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This book is for people who want to learn about and use counselling skills. You may be
already using these skills and would like to develop them further; or your interest may have
been triggered by a desire to learn more about the way people function. Whatever your
reason, this book will help you. 

Interpersonal communication is at the core of all our relationships, and counselling skills
are an integral part of this. Good interpersonal communication can make difficult issues,
and life, easier to tackle. Poor interpersonal communication leads to misunderstanding,
problems and the breakdown of relationships. Some people believe that because we com-
municate all the time, we are doing it well. This is not the case. Good communication
requires intentional effort to understand other people and yourself, together with the delib-
erate use of specific counselling skills.

The value and use of counselling skills in some contexts and jobs is very clear, such as nurs-
ing, teaching and human resources, but in others it is less overt and recognised; for
example the police force, hairdressers and traffic wardens. Some employers, particularly
those who recognise the value of effective communication, encourage staff to undertake
counselling skills training as part of their development.

Counselling Skills in Context will help you find out how you became the person you are, and
how you can communicate better with people. The book is divided into three sections.

SECTION 1

This section defines counselling skills and their distinctiveness from counselling. It also
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provides underpinning knowledge on human development and theoretical approaches. The
chapters comprise:

Ethics and Process: This chapter sets out the difference between counselling skills and
counselling. It also considers the limitations in the use of counselling skills and how you
might develop your personal way of working effectively and ethically, within your main
functional role whilst using those skills.

Life Stages: This chapter looks at major life events and how we cope with them, through
the work of Freud, Erikson and Piaget. It also considers issues of attachment, separation and
loss, drawing on the work of Bowlby, Harlow and Hodges, and Tizard. Following this, three
different theoretical approaches to the self-concept are outlined and linked to the devel-
opment of self-esteem and self-awareness.

Theoretical Perspectives: This chapter offers an overview of three theoretical approaches,
citing those people considered to be influential in developing each approach, together with
an indication of the strengths and limitations of each. The three approaches considered are
psychodynamic, person-centred and cognitive-behavioural.

Values, Attitudes and Beliefs: This chapter provides an introduction to the generally
accepted views about the origin and importance of values, attitudes and beliefs in our lives.
It also examines the nature of prejudice, stereotyping and discrimination.

SECTION 2

This section covers a broad range of counselling skills, and encourages the reader to prac-
tise them by completing structured activities.

Introduction to Counselling Skills: This chapter introduces basic counselling skills, through
an analysis of what makes an effective communicator. This includes attention giving,
observing, listening and responding.

Further Counselling Skills: This chapter develops those skills introduced in the previous
chapter and introduces the skills of challenging, immediacy, self-disclosure, concreteness,
goal setting and barriers to communicating and listening.

SECTION 3

This section begins by looking at where counselling skills are used and the issues that arise
in the various contexts. It then focuses on two specific situations, one which causes wide-
spread distress (bullying and harassment) and one which is positive and developmental
(mentoring).

Settings: This chapter focuses on the settings in which counselling skills are used and the
issues that arise; for example record keeping, roles and responsibilities. The practical impact
of legislation and the requirements of professional bodies are also examined.
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Bullying and Harassment: This chapter looks at what constitutes bullying, sexual and racial
harassment; how and why some of us become bullies and others victims. It also looks at
the difference and similarities between bullying and discrimination and the legislation that
exists to protect us. Finally, it outlines approaches and strategies that can be used to
counter bullying and harassment.

Mentoring: This chapter provides a basic understanding of the concept of mentoring. It
describes what mentoring is, how and where it is undertaken, and the benefits that accrue.
It also covers the characteristics and range of mentoring relationships. Finally, the qualities
of a good mentor and mentee are discussed.
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1

It seems fitting that this book should start with a chapter on the ethics and processes
involved in counselling skills since if those are understood and paid attention from the
outset, there is a greater likelihood that practitioners will work in a way that is within their
capabilities and roles. It is important to be clear from the outset about the different levels
of competence and skills training which are needed to meet the demands of those who are
counsellors and those who use counselling skills. It is likely that if you are using this book
in conjunction with a training course, you are in the latter category, and are probably using
counselling skills as part of another role you hold either in paid employment or in a volun-
tary setting. Chapter seven explores these settings in more detail. This chapter sets out to
distinguish between counselling and counselling skills, to consider boundaries and limi-
tations in using counselling skills, and to consider how you might develop your personal way
of working effectively and ethically within your main functional role while using those skills.

There has been a dilemma about what names or titles should be used for those involved in
the process. ‘Client’ is a useful shorthand term, but may imply a different relationship, while
‘speaker’ may not appear to fully value the extent of the process. In the same way, ‘coun-
selling skills user’ is a mouthful, ‘counsellor’ is incorrect, ‘helper’ sounds like jargon, and you
will be more than a ‘listener’. All except ‘counsellor’ have been used. Perhaps you will be
able to find better terms to apply to your own context.

COUNSELLING AND COUNSELLING SKILLS

There is still much confusion between the terms ‘counsellor’ and ‘counselling skills users’,
and in lay parlance ‘counsellor’ tends to be used to cover both, as well as all sorts of other

Ethics and process – Anne Stokes
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activities. The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) defines coun-
selling as involving a deliberately undertaken contract with clearly agreed boundaries and
a commitment to privacy and confidentiality (BACP, 1998). The client must be in a position
to agree to working in this way, and know that they are entering a counselling relationship.

Counselling skills will certainly involve some of the same skills as those a counsellor uses;
the difference is in the intention behind their use. If you are using counselling skills, you
will be seen primarily in your role of nurse, teacher, manager, Church worker etc, and be
using your skills to enhance that role. The BACP offers two useful questions to help to
ascertain which activity you are engaged in.

◆◆ Are you using counselling skills to enhance your communication with someone, but
without taking on the role of their counsellor?

◆◆ Does the recipient see you as acting within your professional/caring role?

If the answer is ‘yes’ to both questions, then you are using counselling skills. However, if
the answer is ‘no’, then you may well be perceived as a counsellor, and should ensure both
that you have sufficient training, and are working to a Code of Ethics and Practice which
has been designed for counsellors. If the answer to one question is ‘yes’ and to the other
‘no’, there is a conflict between your expectations and those of the recipient and you need
to resolve it with them.

Your workplace or the agency in which you are using counselling skills may well have a
Code of Practice and, if so, you should make sure that you have read and understood it. 

As you read these paragraphs, you may have begun to feel that there is an implied hierar-
chy between counsellors and those using counselling skills. This is not the case – they are
simply different usages of overlapping skills. If I want a house built, I might well go to an
architect to design it, but I certainly would not want the architect to actually build it for
me – I would go to a builder! They have overlapping skills and knowledge about the con-
struction of my house, but also have different roles and jobs. As a counselling skills user,
you will have a different brief from a counsellor and will be using your other roles and
specific in depth knowledge as a human resource practitioner, a minister, or a prison visi-
tor, for example, to aid your work. Indeed, you will sometimes be much better placed to help
an individual in those roles, as an early move to help an individual may forestall the need
for the help of a professional counsellor later.

A definition which I find helpful is given by Sanders (1993).

Counselling Skills are interpersonal communication skills derived from the study of therapeutic
change in human beings, used in a manner consistent with the goals and values of the established
ethics of the profession of the practitioner in question. In addition the user of counselling skills will
find that their own professional skills are enhanced by the process.

(Sanders, 1993)

One of the overlaps with counselling will be in the area of underlying values. Both processes
are concerned with the recipient being responsible for determining their future rather than
the helper. There is an emphasis in both on the client’s capacity for self-determination.
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Using counselling skills

So why might you wish to use counselling skills? They are relevant to a wide range of set-
tings – paid and unpaid – in which ‘people helping’ is involved. As Sanders suggests in the
definition, it might be to enhance your professional role. For example, a teacher might be
aware that a young child in a primary class is very upset about the death of his/her pet. He
or she could set time aside to talk to the child, using active listening skills so that the loss
and grief can be acknowledged and worked through. A doctor could find out more about
the reasons for the repeated surgery visits of an apparently fairly healthy patient by using
counselling skills rather than dismissing the person as a hypochondriac. 

The skills can also be used to help the organisation as well as the individual. An employee
may be underperforming and instead of simply writing them off or moving into more
formal procedures, a line manager might use counselling skills to try to discover any
underlying issues. Instead of ‘telling’, there would be a desire to listen and discover, and
to help the individual to find a satisfactory outcome, if possible. The individual gains by
feeling valued, and the organisation may well find that they have regained a committed
worker.

In a recent initiative BUPA offered a number of employees the opportunity to undertake a
certificate in counselling skills so that they could work within ‘The Knowledge Net’, a centre
that was conceived to enable staff to enhance their personal and professional development
in a number of ways, including having the opportunity to talk through issues with the
trained staff. There were interesting additional benefits. For example, the staff who had
been trained felt that they had gained enormous insights into themselves as well as having
a better understanding of their colleagues. Their main role, which was mainly as call centre
operators, benefited as they found that they were much better able to respond to stressful
calls in ways which enhanced the members’ perception of the organisation. 

ETHICS AND PROCESS 3

Read through the following scenarios and decide how you would respond to them in order
to ensure that the individuals involved knew what your role was in relation to them.

◆◆ As part of your welfare function in your organisation you are running a series of
workshops to prepare people for retirement. Your line  manager has sent you a
memo to ask you to offer one-to-one counselling sessions in addition to the group
workshops.

◆◆ You are the leader of a local community group and have got to know Janet and Paul
quite well. After a talk on effective parenting, given by a visiting speaker, they
approach you and ask if they could talk to you about one of their children whose
behaviour is worrying them.

If you can work with a partner, try out your responses on them and ask them to give you
feedback.
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Alison Platt, deputy managing director of BUPA, commenting on the scheme said:

The development of those individuals and the creation of that framework (the Knowledge Net) has
been an absolutely fundamental part of growing an ethos that genuinely is beginning to make our
people feel that individuals matter.

(Platt, 1999)

Nursing staff who have undergone a counselling skills training often find that they feel
better able to respond to ill, and sometimes frightened, patients (and their relatives) as they
no longer have to remain locked into a ‘medical’ role, but can listen empathically without
feeling helpless because they are not able to restore the person to immediate health.
Although we tend to think of counselling skills being used to help the recipient, it is also
important to realise that their use can often make us feel more confident. We have a better
sense of how we can help, and what can make for effective interpersonal relationships.
Egan (1998) uses the term ‘the skilled helper’, and if we are skilled, we are usually more
effective. If we recognise our effectiveness, our self-esteem increases. So there is an
additional spin-off for the counselling skills users!

Conflict resolution is also enhanced by the use of counselling skills. Take the case of Anna,
who was a volunteer in a community centre. Her role was to co-ordinate the allocation of
blocks of times and rooms to the various user groups. Sometimes she found that she was
‘piggy in the middle’, for example when there were two groups using different rooms during
the same morning of the week and problems arose. On one occasion there was a mother
and toddler group there at the same time as a group for young unemployed teenagers. Both
groups complained to her about the other, claiming that the facilities were not being used
properly. While on the surface it seemed to be all about noise, nappies and naughtiness, by
using her counselling skills, Anna discovered that the mothers felt intimidated at times by
the sheer exuberance of the teenagers and thought they were laughing at them. They, on
the other hand, had the impression that the mothers looked down on them for not being
in employment and for ‘looking different’. By exploring the situation with the two groups
individually, then having a meeting together, not only did they agree to some ways of co-
existing, but got to know and like each other (in the main!). Anna said that she had not
really done anything, ‘only listened, and reflected back what they were saying, then got
them to think of ways forward’. Another interpretation might be that she had used the

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT4

Take a sheet of paper and list the main paid and unpaid roles you have had in your adult life.

Which of these roles would or did benefit from the use of counselling skills? 

Are there any roles in which it would be inappropriate to use counselling skills? 

If you are doing this activity in a group, work with someone else to explain your reasons
for having included these roles. 
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counselling skills she had learned on a course to enable those involved to feel heard and
she had empowered them to find their own solutions.

Limitations and boundaries of counselling skills

The role of a boundary sentinel suggests a demanding practitioner stance and it would be disin-
genuous to imply or imagine otherwise. Being in a position of constantly having to juggle relation-
ships boundaries and be clear about the limits and extent of confidentiality in any given situation
is not for the faint – or even the feint – hearted. Such a complex context requires comprehensive
containment.

