms that may have worked before may not work now.


Varying reactions to different types of loss


Reactions can be affected by different factors of loss such as the type and strength of relationship the bereaved individual had with the deceased. This will be affected by the age and/or stage of life of the person who has died, or the way in which he or she died. For example, the experiences of sudden and violent deaths are often highlighted as being more problematic for clients.


What is a challenge?


I have at times found my role quite challenging, not least because the stories brought to me by clients, supervisees and students raise many complex issues. I have also met many fellow counsellors and allied professionals who acknowledge the level of challenge we can experience both personally and professionally when we work with loss and bereavement.


A challenge can present us with stress, a natural human condition in which we respond to change. It can be positive and manageable, leading to growth, or negative, distressing, uncontrollable, overwhelming and then destructive (Selye, 1976).


Selye also notes that we can cope by resolving our responses, exacerbate the problem through non-resolution, or actively seek a resolution. It is the last-mentioned that we aim to promote within this book.


Losses are identified as among life’s highest challenges/stressors, with death taking the lead. So whenever we counsel bereaved people we are counselling stressed people and, in parallel, we can run the risk of becoming stressed ourselves.


It is important to acknowledge that in order to motivate ourselves, we need a certain level of challenge and stress to remain healthy; if we work through the challenges then we will grow both personally and professionally. Only when challenge and stress are at too high a level and remain there for too long can we go into overload and possibly burn out. This text highlights how important it is to ‘get it right’ both for counsellors and their clients.


The aim of this book is to create a resource for counsellors in practice; whether this is in a specialist setting, as an element of the general counselling we provide, or whether we are yet to qualify. The book will also provide some insight for professionals from other disciplines who meet and support bereaved people.


The starting point is always to ‘name’ those challenges: the issues that we face that can cause us some anxiety. The next step is to put this into the context of our practice; then to note some ways in which we can manage the issues, by checking whether how we cope now is working for us and creating new coping mechanisms where necessary.


The aim is to notice the level of challenge/stress we are facing, so that we can alleviate it either before we reach a ‘plateau’, or before this high level of stress is held for so long that we reach ‘burnout’. The objectives of this book are to identify the issues we face as counsellors working in loss and how we may manage them, so each chapter will focus on a specific anxiety as summarised below.


Issues raised around settings are outlined in Chapter 2, where we have a discussion that considers different settings: specialist voluntary services, departments within a larger voluntary specialist service, a specialist provision within a larger statutory setting, and independent practice. Each setting is explored from the space that is provided, the name of the service, and the job titles within the service. The plethora of issues surrounding the setting of the service impacts on both counsellor and client.


Chapter 3 takes us through the models and theories which are in ‘popular’ use in counselling today: from stage/phase and task theories through to those which focus on biography, meaning reconstruction, continuing relationships with the deceased, and complications of grief.


Chapter 4 presents some of the anxieties that many counsellors have faced in practice. This chapter will explore the multiple reasons for feelings that ‘overwhelm’ and other anxieties counsellors face when working with loss.


Strategies for managing our anxieties are outlined in Chapter 5; this includes ways of managing the challenges we face in terms of how loss and bereavement can be integrated into training, supervision, and personal development/therapy, as well as how efficient management can, in turn, help us to manage these anxieties.


Clients’ voices can be heard in Chapter 6. This chapter looks at clients’ experience of counselling following a loss. Having considered the many anxieties facing counsellors working with loss in previous chapters, it is interesting to identify the anxieties of the clients on entering counselling and their experiences of counselling.


Professional issues are explored in Chapter 7. The issues presented range from the effects that working on loss may have on our employment and employability, through to issues that may arise when working in, or managing, a team. It includes issues about how we present ourselves, publicity materials and how we provide information about the service to clients and fellow professionals. This chapter also looks at quality control through evaluation, monitoring the impacts of our work, accessing appropriate training and supervision, looking at complaints, grievances and whistle blowing.


Chapter 8 focuses on ethical issues in relation to loss and bereavement. The chapter looks at the framework of the BACP Ethical Framework and, in particular, the principles of first doing no harm, honouring the trust placed in us (fidelity), respecting the client’s right to be self-directing and promoting the client’s well being.


Research in loss and bereavement is ongoing, which is as expected for a subject that is fluid and dynamic and ever changing. Chapter 9 outlines research studies that draw some conclusions about the ‘inside’ of the counsellor/client relationship and how it could be re-formed. This chapter also looks at some research into specific areas of loss because the mainstream models noted in Chapter 6 are mostly about death as a generic subject and seldom look at specific subjects.