(Gabriel, 2000)

The second part of the activity will have begun to make you think about the limitations
of counselling skills. You may have already begun to see that there could well be parts of
an occupational role where it would be manipulative or unethical to use them. For
example, Andy, a secondary school teacher, had been working over a period of time with
Jo, one of the students in her tutor group to help her increase her self-esteem. She was
asked by the pastoral head of that particular year group, who knew that Andy had built
up a very trusting relationship with the pupil, to talk to Jo to try to get information about
a series of incidents which involved others in her class. Andy felt torn. She knew that she
probably could get Jo to tell her about this, and that this might well bring the culprits to
light. On the other hand, she knew that Jo would feel betrayed if it came to light that
Andy had deliberately used their time together in this way. Her dilemma was about
whether the possible benefit for the school, or at least a part of it, overrode her relation-
ship with her student.

This particular example has been used because often the reaction has been that Jo is young,
is ‘only’ a schoolchild and will get over it, thereby implying that the choice is obvious –
Andy should obtain the information. However, if challenged to transfer the scenario into
their own adult working life, the responses are nearly always less clear cut. People would
not want to find that they had been ‘tricked’ into giving away information about their col-
leagues. In some work environments and voluntary organisations, those in positions of
authority can forget this and appear to treat individuals as they might their children. Maybe
they also forget what it feels like to be young – the same sense of being manipulated or
abused is still there.

Andy decided that she would not do this and explained her position to the pastoral head.
However, because she recognised that her primary role was as a teacher, she was able to
discuss whether there was any other way in which she could help to resolve the incidents.
Between them, they agreed that Andy would talk to a small group of pupils together to try
to gather information. She would be using her counselling skills to communicate effec-
tively, and using her relationship with them, but she would be working to a known and
overt agenda. 
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POWER

Power balances and imbalances are present in every relationship, but in one in which some-
one is offering help and another person is asking for help, there is likely to be an inbuilt
power difference, particularly at the beginning of the work. Speedy (1998), writing about
women trainers, discusses three aspects of power which would equally apply to the
relationship formed when using counselling skills. There is ascribed power which is ‘given’
to you because of your status, title or something else (real or imagined), by another person.
It is easy to see how a client might ascribe power to you as a nurse, teacher, social worker,
or line manager. In the same way, you may be ascribed power as you interact with some-
one using your counselling skills – you are an ‘expert’, it seems. While this power may in
some ways be very seductive, it is vital that it does not become one of the reasons which
encourages the use of counselling skills. If it does, then surely the process has become
about satisfying the user’s needs rather than the client’s.

Owned power is an acknowledged power, for example power which originates from your
primary function. As a doctor, you have the power to recommend treatment or not; as a
social worker, you have the power to enable people to access services; as an employer, you
have the power to promote. To deny that this power exists is unrealistic. People seeking
your help with personal or work-related issues cannot simply forget that you have another
role in their lives. Indeed they would be foolish to do so, as you do have a dual role. If you
hear something which may affect medical treatment, work performance, or examination
achievement, you are not going to be able to ‘unhear’ it or forget it completely, however
much you may choose to bracket it off. Your owned power may also be useful in helping
people to achieve their goals. Those subscribing to counselling values may well see
empowerment of others as part of their core philosophy. If you disempower yourself by
denying your role power, how are you going to model empowerment? Issues concerned with
owned power will be less of a problem if they are seen to be acknowledged by those using
counselling skills, and by discussion of how that affects the work, being actively encour-
aged.

Disguised power is precisely what it says, and is often associated with a misuse or abuse of
power. One way in which this might be demonstrated is in the example discussed where
Andy was invited to use her counselling skills in a covert way to gain information for
another purpose. In Speedy’s research, the words used by those she interviewed to describe
this type of power, include ‘sneaky’, ‘oppressive’ and ‘turning on a style’ . 

As well as demonstrating that counselling skills can be used manipulatively, Andy’s
dilemma highlights role conflict. The user needs to act responsibly to ensure that they know
whose interests are being served. Is it the recipient’s? The organisation’s? Or even the
user’s? If you are likely to be in a position where there are conflicting interests (and that
probably means most of us), it is helpful to try to consider the main issues involved before
situations arise, and maybe to discuss them in principle with those who would be involved.
Of course this is often a counsel of perfection, so at the very least, when a conflict has
arisen and hopefully been resolved, it is essential to reflect on it, deciding what you have
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learned from it and what you would do differently in the future. The most unhelpful course
of action is to immediately heave a sigh of relief and push the issues back under the carpet
in the hope that they will not arise again. Almost inevitably they will!

ETHICS AND PROCESS 7

SUPPORT

Those who work as counsellors in the UK have the support of being in supervision. This is a
requirement for counsellors belonging to professional bodies like the BACP, or the United
Kingdom Council for Psychotherapists, or those who are on the UK Register of Counsellors.
In fact, even if they do not belong to one of these, very few counsellors would practise
without supervision. In supervision, counsellors talk about their individual clients, their
practice, and any ethical dilemmas, which would include role conflicts. 

For people in other roles, where the use of counselling skills is only one part of their work,
there is no such requirement and rarely the luxury of such support. There are some exceptions,
such as social work and, increasingly, the nursing profession, but even here it may be about
managing casework rather that about the limitations and boundaries or the personal impact
of using counselling skills. It could be beneficial to consider whether you could set up some
support for yourself if you think you might find it valuable, either on a regular basis or on a
‘need’ basis. This could be with someone who also uses counselling skills in their functional
role. If you are in skills training, it might be helpful to talk to someone who has more experi-
ence than you. Someone within the same organisation has the advantage of knowing the sys-
tems and the culture, but they have the disadvantage of perhaps also being placed in a
dilemma as you talk through your work, if they disagree with your action. What would happen
in such a case is one of the things that you would need to discuss when you contracted to
work together in this way. Supervision involves the regular and structured discussion of the
way counselling skills have been employed to ensure that their use is ethical and appropriate.

You might want to consider talking to a counselling supervisor, but if you take that option,

Work in threes to do this exercise. Person A outlines a situation they have experienced in
which there has either been a role conflict, or a conflict of interests. The task of Person B is
to help them to unpack the issues involved, and what was done, but without offering advice
or solutions. Person C, sitting slightly apart, listens to the exchange without speaking, and
notices any ethical, boundary or organisational issues which seem to have been missed, jot-
ting them down if necessary. There may not be any at this stage. After the situation has been
outlined, Person C enquires about the possible omissions. Then all three people brainstorm
other options. These will not necessarily be more appropriate than the original, but allow
the group to explore different ways of resolving situations. If there is time, each person has
a turn in each role. If you are working on your own, you can do this activity by writing down
the dilemma, then going through it as if you were now Person C. Finally, consider other
courses of action which were open to you and evaluate them against your original decision.

ACTIVITY



there has to be clarity about the fact that you are not working as a counsellor, but a coun-
selling skills user. Not all supervisors have organisational experience, so check this out with
them. There is likely to be a charge for this type of supervision, so it may not be a practi-
cal choice.

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT8

OTHER LIMITATIONS

People are often fearful of using counselling skills because they do not believe they can
cope with emotional or difficult situations. However, even a chance greeting such as
‘How are you?’ may cause someone to respond emotionally. It is therefore essential to
know one’s limitations and it is good practice to set boundaries and be clear with the
other person involved about what those may be. The counselling skills user is not enter-
ing into a therapeutic contract, as that is likely to be in conflict with their main role.
That is not to say that the effect of talking with someone will not be therapeutic for
them, but it will be an informal arrangement and only forms one part of any other
relationship the helper has with that person. Any relationship outside the one involved
in the specific implementation of counselling skills will inevitably alter and also be
altered by the intervention.

A counsellor would enter into a specific contract with a client, and though they might come
across each other on occasion in a workplace setting, for example in coffee rooms or at
briefings, their main working relationship would be the counselling relationship. Obviously
this is not so in the case of the counselling skills user, who should take responsibility for
making the distinction and stating what the limitations of any one-to-one discussions
might be. One of those limitations will be about confidentiality and this will be looked at
in more detail later in this chapter.

Another limitation in the use of counselling skills is training and working within your level
of competence. It is not enough simply to have good intentions and ‘warm fuzzy feelings’
about people. To engage in helping others is a complex process, which may involve dangers
for the helper and the recipient, and therefore should not be entered into lightly or with-
out reflection on whether the helper has the necessary personal and skills resources. To bal-
ance this, it is true that most skills users will not be dealing with those who have profound
psychological issues and, with good training, a counselling skills approach can be used in
ways which enable you to help by means that are neither ineffectual nor over-controlling.
Even after an initial training has been completed, there is a place for ongoing professional
development as there is always new learning about the helping process, and a truly skilled
helper will constantly be refining and improving their work.

What type of support do you need for your skills work?
Consider the sources from which you currently get support. Are there gaps between what
you need and what you have? If so, how could you obtain the necessary support?

ACTIVITY



A final issue in this section is that of ‘the feel-good factor’. In my experience of training
individuals in counselling skills to be used as an adjunct to their main role, initially trainees
go through a real ‘high’ in terms of self-esteem as they discover how they can use the skills
to enable others to come to grips with a problem, or to make a decision for themselves.
After that a period of self-doubt seems to set in. Questions are raised about how ethical it
is to feel good about one’s self when perhaps talking with someone who is experiencing a
number of difficult or even traumatic emotions. Is this exploitation or self-gratification? In
my opinion, the satisfaction in knowing that skills have been used well to help another is
not only ethical, but also, at least for some of the time, essential. To put it bluntly, unless
people do get, or at least feel that they get something out of their involvement, they will
not stay committed to that way of working for long. That something may not, indeed
cannot, always be the satisfaction of ‘a happy ending’; it may be as elusive as the aware-
ness that helping others to help themselves is part of your core values and beliefs.
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CODES OF ETHICS AND PRACTICE

At the beginning of this chapter, reference was made to the difference between counselling
skills and counselling. The BACP has a code which applies to both and it is desirable that
anyone using counselling skills should obtain that code as well as any other Code of Ethics
and Practice which pertains to their functional role. Before examining the various sections
of the BACP code, some reflection on underlying principles is needed.

Ethical codes have to be able to cover a range of perspectives and practices which will
encompass the stances which are ‘generally acceptable’ to a wide variety of people sub-
scribing to them. If they do not do this, individuals will not agree to be members of that
particular professional body, or will simply pay lip service to the codes. Codes therefore are
rather general documents and, with certain exceptions, do not comment on specific situ-
ations. They offer guidelines and principles, and help to set standards and norms within a
profession. Importantly, they are designed to protect clients, and also to protect users from
unethical practice.

While this book is addressed to individuals using counselling skills, the six principles set out
by Thompson (1990) for ethical practice by psychotherapists might also be useful to con-
sider here. They are:

◆◆ respect for client autonomy

◆◆ fidelity (honouring the promises which frame the relationship)

Take a few minutes by yourself to do the first part of this activity. Think about the role(s)
in which you use counselling skills. What are your personal and professional reasons for
doing this? Explore how you will deal with boundary and limitation issues. With a partner,
reflect on what you have been considering.

ACTIVITY



◆◆ justice (a fair distribution of services within society)

◆◆ beneficence (a commitment to benefiting the client)

◆◆ non-maleficence (avoiding harm to the client)

◆◆ self-interest (the worker’s entitlement to numbers 1–5).
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Bond (2000) states that the distinction between counselling and counselling skills is
arguably one of the most important role distinctions to have emerged in recent years. He
then discusses the idea that counselling skills are a set of activities unique to counselling,
and highlights the invalidity of this notion, since so many of those activities which might
be labelled as ‘counselling skills’ are also used in many other spheres, for example social
skills, interpersonal skills etc.

One way of distinguishing between counselling skills and other forms of communication
might be to look at the balance in the amount of time the recipient is speaking. Bond offers
a helpful chart to illustrate this.

Consider the six principles. With a partner, discuss whether you think they apply to your
counselling skills work. Which ones can you illustrate with real or hypothetical situations
quite easily. Are there any which do not seem to have relevance to your work? Explain why
not. If there are any you do not understand, discuss them with other people in your train-
ing group.

ACTIVITY

DIFFERENCES IN COMMUNICATION

STYLE PATTERN OF FLOW TIME RATIO

Imparting expertise interactor>recipient 80:20
Conversation Interactor>recipient 50:50
Counselling skills Interactor>recipient 20:80

(Bond, 2000)

During the next week, monitor the interactions you have with people. Is the balance of
speaking and listening as you expected? Is there anything you want to change as a result
of doing this activity? Note your findings in your journal, if you are keeping one.

ACTIVITY



Counselling skills users have a dual responsibility here – to the recipient and to the organ-
isation within which they operate. Sometimes ‘therapy by stealth’ (Hoffman, 1990) occurs,
whereby a relationship is entered into without perhaps either party being aware of its
nature and potential. For example, several young people established good relationships
with Bill, a youth and community worker, and he began to meet regularly with individuals
during the time the local youth club was taking place. Bill saw this as simply an extension
of the role, but two difficulties arose. The first was that the young people expected those
sessions to happen, withdrew from other activities within the club to which they had com-
mitted themselves, and to a large extent formed a separate community. Secondly, Bill’s co-
workers found that they were having to cover for him during the evenings while these
‘conversations’ were taking place and he was increasingly aware that he was neglecting
other parts of his role.

Part of the difficulty here was that Bill had not clarified what was on offer to the young
people; the situation had crept up on them. In addition, although clearly the sessions were
helpful for the individuals, ongoing one-to-one work was not seen as a major part of his
brief. It took the skilful intervention of Bill’s manager to unravel the situation and to work
out ways in which he could use his counselling skills more appropriately in line with his
main functional role. 

A different situation arises when considering whose interests are being served. Take the
example of a saleswoman for a large manufacturing company who until recently has been
performing well, easily reaching sales targets. Her manager initiates discussions with her
when there is a fairly dramatic reduction in her sales and following two complaints from
customers about her aggressive manner with them. The manager uses counselling skills to
try to establish what has caused the change, and discovers that her husband has unex-
pectedly left her and their children.

As someone who knows and likes her, the manager might like to be entirely understanding
of the situation and tell her that until she has been able to find a way forward, there will
be no problems or pressure from the organisation. He might even suggest that she might
find it helpful to come back at another time and talk her personal issues through with him.
However, he clearly has a responsibility to his company and to their customers. What he
could do instead, would be to spell out his main role plainly. In this case, he could suggest
that she might like to contact the company’s Employee Assistance Programme providers, or
an external counsellor, to talk about the break-up of her marriage, and possibly the effect
it is having on the way she relates to other people. In his managerial role, he could look
with her at how the company could support her in the meantime, perhaps by a temporary
reduction in her sales targets, and possibly a discussion with human resources on any
financial problems which she might be experiencing. All the time, he would be drawing on
his counselling skills to enable the employee to feel heard and understood, but would be
serving the interests of the organisation.

If the limitations of roles are not taken into account, there is a greater potential for harm
– both to the individual and to the organisation. It is often impossible to be impartial when
working, for example as a manager, doctor, teacher, or trade union officer. People in such
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roles have a responsibility to others, as well as the person speaking to them, and may also
have power, control or authority over them. It is very difficult, if not impossible, for there
never to be any ambiguity within roles, but users of counselling skills need to work overtly
around the limitations. 

Using counselling skills can be seductive and exploitive. For instance, a care worker could
be aware that an elderly person with whom s/he is working is increasingly unable to remain
in their home. It would be valid to use counselling skills to discuss how that person feels
about moving into temporary or permanent sheltered accommodation. However, it would
be exploiting the relationship if pressure was brought to bear, through the use of those
skills, to engineer such a decision being made without taking into account the real feelings
being expressed – i.e. in being selective about what is reflected back or brought out into
the open. The seductive element in such an example might be that the care worker would
know that s/he would receive praise or gratitude from others involved – doctors, social
workers or relatives – for having managed to bring about a result that they believe is in the
best interests of the elderly person. It is not being argued here that it might not be better
medically, or practically, for that person to leave their home; that is not the issue. What is
at stake is whether the care worker has worked in an ethical way. Have the counselling
skills used over a period of time, to establish a good relationship, then been put to use to
manoeuvre someone into doing something they do not wish to do? 
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Confidentiality

There are all kinds of assumptions about what the word ‘confidentiality’ means, and both
counsellors and those using counselling skills often agonise about the limits of confidential-
ity. In ethical terms, the purpose of confidentiality is to provide safety and privacy for the
process that is taking place between those involved in the intentional use of counselling skills.

Privacy

For those using counselling skills as part of their primary role, confidentiality has two
aspects, one of which is the setting and the other the process they are engaged in. The
person to whom counselling skills are being offered may be in a setting which exists for
another purpose, and which may militate against confidentiality. Think of open-plan
offices; an occupational therapist working in a ward setting; a teacher in a classroom; or a
parish worker in a church hall. None of these places is ideal for conducting a conversation

Reflect on the situation just described. Are there ways of managing that situation which
are non-exploitative? Think about it from the perspective of both the carer and the elderly
person. Have you ever been in a position where you felt that you were being pushed into
doing or saying something which you did not want to by another person using counselling
skills? With the benefit of hindsight, how could the occasion been better handled? 

ACTIVITY



which is very personal or where the speaker may be revealing their emotions. It may be
possible to take steps to ensure greater confidentiality by moving to another room, by use
of a screen, or simply by positioning oneself to shield the speaker. However, moving may
interrupt the person’s flow and the moment may be lost, and a screen or moving position
only provides some privacy – sound still travels. The shared environment may mean that
information, and indeed gossip, about one person can quickly be spread around.

With experience, it is possible to pick up signs that you may be about to hear something
which will require you to use your counselling skills. If you are able to anticipate this hap-
pening, you may be able to forestall the person until you have managed to move to a more
private environment. However, even the most experienced people can find themselves lis-
tening in the ‘wrong’ environment, and have to make immediate decisions about whether
to encourage the speaker to continue, or whether it would be more appropriate to use their
skills to curtail the interaction for the moment.

If you are able to choose the room in which you talk to someone, using obscured or cur-
tained glass doors will help avoid the casual passer-by from seeing who you are talking to
– even a poster over an inset window is useful. It is often difficult to prevent other people
from walking in unannounced, so it is worth thinking about ways of dealing with interrup-
tions. If you habitually work in one room, you may be able to train colleagues to enter if
your door is partly opened, or to respect a sign that states that you are busy. Telephones
can also be distracting, so if you are able to turn off the ringing tone, do so. As suggested,
it is not always possible to anticipate what someone wants to talk to you about, but get
into the habit of watching and listening for signs that you may need privacy. It may be more
sensible to break into a conversation and shut the door, even if it feels a little intrusive,
than run the risk of the speaker realising later that they have been heard by everyone in
the vicinity. While ideally both parties should be aware that the conversation has turned
from an everyday interaction to one that involves the use of counselling skills, in reality the
speaker is often so involved in what they are saying that they may be blocking out the
physical limitations of the setting for confidentiality.

Some organisations where people do not have their own private space, set aside a particu-
lar room that can be used for these purposes. One drawback to having such a room can be
the label it is given by others. If it is only used when people are ‘in trouble’, whether that
is interpreted as disciplinary or emotional, then its use can mean that those around become
curious or speculate about what is going on inside it. It is also worth remembering that
enabling interactions do not just take place when two people come together with the delib-
erate intention of speaking about an issue. A carer may find s/he is using counselling skills
while bathing someone, a teacher while walking with a student on a school visit to a field
centre, or a police officer while taking a lost child back to the parents. However, privacy
can be found in many settings.

Confidentiality of information

The second aspect of confidentiality is concerned with what can or cannot be spoken about
outside that particular conversation or interview. This usually centres more around what
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the counselling skills user will take out of the room, rather than whether the person is free
to talk about the issues elsewhere. Obviously, it is only possible to begin even to think about
maintaining confidentiality when the conversation is not overheard. Indeed, the very act of
ensuring that there is this degree of privacy may be one of the ways by which misunder-
standing is created as to the nature or limits to the extent of the confidentiality. If great
care is taken to ensure that environmentally the speaker feels free to say whatever they
wish, the impression may be given that the listener will not repeat any of the information
anywhere.

One limitation on confidentiality is the impact of legislation on the organisation. This will
be explored more fully in the chapter on settings, but an example would be of a teacher
working with a pupil in relation to the Children Act (1989). There are clear and unalterable
circumstances that compel teachers to reveal information. In a workplace, health and
safety or employment legislation may affect confidentiality in respect of certain disclo-
sures. The BACP code refers the user to any agreement around confidentiality being con-
sistent with any written code which governs the functional role.

Absolute confidentiality is not possible within most helping situations and it is almost
always best to be very clear about this from the outset. A simple statement may cover this
situation, such as, ‘I’m hoping that by talking together, we will be able to sort out how the
issues can be resolved. I have to tell you though that sometimes I hear things from people
– perhaps to do with safety or what is happening within the organisation – which mean
that I need to ask for advice from others or take the matter elsewhere.’ The argument
against doing this is that the receiver will automatically think that nothing can be kept
confidential, and will choose therefore not to talk about the issue. That may happen, but
the underlying values of using counselling skills include those of the autonomy of the
person and their right to make informed decisions. 

An additional sentence which states that you would discuss how you might take any infor-
mation out of the room, so that the speaker would always know that you were going to do
so, might be helpful – as long as you are sure that this is how you are able to operate. On
occasion, something may be said suddenly, before there has been an opportunity to bring
up the limits of confidentiality. Again, when talking to people, it is worth trying to keep a
‘helicopter view’ of the conversation, so that you might be able to anticipate what is likely
to be said. This is not an easy skill, but generally, as with most skills, practice and experi-
ence does help you to be able to be both present in the conversation and aware of signals
that a disclosure may be likely.

If it is necessary to take information elsewhere, it is imperative to do this in the best poss-
ible way for the person receiving counselling skills, or at the very worst, in the least harm-
ful manner. Set out in the following list are some ideas for you to consider, but you will
need to find your own way in each particular circumstance.

◆◆ If at all possible, obtain permission to reveal the relevant parts of your conversation,
explaining why you feel the need to do so, and to whom you would speak. Be
prepared to spend time in this discussion, and be open to considering other ethical
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and practical possibilities. Are there ways for the person to take the issue to someone
else, rather than you?

◆◆ If the person refuses to agree to this, and you still believe that you must tell someone
else, make sure that s/he knows exactly what you are going to do and why. You
should also acknowledge that this is not what they wish. Give them time to talk
about whatever fears they may have about what will happen next. If possible, say
when you are going to take action. It is probably better to do it sooner rather than
later, especially if they are upset by your decision. They will then know when their
fears might possibly be realised.

◆◆ On the other hand, do not feel that you do have to rush into premature disclosure.
What are the consequences of holding the information for a period of time? If it
makes sense to allow more time for discussion and looking at options, without having
any major consequences, then consider whether your desire for immediate action is
actually your need to do something, rather than in the best interests of the person
and/or the organisation.

◆◆ It may be helpful to also talk with them about anything they may want or need to do
in light of your decision, and consider with them how they would take such action. Of
course, it is possible that they may be so angry about it that they do not want to
continue the conversation, but if you can remain calm, it is often possible to work
through this stage with them.

◆◆ Be clear about your continued availability to be helpful and supportive, even if they
feel at this moment that you have let them down. If they do not wish it, or if it is
inappropriate for you to continue in this role, then explore with them where else they
can get support. 

◆◆ If you have someone with whom you discuss your counselling skills work, talk through
it with them first. There may be implications or other ways of proceeding that you
have not thought of. It can be difficult to think clearly and widely when you feel as
though you have your back against the wall. 

◆◆ If you do not, try to think of someone else within the organisation such as a mentor
or a trusted colleague, or even a friend, who has similar experience and background
to yours, with whom you could explore what you need to do. In talking with them, at
this stage, avoid talking in a way that will identify those involved.

◆◆ If you change your decision about what you are going to do, let the person 
know. After all, they may now be anxious and expecting some further event to
happen.

◆◆ When you take the matter forward, think how much has to be revealed. There may
well be parts of your conversation that have no relevance to your disclosure, and
these are better kept to yourself.

◆◆ Finally, you may well need support as it can sometimes seem that you have become
‘the baddie’ and betrayed the person who came to you. This is probably simply your
fantasy, but it is useful to identify someone who can listen to you as you reflect on
the experience. 
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Setting out these steps may appear to over-dramatise the issues involved in the area of
confidentiality. They are intended to enable you to consider what might happen and how
you would work with the need to limit the boundaries. It is an area in which those who use
counselling skills within another primary role do have to be mindful. However, in reality, it
is usually not as much of a minefield as you might fear, since people often already have
some awareness that you will have to take action. Indeed this may be the reason that they
have chosen to give you the information. They may have recognised the need for something
to be done, but do not know how to do it. 