Finally we have a glossary of terms. Language is important in as much as it should not be confusing to us as practitioners, and certainly not to our clients. This section provides an explanation of the terms identified in bold in this book.


This is a ‘dip in’ text that aims to clearly label issues with accompanying client vignettes/case examples or notes in each area, with pointers to additional reading and resources. It will provide exercises in some chapters to aid reflection on aspects of bereavement. So I would encourage you to dip in and out when different issues arise with clients.
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Summary





•  It is important to note when working with loss that it is a topic that is all around us. When someone loses a person close to them the individual’s whole life can be turned upside down.



•  All aspects of life are affected by loss, which make them central to our work. It is also important to acknowledge that loss can create a ripple effect of further losses in someone’s life.



•  Loss has an holistic impact and therefore requires holistic responses, which is one of the reasons why working with loss is so challenging.



•  There are many challenges in counselling people who are facing loss, including the professional and personal anxieties we may have for our client, as well as those we may have for ourselves.



•  Above all, it is important to note that however many anxieties you may have about working with loss, or working with loss in the future, you are not alone. Many counsellors find that loss is a highly challenging subject and its effects are multifold. The next chapters will aim to identify some of these anxieties by exploring worries that have affected and continue to affect counsellors who work in this field.
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Activity


Each chapter of this book will contain at least one section where we reflect on practice.


This opening chapter presents the themes of the text. Start to think: What has challenged me when working with loss? How have I managed those challenges?
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Chapter 2


Settings




‘The service (hospice bereavement) … it was tucked away. You know what they say “out of sight, out of mind”.’


Parent, Flatteau Taylor 2003
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As counsellors in loss and bereavement we will work in a range of different settings. While there are some guidelines to ‘steer’ our work in general, they do not appear to identify issues for counsellors when working in different contexts. Each service will have its own specific local cultural differences. What we do find is that within all services the ideal space may be replaced by the most appropriate within funding and local constraints. The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to look at ‘setting’ in terms of counselling, how different contexts may affect us, in order that we can be prepared for working in these areas. These issues have been identified through personal experience, alongside feedback from colleagues which has provided additional insights, and/or reinforced some aspects. Although the issues are not exclusive to each setting we will look at worries we may find ourselves facing in our counselling practice when we work in the settings outlined below.


This chapter will include:




•  Specialist voluntary organisations


•  Specialism within a broader voluntary setting


•  Specialism within a broader statutory setting


•  Working independently


•  Counselling through an agency, but ‘off-site’





Under these headings I have identified issues specifically related to each type of service:




•  setting: space and place


•  name of the service and associated job titles


•  service provision


•  line management and supervision.
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Note: Other forms of service provision are outside the scope of this book; however, it is important to note that additional forms of counselling such as web-based support, e-counselling and Skype will have their own different contexts.
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Specialist voluntary organisations


How does ‘specialist’ and ‘voluntary’ affect the setting we are working in?


Setting: space and place


It is a given that the physical place for counselling always needs to be as comfortable, confidential, and accessible as possible. In the voluntary sector, often with the most stringent of budgets, this can be a struggle, but it is possible. The following is a case study of The Maypole Project.
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The Maypole Project


Even the smallest room has been turned into a confidential space and used for counselling, with consideration given to what can be heard, and what can be seen in the room from the exterior. Our rooms often have a dual purpose, which is not ideal, but with ‘soft’ furnishings for the counselling space, clients and counsellors are able to turn their back on the desk/computers. A balance has been reached between safety and the need for confidentiality; for example, where fire doors must have glass panels, obscured glass has been used. Clients of all levels of physical ability need to be able to access the services, but where a building is not suitable for a client, alternatives could be proffered such as home visits (see later in this chapter).
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The client’s right to accessibility links in with the client’s right to privacy and confidentiality. If the agency is clearly marked as a counselling space, consideration should be given to how our clients might feel when they arrive at a service. Do we want to announce ‘Bereavement Counselling Here’ when clients may prefer a quieter side access door? We explore names further within this chapter.


Comfort is essential. There needs to be as appropriate a level of comfort in setting and space as possible. The setting is the first step for ensuring that the client feels safe and contained. It is important to remember that we are not living in a world where total ideals can be met, but the point is to note the impact of the environment on the client and the counsellor and take steps to minimise any negative effects.
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Figure 1.1 Throwing a huge pebble into a pond
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Figure 1.2 The dimensions of loss
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