Perhaps another factor to be aware of with regards to confidentiality is what to do if you
unintentionally reveal information or have it revealed to you. Caution is therefore needed
about using ‘real’ material, in discussions, even when it is taken from the past. Similarly, in
discussions if you hold information about someone which you deem to be confidential, or
which that person could reasonably expect you not to share, you will need to ensure that
you do not inadvertently reveal it. Your involvement might be picked up, not only through
your words, but also through your body language.

There may be circumstances when it is valid to share some part of your knowledge, even if
it is not a requirement. For example, if a worker in a rehabilitation centre was discussing
the progress of a resident with the manager, it could be acceptable to state that you believe
that pressure should not be put on that resident to undertake a particular part of the work
programme at this time – as they are dealing with some underlying issues which makes it
hard for them to take on anything new. This assumes a degree of trust in the working
relationship of the manager and the worker that this general information would not be
taken and inappropriately used in another setting.

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT16

◆◆ Think of two situations in which confidentiality has been an issue for you, one where
it was well handled, and one the opposite. You may have been giving or receiving
the information. Make a list of the key differences. What can you learn from this for
your current work?

◆◆ Reflect on your primary function or role. What are the areas where you might need
to pass information on to someone else? How might that affect your work when
using counselling skills?

◆◆ Discuss, with other people in your training group, how you will manage situations
when you will have to break confidentiality appropriately, and also how you will
prevent clients believing that there is total confidentiality in your work. 

ACTIVITY

Complaints procedures

The emphasis in this activity has been on working in ways that do not breach professional
codes of ethics, i.e. any codes that govern the primary function and also those relating to
the use of counselling skills. It is likely that there will be procedures within those codes



which determine what happens if those codes are broken, and workers within any organ-
isation have a duty to ensure that they are familiar with procedures and possible sanctions.
It may be reasonable to assume that those around the counselling skills user will be fam-
iliar with organisational codes of ethics and practice, but they are less likely to be aware
of those that specifically pertain to the counselling skills profession. Thus there is responsi-
bility on your part to ensure that this is made clear. Furthermore, it is important for you to
know and understand possible complaints procedures and sanctions.

The BACP has a complaints procedure that may lead to the expulsion of members who
breach its Codes of Ethics and Practice and members can obtain information guidelines so
that they understand the process. Organisations may also be subject to legislation and it is
vital that those using counselling skills do not put themselves or their organisation in jeop-
ardy, since it may be individual employees or volunteers who have to face the implications
of breaches.
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The philosophy, beliefs and values which underpin the practices and processes of using
counselling skills are directly linked to the ethical stances which have been discussed.
Nixon (1997) explores the ethical use of counselling skills by managers. The five points
which he makes, outlined as follows, would seem to apply to most other counselling skills
users. He suggests that the work is likely to be ethical as long as the user:

◆◆ ‘buys into’ the basic values of counselling

◆◆ avoids manipulation by exercising self-discipline in choosing when to use them

◆◆ adheres to clear boundaries when they do

◆◆ observes the cross over point into unethical practice

◆◆ has facilities available and the skill to refer a person for further appropriate help.

In concluding this chapter, which has been concerned with ethics and process, it is worth
reminding ourselves who we need to demonstrate responsibility towards. Probably the first
person who springs to mind is the one with whom we are using counselling skills. The duty
towards them is to ensure that we are working as effectively, appropriately and ethically as
is possible. From there, we could move towards our colleagues and their expectations of us
in our primary role. Here our responsibility is to work towards the mission of the organis-
ation which we have all bought into by agreeing to be part of it – though some might 

Obtain and read through any complaints processes, and/or mandatory legal codes which
apply to your work. Make a note of anything of which you were unaware. Do you think
that counselling skills recipients should be made aware of these? Is your answer the same
regardless of whether you are the counselling skills user or ‘consumer’? When and how do
you think information about this process should be made available? Try to think of the
ethical implications of your answers.

ACTIVITY



question whether that is what we do at an individual level, or whether we are selective
about the parts of the mission to which we choose to subscribe.

There may be a responsibility to a wider community, for example our profession, our trade
union, or the community in which voluntary work takes place, as well as to the intangible
professional world of counselling skills users. Last, but certainly not least, there is a
responsibility for ourselves. As people involved with helping others, we may find ourselves
becoming ‘emotionally full up’. If that happens, not only do we become less effective, but
we cannot so easily enjoy and gain from other areas of our lives, including our family and
friends.

Margaret Hodge, Minister for Employment and Equal Opportunities, announced the Work
Life Balance Challenge Fund during 2000. This aims to help businesses achieve the bottom-
line benefits of flexible work patterns and help employees to achieve a better balance
between work and the rest of their lives. If you are using counselling skills within your role,
you may well be enabling others to do just that – the challenge for you is whether you can
also do this for yourself.
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2

Why life stages? Shakespeare wrote in As You Like It about the seven ages of man, years
before counselling and psychology existed as subjects for study. By life stages, we mean
those different times of our lives that everyone experiences, like being a baby and becom-
ing a teenager. This chapter starts by looking at three eminent writers on life stages, Freud,
Erikson and Piaget and invites you to apply their ideas to your own life and those of people
with whom you are working. We shall also look at life events or milestones and how people
cope with those, whether or not they are related to the age stage. Then we look at the
important issues of attachment, separation and loss and consider the work of Bowlby,
Harlow and Hodges and Tizard. 

Following this, the self-concept is described including what is meant by it and why it is
important to understand it for ourselves and when we are using counselling skills with
others. We look at three different approaches to the concept of self: the psychodynamic,
person-centred and cognitive behavioral. 

Finally, the chapter looks briefly at self-esteem and self-awareness, an important aspect of
all counselling skills training. 

Life stages – Jan Jeffery

This is an activity that may take some time. Allow yourself plenty of time to work on it. It
may be helpful to discuss it with someone else. 

◆◆ Think about your own life up to the present. Take a sheet of paper and write a list of
your ideas about the particular stages in your life from birth until the present. There

ACTIVITY



LIFE STAGE THEORISTS

Many writers have written about life stages and how the experiences in early life contribute
to the person we become as an adult. We continue this chapter by considering the work of
three thinkers and writers who have an influence on how many people work and think
today.

SIGMUND FREUD (1856–1939)

Freud described five stages of life and wrote how the early years are crucial in the devel-
opment of the adult personality. Psychodynamic approaches to counselling and psycho-
therapy are based on his work. One of his many ideas is that a person may become ‘stuck’
at an early stage of development instead of progressing through it. He called this fixation.
Freud’s stages are called psychosexual stages – they are based on what gives pleasure at
each stage of life. Freud’s stages are as follows.

0–1 years – oral stage 

The main source of pleasure at this stage is sucking for food. Freud thought that oral fixa-
tions result from deprivation of oral pleasures in infancy. He said that this may cause per-
sonality problems later in life, for example an inability to form intimate relationships or a
lack of trust in others. 

1–3 years – anal stage

After weaning, the child begins to get pleasure from defecating. Freud thought that how
toilet training was carried out was vital. Parents were told that failure to do it right could
result in lasting personality damage. Too strict training could result in an anal-retentive
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may be five or six stages or more. Leave a space on your paper for three more
columns beside your list. 

◆◆ Look again at your list and write in the next two columns what you consider to be
the most important needs and experiences for each period of time.

◆◆ Now think about what might have happened if your needs had not been met at each
stage. Write in the fourth column how you think this might have affected you. 

Your life stages The needs of The experiences of What might this period 
this period this period have happened if your

needs had not been met



personality, an adult who seeks to hold on to possessions, a miser or an obsessional collec-
tor. Too lenient training could result in a child becoming too generous in adult life. Freud
saw close links between defecation and learning independence, handling personal power
and aggression.

3–6 years – phallic stage

This is the stage at which children begin to identify with the parent of their own gender.
Freud thought that boys at this stage develop an unconscious longing for their mothers and
girls for their fathers. He called this the Oedipus complex. Little girls were supposed to be
aware (unconsciously) that they had been born without a penis and develop penis envy. The
importance in this stage of how parents respond to the child’s emerging sexuality, both ver-
bally and non-verbally is thought to have an impact in adult life on sexual attitudes and
feelings.

6–12 years – latency stage

This is a period of relative calm in the child’s development, and new interests outside the
child, in school and the wider society become the focus. 

12 years onwards – genital stage 

Freud’s final stage begins with puberty and the sexual changes that occur then. Adolescents
and adults can channel their feelings into intimate relationships, friendships, sport and
careers. For Freud, the genital stage continues through adulthood. 

ERIK ERIKSON (1902–1994)

Erikson argued that Freud ignored the social influences in life. He called his eight life
stages, psychosocial stages. His development covers the entire life and, for each stage, he
describes a crisis, or turning point, which needs to be resolved for the individual to move
on. If the crises or tasks are not resolved at each stage, it is possible that the person may
have personality difficulties of some sort. For example, babies must learn during the first
year of their lives, that parents or carers respond to their crying with food, comfort and
love. If the baby learns to trust that this will happen, then the child can move to develop-
ing some autonomy in the second year. The ‘terrible twos’ behaviour so often shown at this
time demonstrates that the child has developed sufficient trust in the parent to feel safe
enough to try out some autonomy, without being anxious that love will be withdrawn if he
is naughty. If the child is encouraged to try out some autonomy in the second year, he is
able to learn to control his impulses and initiate activities of his own. As a result of self-
control and a feeling of pride at his accomplishments, the child feels adequate and is able
to become competent at intellectual, physical and social skills. If a parent overprotects or
ridicules the child’s efforts or is discouraging and blaming, the child is not able to move
successfully through the life stages. Erikson’s stages are as follows.
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APPROX. STAGE CRISIS HOPEFUL RESULT
AGE

0–1 infancy trust versus mistrust trust

1–3 toddler autonomy versus shame freedom and self-control
and doubt

3–6 pre-school initiative versus guilt purpose and direction

7–12 school age industry versus inferiority competence through 
recognition

12–18 adolescence identity versus role integrated self-image
confusion

20� early intimacy versus isolation ability to make 
adulthood relationships and a career

30–50 middle generativity versus family, social and career 
adulthood stagnation developments

50� late ego integrity versus sense of fulfilment and 
adulthood despair satisfaction

Which of the following issues, that concern people, might be the result of early develop-
ment? Which of Erikson’s stages might they relate to?

◆◆ not being able to trust other people 

◆◆ not being able to make close relationships with others

◆◆ having low self-esteem

◆◆ not being able to recognise and express negative feelings such as anger

◆◆ always worrying about the sort of person one is

◆◆ being sad about one’s life and achievements

◆◆ not being able to initiate one’s own activities

◆◆ social isolation

◆◆ excessive guilt over one’s attempts in life

◆◆ discontent.

ACTIVITY



JEAN PIAGET (1896–1980) 

Another important theory of the life stages in development is one put forward by Piaget,
who wrote about intellectual and cognitive development (thinking), rather than the emo-
tional. His theory, which involves four stages, concerns what he called schema (plural
‘schemata’). A schema is all the knowledge and experience a person has, which relates to a
particular activity, a sort of mental structure. For example, our mental idea of eating involves
preparing and serving food, using crockery and cutlery and, possibly, sitting at a table. Many
schemata are more complicated than this, such as those involved in playing music.

The first schema a baby develops is the body schema. As s/he lies on her/his back playing
in the cot with her/his toes and rattle, s/he learns that when she/he bites her/his toes and
fingers it hurts, whereas it does not when s/he bites the rattle. Gradually the baby learns
the difference between ‘me ‘ and ‘not me’ – her/his first schema – and this is the beginning
of all her/his learning. The baby starts life as totally egocentric and only gradually becomes
aware of the world outside her/himself. 

An operation, according to Piaget, is a way of combining schemata, and is not present in a
young child. Piaget’s stages are as follows.

Sensorimotor stage, or infancy (0–2 years) 

In this stage the child is learning thinking skills, like the body schema, ready for the next
stage. Piaget believed that young babies do not realise that a rattle, for example, exists sep-
arately from themselves. If it cannot be seen, heard or touched, then the child believes that
it ceases to exist until the next time that the child experiences it. At around eight months,
the child knows that the object is still there, even when it cannot be seen. This Piaget called
object permanence. 

Pre-operational stage, or early childhood stage (2–7 years)

Piaget thought that children of this age could not think logically as adults and could learn
only from direct experience, from objects that are real such as toys and dolls. Children look
at everything as they would themselves; for example believing that it is possible to ‘smack’
the naughty cupboard for hurting the child who bumped into it. This he called animism. 

Concrete operational stage, or middle childhood (7–11 years)

The child is now beginning to understand the relationships between things and play in team
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Looking back at your own column of needs and experiences, completed in the first activity
of this chapter, how does it compare with the psychosocial stages of Erikson? 
What was your own experience of dealing with each of Erikson’s crises? 

ACTIVITY



games. They learn to add up, but need concrete, real objects, such as building blocks, to add
and subtract. The egocentricity of early childhood is gone and they learn to see things from
other people’s point of view. 

Formal operations stage (11 years and over)

Now children can understand abstract ideas, like freedom and conscience. Their thinking is
rational and logical. Some people, however, never reach this stage of development. 
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By ‘abstract’ rather than ‘concrete’ we mean something that it is not possible to hold and
touch. List some of the abstract concepts you use in your life in the course of a normal
day. You might include telling the time, or a value such as truthfulness. 

ACTIVITY

People who use counselling skills must use words that can be understood. If the person
receiving counselling skills is still at Piaget’s stage three – the concrete operational stage
– how might the counselling skills user need to change their usual use of language to best
help them? Can you think of some examples?

ACTIVITY

If you have access to a young baby, hide a toy which the baby is looking at under a cloth,
and see if the child looks to see where it has gone or if it loses interest. 

ACTIVITY

Pour an equal amount of water into two similar glasses and show a young child what you
are doing. Then, with the child watching, pour the water from one of the glasses into a
long thin glass, so the level of the water is higher. Ask the child which glass contains the
most water. At an early stage of development, children are unable to see that both glasses
of different shapes contain the same amount of water, although they have watched it
being poured from a similar glass. At a later stage of development, the child will recog-
nise that both glasses contain the same amount of water. 

ACTIVITY



LIFE EVENTS

Whatever approach one takes to life stage development, it is not possible to ignore some of
life’s events which change our development, although they may not happen at the ‘right’ time.
For example, a child may have to become a carer for a disabled parent – an occurrence that
hastens the sense of responsibility before other children reach that stage. It can also be said
that the birth order has an effect on personality. A firstborn child often assumes responsibility
and care for younger siblings, and this may result in a more caring nature throughout life
(how many of the people you know who work in the caring profession are firstborn children?).
A second or third child may have a more carefree attitude throughout life. 

An event which is threatening at any age is the onset of a life-threatening illness. Attitudes,
values and habits of behaviour may change as a result of a person coming face to face with
what may be an early death. 

Transitions

Life events which cause significant change are called transitions. Examples of transitions
include the change from being a pre-schooler to starting school; the physical and hormonal
changes that happen in adolescence; the start of the first adult job; or retirement from
work. With adequate preparation and forethought, these transitions can happen smoothly
without anxiety or stress. However, in some cases, this does not happen and the process of
adjustment to these periods results in emotional difficulties or physical illness. It is when
this occurs that the person using counselling skills needs to use the full range of listening
and responding skills, to enable the person to work out how best to make the adjustment
more satisfactorily. 

Adult life is made up of changes, or transitions, whether as a result of a natural stage of
development, such as adolescence, or as a result of a life event, which may not be related
to a specific stage. For example, having a first baby may occur at age 17 or 44, but the emo-
tional effect is similar. These changes all require adaptation. 
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Recall some examples of transitions from your own life. To what extent were these related
or not related to your ‘age’ stage?

ACTIVITY

Schlossberg (1989), described four kinds of transitions that occur:

◆◆ Anticipated transitions
These are events that a person plans and expects, like getting married.

◆◆ Unanticipated transitions
These are things that happen unexpectedly, like being diagnosed with a cancer, or
being sacked from a job.



◆◆ Non-event transitions
These are things that are expected to happen, but do not. For example, not being able
to have children or failing to get promotion at work.

◆◆ Chronic hassle transitions
These are things which go on unsatisfactorily for a long time, like trouble with a
teenage son or chronic illness in the family. 

It is important to note that what is an anticipated transition for one person, might be a
non-event for another. 

Crises

Not all transitions are a crisis for the individual. Some of the factors which turn a transition
into a crisis are that:

◆◆ it is ‘off-time’ (for example if a child has to care for a parent, instead of vice versa)

◆◆ it cannot be controlled by the individual

◆◆ there was little warning of its approach

◆◆ it involved loss of status

◆◆ there was no ritual involved in the transition (sometimes called a ‘rite of passage’), for
example: eighteenth or twenty-first birthday party, or retirement presentation.

It is on these occasions, when a transition is a crisis that the helper using counselling skills
is valuable.
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Think about a time in your own life when a transition became a crisis. Spend a few min-
utes recalling the time and either writing it down or talking about it with a colleague.
Then think about other people who were involved with you at that time. Try to identify
what was helpful to you at that time and what was unhelpful.

ACTIVITY

Stressful life events 

Most adults in their thirties, or over, will be able to list 20 or 30 transitions that they have
experienced. Some of these will relate to the normal age developments we have discussed
earlier in this chapter, but some may not. List those events in your own life that had a life-
changing result for you. Next, put a star by those events in which a loss occurred for you.
We will return to those later. Think about how stressful all the events on your list were for
you and rate them in the order of stressfulness using number one as the event which was
the most traumatic for you.

ACTIVITY



Holmes and Rahe in 1967, compiled a list of life events based on the amount of stress each
caused and the readjustment required. It is worth keeping this list. If you, or someone you
are working with, scores a number of points high on this list, there is a greater likelihood
of stress, which can result in physical ill health or emotional disturbances. The worker with
counselling skills can have a very useful, even life saving , role to play when this happens. 

Life events ordered for stressfulness (Holmes and Rahe, 1967)

Rank Life event
01. Death of spouse
02. Divorce
03. Marital separation
04. Jail term
05. Death of close family member
06. Personal injury or illness
07. Marriage
08. Fired at work
09. Marital reconciliation
10. Retirement
11. Change in health of family member
12. Pregnancy
13. Sex difficulties
14. Gain of new family member
15. Business readjustment
16. Change in financial status
17. Death of close friend
18. Change to different line of work
19. Change in number of arguments with spouse
20. Heavy mortgage repayments
21. Foreclosure of mortgage or loan
22. Change in responsibilities in work
23. Son or daughter leaves home
24. Trouble with in-laws
25. Outstanding personal development
26. Spouse begins or stops work
27. Begin or end school
28. Change in living conditions
29. Revisions of personal habits
30. Trouble with boss
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How can someone with counselling skills help someone who is stressed?
It is important not to tell someone what to do or to tell them what you would do if it were
you.

ACTIVITY



ATTACHMENT, SEPARATION AND LOSS

Some of the ideas connected with this part of the chapter, like maternal deprivation and
the importance of bonding, may already be familiar to you. In this section the aim is to
explain attachment theory and relate it to separation and loss and also to introduce you to
the work of Bowlby, who has had a significant impact on the way children are cared for in
our society. 

JOHN BOWLBY (1907–1990)

John Bowlby trained in medicine and in psychoanalysis. He noticed the impact of loss and
deprivation that had been suffered as a child by the adult patients who came to him. He
also worked at one time with young delinquents and came to a similar conclusion. He
thought that the Freudians, who preceded him, had overlooked the significance of real
trauma in people’s lives, instead concentrating on the unconscious and fantasy, such as the
Oedipal complex. He thought that the environment (particularly mothering) in which a
child was brought up, was a significant cause of psychological difficulties. 

In 1952, he presented a famous film to the psychoanalytical society, made with James
Robertson. This showed the intense distress experienced by a small girl when separated
from her mother when she went to hospital. 

James Robertson and his wife made two similar films of John and Thomas. John demon-
strates clearly how a child reacted to being placed in a nursery and cared for by a number of
well-meaning nurses, when his mother was admitted to hospital. He cried at first, but after
a few days became very sad, unable to be comforted, withdrawn and apathetic. Thomas, by
contrast, was fostered by the Robertsons and was encouraged to talk about the loss of his
mother. He had a consistent mother substitute in Mrs Robertson. As a result, his distress was
less severe. Bowlby and Robertson thought that the little girl and John would suffer emo-
tional damage and possibly lasting effects as a result of their experience. Bowlby wrote:

If it became a tradition that small children were never subjected to complete or prolonged separ-
ation from their parents in the same way that regular sleep and orange juice have become nursery
traditions, I believe that many cases of neurotic character development would be avoided.

(Bowlby, 1940)

Bowlby observed a number of adolescents who were referred to the child guidance clinic
where he worked, for stealing, and noted that almost 40% of them had been separated
from their mother for at least six months before they were five years old. In his paper, ‘44
juvenile thieves’, he claimed that maternal separation was directly responsible for the
delinquency. However, later writers have pointed out that he overlooked other social fac-
tors such as poverty. 

Maternal deprivation

Bowlby thought that there was a clear link between the child’s early bonding relationship
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with its mother and the ability to make close relationships throughout life. If the mother
was unable to make a strong relationship, because she was depressed, absent or ill, this
would affect the individual’s ability to trust and make a close relationship in later life.
Bowlby also linked this bonding, or attachment, with the way people handle loss in their
lives. He suggested that people who are separated from their mothers early in life may re-
experience those feelings later in life, whenever a loss occurs. He wrote a book on Charles
Darwin, in which he explains Darwin’s recurrent anxiety attacks as a result of his inability
to grieve loss. The first loss Darwin experienced was his mother’s death when he was eight.

Bowlby claimed that maternal deprivation caused behavioural, intellectual and emotional
damage. Just as we in the UK have been horrified in recent years to see on our television
sets the result of institutional care on the orphan children of Romania, so Bowlby was
reacting to the institutional care provided for children in the UK in his own period. He felt
strongly that absent mothers resulted in disturbed or delinquent children and that moth-
ers should be with their children for the first five years of their lives. He argued that even
brief separation had long-lasting effects, and would have been critical of the modern
mother who returns to work after her child is born, leaving the child in a day nursery. But
his greatest impact has been in the health service, where now, partly as a result of his
research, parents are encouraged to stay with their young children in hospital.

Not everyone accepted Bowlby’s work as valid. One of the scientists who evaluated his work
was Michael Rutter. He found that anti-social behaviour was linked not only to maternal
absence, but to family quarrels and the discord that often precedes divorce. Children whose
mothers had died were just as likely as children whose mothers were living to be either
delinquent or keep out of trouble. 

Attachment

Attachment is the term Bowlby used to describe the quality of the relationship between a
baby and its mother. Attachment means to feel safe and secure, rather than feeling depen-
dent, fearful of rejection and afraid. If a child is close to an adult with whom s/he has an
attachment, s/he feels happy and good, but if s/he is away from her/his parent s/he may
feel unhappy and homesick. The mother also feels these feelings. If she leaves her new baby
with the childminder for the first time, she will think endlessly about her baby and long to
be with her/him. 

A baby who is securely attached will be able to explore her/his environment in the knowledge
that her/his mother is there, or will return for her/him. On the other hand, a baby who is in-
securely attached, will cling to her/his mother in case s/he is abandoned and may hurt her if
she shows signs of going away. Bowlby claimed that babies needed to make secure attach-
ments during the first five years of life for emotional, social and intellectual development to
take place. We have already looked at examples given by Bowlby of youngsters whose bond
with their mothers was broken because of hospitalisation of either the child or the mother.

Bowlby also believed that attachment results in a special type of behaviour. He called this
a ‘control theory of attachment behaviour’. He believed, for example, that babies learn a
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way of behaving which keeps their mother close to them. This behaviour would include
smiling and cooing. When a baby gurgles and chuckles in his cot, her/his mother is strongly
motivated to go to the child and play and talk to her/him.

Separation

Separation is the term used by Bowlby to describe what happens when an attachment is
broken. The first attachment for babies is with the mother and when the child is deprived
of its mother, separation causes behaviours such as crying and despair, described later in
the section on loss. But first we consider the ideas and conclusions of other writers on
attachment and separation. 

Harlow and Zimmerman 

These writers, and later Harlow with his wife, observed baby monkeys who were deprived
of their mothers and unable to form an attachment. They demonstrated that the monkeys
had a need for cuddling as well as food. The monkeys were raised with two kinds of arti-
ficial mothers: a wire mother with a bottle attached and a wire mother covered with terry
towelling but which did not provide food. The monkeys showed a clear preference for the
terry-towelling mother when they weren’t being fed. When they were frightened, they ran
to the towelling mother; in fact, they would spend up to 18 hours a day clinging to the
furry mother as they would their real mothers, although all their food came from the wire
mother. The conclusion was that baby monkeys (and probably also baby children), need
contact comfort independently from their need for food.

Another finding was that the monkeys clung more tightly than ever to the ‘mothers’ when
they ‘punished’ them with blasts of air. A parallel can be seen with abused children who
persist in attachment in spite of maltreatment and punishment.

Tizard and Hodges 

These researchers studied children who had been placed in a residential nursery before they
were a few months old – because their mothers were unmarried, and unable to bring them
up. The system of caring was such that children did not become attached to any one
member of staff. A child who was in the institution for four years might have up to 50
carers in that time because of the turnover of staff. Later the children were either adopted
or returned to their mothers or remained in the nursery. 

The children were studied when they were admitted to the institution and when they were
four and eight years old. At four, they showed some signs of their experience. Those who
were adopted or in foster homes were friendly towards all strangers. Those still in the insti-
tution were attention seeking, clung to adults and were quarrelsome with their peers. They
showed no preference for individual carers and seemed to care for no-one. At eight, the
adopted children were disturbed and difficult, but had made a much better adjustment
than the children who remained in the nursery. But the children who returned to their birth
mothers showed the most severe behavioural difficulties.
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Loss

Loss is a term always used after a person has experienced the death of a loved one, but
what is sometimes not appreciated is that life consists of many losses. Most changes in our
lives involve a loss of some sort. For example, when we start playgroup, we lose our
mother’s continuous presence, and when we start work, we lose our freedom to use our
time as we please. 
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We feel a sense of loss because we are attached to something or someone and the loss
causes sadness and a sense of something missing. This is linked with Bowlby’s idea that the
need to attach, for a baby, is as important as needs such as food and warmth. Attachment
is necessary for survival. A baby needs to attach for its security. When the attachment is
broken or separation occurs, the sense of safety is also broken and this causes an emotional
upheaval. If there is a strong attachment, then the sense of loss is stronger. The distress felt
when we are faced with a loss is the price we pay for attachment. 

Bowlby described three stages of behaviour which he observed when an attachment was
broken. These are :

◆◆ protest

◆◆ despair

◆◆ detachment

Initially the child will be angry, cry and demand her/his mother back. Bowlby says this
period may last several days. Later, s/he becomes more quietly sad and yearns for her/his
mother, but seems to have given up hope and begins to despair. This despairing phase may
alternate with the hope of the protesting phase. Finally, the child detaches. S/he appears to
have forgotten her/his mother and if she returns during this stage, s/he may ignore her or
even seem not to recognise her. Her/his behaviour during this stage may include temper
tantrums and aggression. Throughout these stages the child is extremely upset, which
Bowlby calls ‘separation anxiety’. He believed that the way we experience and deal with
subsequent losses in life are modelled on how we experience separation from our mother.

List some of the losses related to some of the changes in your life up to the present time.
To help you, look back to the activity on stressful life events (p. 26). You will be surprised
how many there are. Think about the changes that you anticipate will occur in your life in
the future (for example retirement). What losses will occur then?

ACTIVITY



The death of a loved person is a very painful experience and the fact that we go through
other losses in our lives, does not lessen that experience. The reaction to loss is called grief.
Everyone reacts differently to loss and although there are some generalised feelings of sad-
ness, other feelings vary according to the individual and the nature of the relationship
which existed before the loss. Furthermore, when we are grieving, we often behave in ways
which would have been unusual before the death. For example, some people find it com-
forting to sleep with an item of clothing which belonged to the person who has died. Do
you think this might have any connection with Bowlby’s control theory?
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Bowlby believed that all the losses we experience in life and how we respond to them are
based upon our first attachment to our mothers. Imagine two adults who both experience
the break-up of a relationship. What would you expect to be the difference between the
feelings, behaviour and coping ability between an adult who had grown up in a residential
nursery with many carers and an adult whose childhood was spent within a secure family?

ACTIVITY

Think of the feelings that you, or someone else you know, felt at the time of the death of
someone close to them. Tick any of these that were felt.

unhappiness pain anxiety
hopelessness distress unloved
hurt shocked disbelief
confused unloved panic
insecurity sad denial
numb tired vulnerable
sorry for oneself guilty fear
tearful lonely unsure
not wanted worried useless 
helplessness

ACTIVITY

Facing up to death 

Most of us have experienced a death in our family or among close friends. Counselling skills
users need to have considered the way they cope with losses of their own, before attempt-
ing to help others. If there is still ‘unfinished’ or unresolved grief, then it will be difficult for
the counselling skills user to help another person with the feelings, thoughts and behav-
iours associated with their loss. This is because the counselling skills user will be looking
for parallels all the time with his/her own loss and it will be difficult to stay in the griev-
ing person’s ‘frame of reference’. So, with that in mind, complete the following activity.
Take some time reflecting on your answers and discuss them with someone else, if possible. 



Using counselling skills

Initially when people experience a loss, the most important thing to do is to provide
warmth, and comfort to help with the shock, and to be there if the person wants us. 

After the initial shock, the helpful counselling skills to use are those of attending and lis-
tening. The person may need to talk over and over again about their feelings and how and
why the death happened. 

The counselling skills user can provide the most help at this time by being there to talk
whenever it is wanted. Often grieving people feel that they cannot burden their friends and
relatives too often, and try to keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves. The coun-
selling skills user can listen and respond, reflecting and paraphrasing and staying with the
grief – without distracting the griever from what is clearly the most important issue on
his/her mind. 

It is important to be accepting of any ‘strange’ behaviour at this time. Some people need
to keep physically busy by, for example, walking, cleaning or digging. Others may feel the
need to avoid meeting people and may drive miles to avoid using their regular shops in case
they meet people they know. 

The grieving person will be experiencing a range of feelings, some of which we have identi-
fied earlier. It is important that these feelings are acknowledged and accepted and that the
listener is not tempted to talk about his/her own losses (unless asked, and then only briefly).

It is also essential, as in all situations where counselling skills are used, not to give advice.
It is particularly important not to encourage or persuade the griever to do anything which
may lead to later regret. For example, the possessions of the deceased should not be
immediately despatched to the charity shops or given away to others, if the griever is not
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Complete the following sentences:

◆◆ The first death I can remember was . . .

◆◆ At the time I felt . . .

◆◆ The first funeral (or wake or other ceremony) I attended was . . .

◆◆ At the time I felt . . .

◆◆ The most recent death I experienced was . . .

◆◆ The feelings were . . .

◆◆ The most difficult death I experienced was . . .

◆◆ The feelings were . . .

◆◆ I coped with these deaths by . . .

◆◆ If someone close to me were to die, I would cope by . . .

ACTIVITY



ready to part with them. Above all a grieving person needs time – time to talk, time to
think, to cry and be sad, time to look at photographs and revisit memories and time to just
be.

SELF-CONCEPT

How we behave, think and feel, results from the interplay between two factors: the world
outside ourselves (our social surroundings) and the world inside ourselves (our sense of
self). Imagine a man who would like to become an actor. The possibility of his joining an
amateur dramatics group results from first, the existence of such a group and secondly, how
confident he feels to make the contact and join. But many of life’s issues are more compli-
cated than this simple example and we don’t know much of our ‘self’. It is essential that
people who use counselling skills work on the lifelong process of discovering themselves
and begin to become self-aware. 
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Your answers will begin to define your self-concept. Some of your sentences will probably
refer to your role in life – ‘I am a mother’, ‘I am a teacher’ etc but other answers will refer
to your individual traits – ‘I am a patient person’, or ‘I am afraid to look at myself for fear
of what I might uncover’.

If you found this activity hard, be assured that you are in good company. Benjamin Franklin
is reported to have said, in 1758, ‘There are three things extremely hard, steel, a diamond
and to know one’s self’.

The self is normally seen as having three parts: self-image, self-esteem and the ideal self.
The self-image is the kind of person we think we are, whether or not we like it. You worked
out what sort of self-image you have of yourself in the last activity. It will include major
social roles, such as our gender and age, together with what sort of person we think we are.

Self-esteem refers to our self-evaluation, or sense of self-worth. It relates to the extent to
which we approve of ourselves. Certain characteristics or abilities have greater value in
society than others, and our self-esteem reflects that. For example, sporting prowess is
valued by most groups in society, whereas academic prowess is not acceptable in some
teenage cultures. 

Our ideal self is the self we dream of being, a rich self, clever self, thin self etc. The greater
the gap between our self-image and our ideal self, the lower our self-esteem will be. 

Complete the following sentence 20 times: ‘I am . . .’ .

ACTIVITY



How does our self-concept develop?

What is it in our lives which affects our sense of identity, our image and our self-esteem?

Much of our idea of what we are results from the messages we receive from others. These
may be verbal, visual, physical, through observing the body language of others or financial.
They are from all significant others – including family, friends, employers, teachers, col-
leagues, the environment and the media. They may be positive messages or negative.
Examples of positive messages range from praise or promotion, to a smile or love. Negative
messages can be verbal or physical and can include a frown or verbal rejection.

This sense of who we are and how valued we are, is constantly changing and adapting to
new impressions of ourselves that we form from new people we meet. 
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Some marginalised groups in society, such as people with disabilities and older people,
receive more experiences which may make them have a lower self-esteem than, for
example, a young able-bodied male will receive. It is particularly difficult for people in some
groups to achieve and maintain a positive view of themselves. 

As long ago as 1902, Charles H. Cooley wrote about a ‘looking-glass self’ and said that the
self that is most important is a reflection largely from the minds of others.

As well as receiving messages from others, we also compare ourselves with others, through
all our interactions and through our experience of how others are portrayed in the media.
If we see television advertisements for gleaming, unused houses, we are apt to compare our
own slightly worn, and perhaps cluttered surroundings unfavourably. So it is with people. 

Our roles in society also play a significant part in our self-concept. If we have a high-status
role, such as lawyer or doctor, we may feel differently about ourselves than someone who
has a job which is deemed by society to have a lower status, or less value. 

Re-read the last sentence. What important message does it contain for those of us who
are using counselling skills?

ACTIVITY

List some of the roles you play in life, not just in your job, but also in your family, with
your interests and in your community. How are these roles valued? If you placed a value
on each of these roles, with one given for a highly rated role and ten given for a low-status
role, what would you put for the roles on your list?

ACTIVITY

Another significant factor in our self-concept is our life experiences, which can have a
powerful impact on how we see ourselves. Positive experiences, such as academic success



or achievement will result in good feelings about ourselves, whereas a different set of
experiences, such as abuse or the break up of a relationship may lower our value of our-
selves.

Importance of having a healthy self-esteem

Anne Dickson (1989) wrote: 

Self esteem stems from a strong, rooted sense of self worth, which survives both failure and suc-
cess: it survives mistakes, disappointment and most of all self esteem survives acceptance and rejec-
tion from others.

(Dickson, 1989)

This is a definition of healthy self-esteem. Unfortunately this is not held by all of the people
with whom we come into contact when we are practising our counselling skills.
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How is your own self-esteem? What has happened in your life that has made you feel good
about yourself? Can you identify some of the factors which made this happen? What has
happened which made you feel bad about yourself? Can you see what caused these
feelings?

ACTIVITY

Many of the life events which make us feel good or bad about ourselves are outside our
control, such as illness, loss of job, unhappy relationships or getting a good job. However,
we can learn to value the self. Perhaps the goal that we should strive towards for ourselves
is to have a healthy and realistic self-esteem, not inflated to the extent that we believe we
can be all things to all people, but equally not so low that we believe we are useless and
incapable of anything worth doing. 

Some of the causes of low self-esteem

Some of our earliest good feelings come from being looked after, cuddled, loved and fed. If
our needs are not met, we feel bad, and experience a sense of helplessness. Most of us grow
up with more good experiences and feelings than bad, and so we can absorb the occasional
bad feelings without harm. However, if adults consistently give us the message that we are
not wanted, or we are abandoned by the adults with whom we have our attachment, we
can become convinced that we are not loved because we are unlovable. A sense of worth-
lessness results. 

Bowlby argues that if we do not get love and approval as a child, and therefore a sense of
our own worth, we block or sabotage later attachments, and therefore have difficulties in
later life in forming close and meaningful relationships. Outside the family, the wider
society gives us messages about our worth. If we are continually receiving negative mess-
ages, for example because our skin or hair is the wrong colour, or because we live in the



wrong family or the wrong area, we can internalise these attitudes and believe ourselves
to have lower value than others.

Improving our own self-esteem 

We cannot hope to work with people with low self esteem if we do not value ourselves.
Many of us find it easy to be critical of ourselves, but are conditioned not to see the good
points. The following activity attempts to change this. 
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Take a clean sheet of paper and write a list of all the things that are good about yourself
and the things you are good at. You should be able to reach the bottom of an A4 sheet of
file paper! If you find this difficult, get together with a friend or colleague and see if you
can help each other to extend your lists. 

ACTIVITY

I often give this activity to new students on counselling skills courses. At the beginning of
their course, they sometimes have difficulty with this, but when we repeat the activity at
the end of the course, when they have worked on their self-awareness for a year or two, it
is much easier. 

Working with people who have low self-esteem

If someone you are working with has low self-esteem, it is important to help them feel
better about themselves. 

Think about some of the ways in which you might help someone to value themselves. It
may take some time, especially if the person has had a lifetime’s experience of believing
s/he is of little value, but it can be done! What might you do to help?

ACTIVITY

Person-centred approach to the self

One of what is known as the core conditions of the person-centred approach is uncondi-
tional positive regard or acceptance. Rogers believed that in order to be loved, children
have to learn to behave in certain ways. Some of these ways are not what they feel and
may be the opposite of how they want to behave. Love is therefore conditional on the chil-
dren denying their true feelings and conforming to the expectations of others. Children
eventually learn to repress ‘unacceptable’ behaviour and feelings and to behave according
to expectations. For example, a child may be praised for being helpful, but criticised for
being a ‘cry baby’. As s/he grows, a sense of self develops and as positive rewards are
received from others, a high sense of self-esteem and a positive self-image grows. 



However, if a child receives negative responses from others, the self-image will be negative
and self-esteem low. S/he will feel bad about her/himself. Also, if s/he has to behave in
ways in which s/he would not naturally behave, in order to gain positive regard from others,
a state of incongruence will result, together with bad feelings. 

Once the sense of self has been established in childhood, people try to maintain this, and
some of the ways of behaving, feeling and thinking which result, get in the way of the
person reaching his/her highest potential (which is known as self-actualisation).
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Cognitive approach to the self

One cognitive view of the self originated from the work of Aaron T. Beck (1976). This view
of the self is based on the idea that as we develop as people, because of our unique per-
sonal history and experiences, we develop beliefs and assumptions about ourselves. We also
develop them about others and the world we live in. For example, a belief about oneself
might be ‘I am worthless‘, about others, ‘other people cannot be trusted to meet my needs’
and about the world, ‘the world is a frightening place to live in‘.

These beliefs and assumptions become a ‘set of rules’, by which we live our lives, although
we may not be aware of them in that way. They are formed mainly in our early years and
may be revised as a result of later experiences. Included in these beliefs and assumptions
are core beliefs, or schemata, such as, ‘I am useless’ and assumptions, which are an ‘if . . .
then . . .’ way of coping with the core beliefs. For example, if a person believes ‘I am use-
less’ s/he may develop the assumption, ‘If I am always helpful and work very, very hard, then
other people will not see how useless I am’. 

Think about some of the ways you ‘conformed’ as a child. Did you, for example, eat your
meals at a table and with a knife and fork? Why did you do this? What would have hap-
pened if you had picked up your food with your fingers? Would there have been parental
disapproval? Can you think of other examples like this?

ACTIVITY

If an adult, perhaps in the place where you work, is always silent in meetings, and seems
afraid ever to speak out, what do you think might have happened to that person in early
childhood?

ACTIVITY

If a person holds these core beliefs and assumptions, what might have happened in early
life to have led to these? If a person holds these beliefs and assumptions, what type of
behaviour or personality might result?

ACTIVITY



As a result of our beliefs and assumptions, which make up our self, everyone will have a
different way of appraising life events. The same event will cause one person to react dif-
ferently from another person, depending on the core beliefs and assumptions held. 

When something unpleasant happens in our lives, these core beliefs can be triggered,
although they may have been dormant before. The ‘triggering’ takes the form of a negative
automatic thought, or NAT, a thought which flashes into our minds so fast that we barely
perceive it. Examples of NATs are, ‘They hate me’, ‘I’ll lose my job’, ‘Anything I will say will
be wrong’ and ‘I’m stupid’. These NATs can be so much part of ourselves, and such an
immediate response, that we are unaware of them. The NAT may result in an unpleasant
emotion and perhaps an unhelpful action or behaviour, which in itself feeds back to the
NAT. This is described as a vicious circle. An example follows:

LIFE STAGES 39

schema

e.g. no-one can be trusted, no-one will meet my needs

trigger

bereavement

NAT

no-one can help me 

emotion

feeling alone and frightened

action

withdrawing from everyone

Sometimes a further factor is added to the circle: physical symptoms. Someone who is
bereaved may also feel tired and lacking in energy. As a result they feel worse emotionally
and even more likely to withdraw from other people. 



In this example, the trigger event might have been that the boss was angry with the
person. The core belief, which stemmed from early childhood, would have been, ‘I am no
good.’

PSYCHODYNAMIC APPROACH TO THE SELF 

According to the psychodynamic view, the sense of self develops soon after birth, when the
ego boundaries are established – the ‘me’ and ‘not me’. This is Erikson’s second stage, when
the baby is still dependent on the mother, but is beginning to separate from her.

There are aspects of the self which may conflict with consciously held ideals. A child might
have been taught and believe that it is important to put others first, but this may conflict
with deeper needs to be selfish. The result is either that the ideals are denied or that they
may become unconscious. The idea of part of ourselves being ‘forgotten’ is called
repression. However, it is not actually forgotten and may return to haunt us, unless we deal,
in some way, with these troublesome issues in our unconscious. An example of repression
is when a young child has a life-threatening accident, perhaps a near-drowning experience.
S/he may repress the memory of this. It is too painful for her/him to recall it in her/his con-
scious memory, but it does not leave her/him. S/he may wonder why, as an adult, s/he has
a great fear of water and swimming. 

In psychodynamic terms, the self includes the conscious, the unconscious and what is
called the pre-conscious – those thoughts and memories which are not present in the fore-
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Think of a time recently when you felt something unpleasant (sad, angry, frightened etc).
See if you can work out for yourself what thoughts and actions and possibly physical
symptoms made up your vicious circle. For example:

Can you also identify what triggered this circle? And perhaps the core belief from which
it stemmed?

ACTIVITY

feeling upset and tearful because I can’t do something at work 

physical symptom thought

very tired and unable to I can’t do it – it is too hard
concentrate

action

worked long hours and without 
breaks to try to get it right



front of the mind, but can be recalled with some effort. One way of illustrating the various
levels of awareness between the self and others is shown as follows (modified from Luft,
1966).
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KNOWN TO SELF UNKNOWN TO SELF

KNOWN TO OTHERS the public self the blind self
UNKNOWN TO OTHERS the secret self the unconscious self

The public self is that part of ourselves which is available for all to see. The secret self, we
admit to ourselves but keep from others. The blind self is seen by others but not known by
ourselves and the unconscious self is unavailable to both ourselves and others, but may
continue to influence our emotions and behaviour, as we have illustrated in the example. 

The aim of self-awareness is to increase the open, public self and decrease the other areas.
We can reduce the blind self by feedback from others, and reduce the secret self by being
more open. There are various ways in which we can work on our unconscious self, includ-
ing counselling, through hypnosis or by examining our dreams. 

Importance of self-awareness in the use of counselling skills

What is the relevance of this knowledge of the self to anybody who practises counselling
skills? The answer is – a great deal. 

There are three elements of any counselling skills course: knowledge of the skills, an under-
standing of the theory that underpins the skills, and self-awareness. Self-awareness can be
explored in self-development groups and journal writing, but above all it requires the stu-
dent to be prepared to look at him/herself in a way that they may never have done before. 

It is the self-awareness which makes the teaching and learning of counselling skills quite
different from that of almost any other subject. It may involve some painful and difficult
uncovering of hidden emotions and thoughts. On the other hand, the experience is enrich-
ing and challenging and an added, sometimes unexpected bonus for the student, which
may change lives! Most students I have taught over the years rate their learning about
themselves as something which changes their lives permanently for the better. 

Why do we need to be self-aware? We need to be aware of ourselves for several reasons.
If we are using our counselling skills with someone who begins to talk about an experience
which is similar to an experience of our own, we need to be able to differentiate between
our own thoughts and feelings and those of the other person. We also need to have
‘worked’ on our own issues so that our thoughts and feelings do not get in the way of our
empathic listening. 

How can we help ourselves to become more self-aware ? There are many ways. Hopefully
some of the activities in this chapter will have helped. There are ways of reflecting on our-
selves, and creative ways of exploring ourselves, but above all we get feedback from our



friends and colleagues and, if this is honest, it helps us to see ourselves as we really are,
rather than as our ideal self. 
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has been about the stages of life, attachment and loss and the self-concept.
The work of some of the important theorists in the area is briefly described. But the chap-
ter has also been about you, the reader. The importance of self-awareness for a practitioner
of counselling skills has been described. This is a lifelong process and hopefully many of the
activities you have completed will have helped you to find out more about yourself, as well
as to understand more fully some of the theoretical ideas in this chapter. This will be help-
ful both to the people with whom you practise your counselling skills and to you, in the
relationships you have, in the way you feel about yourself and the thoughts and ideas that
you have. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Beck, A.T. (1976) Cognitive therapy and the emotional disorders, International Universities
Press.

Bowlby, J. (1971) Attachment and loss, Penguin.

Brown, D., and Pedder, J. (1979) Introduction to psychotherapy: an outline of
psychodynamic principles and practice, Routledge.

Dickson, A. (1989) A woman in your own right, Quartet.

Complete the following sentences. Your sentences will help you to think about yourself
and how you value yourself. 

◆◆ One thing I really like about myself . . .

◆◆ When people ignore me, I . . .

◆◆ When someone praises me, I . . .

◆◆ Those who really know me . . .

◆◆ I am at my very best with people when . . .

◆◆ I feel lonely when . . .

◆◆ I get hurt when . . .

◆◆ Few people know that . . .

◆◆ I dislike people who . . .

◆◆ I hate people to see that I . . .

ACTIVITY



Erikson, E.H. (1963) Childhood and society, Norton.

Freud, S. (1978) New introductory lectures, Penguin.

Freud, S. (1986) Essential psychoanalysis, Penguin.

Harlow, H.F. and Zimmerman, R. (1959 ) ‘Affectional responses in the infant monkey’, in
Science, 130, 421–432.

Holmes, J. (1993) John Bowlby and attachment theory, Routledge.

Holmes, T.H., and Rahe, R.H. (1967) ‘The social readjustment rating scale’, in Journal of
Psychosomatic Research, 11.

Piaget, J. (1969) The psychology of the child, Routledge.

Rogers, C. (1980) A way of being, Houghton Mifflin. 

Tizard, B., and Hodges, J. (1978) ‘The effect of early institutional rearing on the
development of 8-year-old children’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 19,
99–118.

Wills, F., and Sanders, D. (1997) Cognitive therapy – transforming the image, Sage.

LIFE STAGES 43



This chapter is written for people undertaking counselling skills courses who wish to use
some theoretical framework to underpin their understanding of people and the nature of
change. It is also written for the reader who may be considering going on to specific coun-
selling training, and who wants to begin to distinguish between theoretical approaches.
Most of the theoretical models of counselling have within them some underpinning
relationship that uses communications or counselling skills. These skills are used intention-
ally within the structures and processes of a particular model. 

Counselling is a relatively new activity that developed in the latter part of the twentieth
century and continues to flourish in its availability in these early days of the twenty-first.
Its development, particularly in western society, needs to be seen in the context of chang-
ing social structures such as the decline in the significance of religion and the fragmenta-
tion of the family. This continued development has highlighted the need for differentiation
between professionally trained counsellors and those who employ counselling skills in order
to carry out their role more effectively, whether that role be as teacher, human resources
manager or doctor/nurse. 

More than 400 different approaches to counselling have been identified, each one of which
can be traced back to one of three major theoretical approaches: psychodynamic, person-
centred and cognitive-behavioural. This chapter offers an overview of these three theoreti-
cal approaches citing those people considered to be influential in developing each
approach, together with an indication of the strengths and limitations of each. Activities
will enable you to consider how relevant some of the concepts are to your own personal
experience, and will help you to examine their strengths and limitations in your pro-
fessional context. 

3

Theoretical perspectives – Sheila Trahar



PSYCHODYNAMIC APPROACH

The psychodynamic approach to counselling is derived from the work of Freud (1856–1939)
who developed psychoanalysis, the therapeutic application of the science of the mind, as a
method of treatment for emotional problems. Two colleagues, Carl Jung (1875–1961) and
Alfred Adler (1870–1937), became disillusioned with many aspects of his theories and broke
away from Freud to develop their own psychodynamic theories. In any of the psychody-
namic approaches to counselling, exploration of the client’s past will play a major part. So
too will the aim of enabling the client to gain insight into the reasons for their behaviour.

Freudian theory was closely allied with the mechanistic-deterministic outlook of nineteenth-
century science and, as with other theoretical approaches to counselling, it is important to
remain aware of the social context from which it emerged. It was regarded by many as paint-
ing too bleak a picture of human nature, largely because Freud based many of his conclu-
sions on his study of neurotic, rather than healthy, people. This approach is also criticised
because many aspects of it do not have and cannot be made to have scientifically respectable
proven procedures. However, all counselling theory is influenced by Freudian ideas, and whilst
many of those who followed Freud later rejected some of his key concepts, evidence of his
hypotheses is visible in each major theoretical approach. Outside the counselling field, it is
almost impossible to ignore the effect Freud has had on twentieth and twenty-first century
western thinking. He created a cultural change in how people view themselves.
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Freud’s early training was medical, and the biological perspective is at the heart of the psy-
chodynamic approach, where the central focus is that of mind and body together. Freud con-
sidered the human organism to be a complex energy system that derived energy from food and
expended energy for circulation, respiration, muscular exercise, perceiving, thinking and
remembering. He saw no reason to assume that the energy providing the power for breathing
or digesting was any different, except in form, from the energy needed for thinking and remem-
bering. The point of contact between the energy of the body and that of the mind/personality
is the id and its instincts. Instincts create needs that must be satisfied, and behaviour, which is
usually a result of the interaction between the three major systems of the personality or psyche
– the id, ego and superego – is directed towards a reduction of the resultant tension.

The id is the original system of the personality, and its aim is the avoidance of pain and the
securing of pleasure. The second system of the personality to form is the ego. The basic dis-
tinction between the id and the ego is that the id knows only the subjective reality of the
mind, whereas the ego distinguishes between the mind and the external world. It is that part
of the mind that deals with reality. The superego is the third and last system of personality
to be developed and its main functions are to inhibit the impulses of the id, particularly

What words and phrases can you identify that we use in everyday life that may have their
origins in Freud’s thinking?

ACTIVITY



those of a sexual or aggressive nature. It might be defined as the conscience. The id and
most of the superego were considered by Freud to be largely unconscious and, although
behaviour is almost always the product of an interaction between these three systems, it is
considered to be under the control of forces, for example childhood fantasies and repressed
memories that the individual is unable to consciously acknowledge. Freudian theory claims
that we are often unaware of our motives. If we were more aware of these we would be able
to make better decisions in life. However, we remain reluctant or ‘resistant’ to acknowledg-
ing these hidden motives, and may often repeat past patterns of behaviour.

Freud’s contention was that we are organisms who structure our lives defensively to avoid anx-
iety. The psychodynamic approach suggests that our central identity, whether we call it ego or
self, has to be constantly defended against anxiety, in order to limit disruption and maintain a
sense of unity. Psychodynamic theory is concerned with the individual’s internal representa-
tions of the external world. These internal versions of the world are systematically distorted by
unconsciously setting up defence mechanisms such as repression, denial and projection.

One of the other main concepts in Freudian theory is that early childhood experiences are
significant in later personality development, and that the effects of these experiences con-
tinue to influence the adult without her/his awareness. 

Post-Freudians – Jung and Adler
Jung saw human development as a lifelong quest for fulfilment and integration of self,
rather than the more biologically based instinct drives espoused by Freud. Much of Jung’s
work was with schizophrenics and this, together with his interest in religion and eastern
philosophy, may have stimulated his writings on symbolism and archetypes. He developed
a theory of personality that was very clearly influenced by the Freudian concepts of id, ego
and superego. He named his systems the ego, personal unconscious and the collective
unconscious. The ego is similar to Freud’s ego, the personal unconscious is the domain con-
taining repressed feelings and incidents, and the collective unconscious is that part of the
mind common to all humankind. He saw the latter as being constructed through arche-
types, which are symbolic representations of universal aspects of human experience. The
four major archetypes are.

◆◆ persona: this is the face which we present to the world. This face may be based on
what we believe others expect us to be

◆◆ animus/anima: respectively, these are the unconscious masculine side of the female
and the unconscious female side of the male

◆◆ shadow: the shadow is similar to the id, in that it is the side of the self which is
uncontrolled and therefore often denied

◆◆ self : this is the integration of all parts of the personality into a healthy functioning
individual.

Alfred Adler
Adler, in contrast to Freud, believed that all people are born with a need to belong to a
social group, whether this is the family or the wider society. This is in contrast to Freudian
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theory, that was concerned with the individual in relation to her/himself, with very little
focus on how the individual relates to others and to the environment. Adler believed that
there were three tasks, which he termed life tasks, demanded of individuals. These are work,
friendship and love. Adler believed that satisfaction and fulfilment derived from successful
completion of these tasks and that psychological problems may occur when people feel
inferior to others in their social group. He placed much emphasis on position in one’s family
of origin, believing that each child, having been born in an inferior position will struggle to
become superior. The eldest child will be an only child for some time but when s/he is joined
by subsequent siblings, s/he will need to maintain her/his superiority. The youngest child
may choose to remain the baby of the family and behave in ways which reinforce this, such
as lacking a sense of responsibility and general playfulness. Middle children, who are
neither oldest nor youngest, will often feel misplaced, as if they do not fit in anywhere.
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The following activity is a way of exploring the usefulness of some of Adler’s key concepts.
If you are part of a group, divide yourselves up according to your place in your family of
origin – oldest child, youngest child, middle child, only child (if there is a large gap between
you and your nearest sibling, you may feel as if you fit more comfortably with the only chil-
dren). It is important to position yourself according to your experience in your family. For
example, if your parents lost a child/children before you were born, then strictly speaking you
were not their firstborn but you would probably still consider yourself to be the oldest child. 

In each group, consider the following questions together:

◆◆ How did you experience this family life position when you were growing up? What
words/phrases would you use to describe it?

◆◆ How did you feel about your siblings? About being an only child?

◆◆ What would you like to say to your siblings about your experience?

A way of bringing this activity into the whole training group is to then ‘speak’ to each of
the other groups as if they were your siblings and to hear their responses to you. If you
are doing this activity on your own, then you might care to write down what you would
like to say.

It is then useful and interesting to consider how you behave today and, as Adler believed
in the value of work as a significant and fulfilling life task, think especially about how you
behave at work. For example, as the eldest child in my family I grew up feeling not only
very responsible for my younger brother but also for most things that happened in my
family. As an adult I am aware that I still carry this responsibility. I take my work very
seriously and often receive feedback on my serious nature. I have come to value this
serious side of myself because I can see that it helps people feel they can trust me and
have faith in me. However, the other side of this is that my playful side (which I associate
with my younger brother who was allowed to get away with anything) often goes
unrecognised; people find it difficult to see that I can be both serious and playful.

ACTIVITY



Key terms

Transference
This refers to the notion that, whilst in counselling, the client ‘transfers’ onto the counsel-
lor emotions which are connected with a significant figure from the past. This is usually
mother, father or siblings. Aspects of these relationships, which the client has repressed, are
then enacted in the counselling setting. In the therapeutic encounter, repressed memories
can be recovered, repeated and reintegrated. Particular attention is paid to the transference
by attempting to show how it influences, both positively and negatively, the relationship
between counsellor and client. Psychodynamic counsellor makes deliberate use of the posi-
tive and negative transference by bringing it out into the open and sometimes deliberately
encouraging it to develop. 

Countertransference
Countertransference refers to the feelings which the client evokes in the counsellor and
which the counsellor will make use of in order to try and understand the client’s own
material. In psychodynamic counselling there will be a necessity not only for the coun-
sellor to explore her/his countertransference in supervision, but to have undertaken exten-
sive personal counselling in order to gain insight into the sources of her/his own conflicts.

The unconscious
The unconscious is the part of the mind which is inaccessible to the conscious mind, but
which controls much of our behaviour and emotions. Freud believed that this area of the
mind is only accessible through dreams and fantasies. In the first activity in this section you
were asked to think about the words and phrases we commonly use that may have their
origins in Freud’s thinking. You will probably have remembered the phrase ‘Freudian slip’,
used when someone says something that is apparently not intentional but which may be
an example of what they really think or feel. This may be seen as an example of the uncon-
scious at work.

Free association 
The client is encouraged to speak of whatever comes to mind, to ‘free associate’. Having
encouraged this free association, the psychodynamic counsellor proceeds to link apparently
disparate sentences and then to offer an interpretation. The aim of this intervention is to
elucidate unconscious feelings or ideas of which the client is unaware. A skilful interpret-
ation will observe those feelings that are close enough to the surface to enter into con-
sciousness. This linking can reunite split-off, or separated, feelings that the client has been
unable to acknowledge as belonging together.

Dream interpretation
Both Freud and Jung believed that dreams have much to tell us about the unconscious mind,
and so the interpretation of dreams is an important aspect of the psychodynamic approach. The
psychodynamic counsellor will encourage clients to record their dreams and to use them as a
vehicle to gain greater insight into the underlying motivation for their feelings and behaviour.
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Resistances and defences
These terms refer to those childhood experiences which were so painful that they are
buried away from conscious awareness; repressed as a way of defence. The individual is
then unconsciously resistant to revealing and discussing this material, and sets up defence
mechanisms in order to protect her/himself. One of the goals of the psychodynamic coun-
sellor will be to break through these resistances and defences. Any resistance to this
within the counselling process will be viewed as a continuation of the client’s defence
mechanisms.

Projection
The individual is unable to accept her/his more difficult feelings and so unconsciously pro-
jects them onto another person. An example of projection is a person who has difficulty in
recognising and accepting her/his feelings of anger. This may be for many reasons, includ-
ing the way s/he was treated when s/he became angry as a child. S/he may project her/his
anger onto other people, who are then experienced as being angry with her/him. Energy is
directed towards continuing to deny one’s own anger and blaming others for their angry
behaviour rather than using the energy to accept and integrate it.
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Work with a partner and draw or depict your partner visually in some way. Now describe
and explain your picture to your partner. Notice whether there are any things in your
description of your partner that are also a description of you. This can be a useful and
visual way of showing that we do often seek to find aspects of ourselves in others, or that
we can feel more comfortable depicting someone else as angry or aggressive. We can ‘pro-
ject’ parts of ourselves onto others.

ACTIVITY

This is an interesting activity because it demonstrates how we all tend to fantasise about
other people when we don’t know very much about them. It can also show how people’s
fantasies can also be very accurate because you yourself are giving away more about your-
self than you think you are.

The really interesting part is when you ask people who you remind them of. I experienced
this when I ran a similar exercise with a group of people on a counselling skills course. I
was aware that one person in the group had been very warm towards me from the first
moment we met. She was very attentive to me, very enthusiastic about the course I was
delivering, would seek me out at the end of the evening. During this particular activity,
she realised that I reminded her of her best friend from school, who she had not seen for
many years. She realised that she was behaving towards me as if I was this person.
Although I liked her attention, I did not feel that my behaviour towards her warranted it,
and so it was very helpful for both of us when she made this discovery. It can also explain
the opposite and help you to understand why someone might be behaving in an unpleas-
ant way, when you know that you have not done anything to deserve it. If your role



Techniques

The classical image of psychoanalysis is of the analyst presenting her/himself as a blank
screen upon which the client can project her/his feelings. This is probably less true of the
psychodynamic counsellor today, who will aim to establish a warm relationship with her/his
clients whilst remaining detached, in order to allow the transference and to interpret the
resistances occurring in the therapeutic process. The counsellor working with this approach
is unlikely to reveal aspects of her/his own life or to share feelings with the client.

Strengths

Psychodynamic concepts and ideas have not only influenced all models of counselling, but
have also created a cultural shift in how we view ourselves. They also have wider appli-
cation to the understanding of groups and organisations. Freud developed the first com-
prehensive personality theory and identified the significance of early childhood experiences
in later development. These approaches work well if you see a connection between your
thoughts and your actions, and already have some capacity to reflect on your actions.

Limitations

The focus of the psychodynamic approach remains on internalised versions of the self, with
very little emphasis on the social context of the external world. Psychodynamic counselling
can be very long and expensive and has, therefore, been criticised as being elitist. It has
also been criticised for being based on far-fetched and implausible ideas, which since they
rest on the concept of the unconscious can never be tested. 
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This activity works well in a small group with a volunteer who is willing to be the ‘blank
screen’ onto which others project their fantasies. It is a way of experiencing what can
happen in transference (and projection). The volunteer invites colleagues to write down
everything they know about her/him. You need to feel able to allow people to use any-
thing they know about you so if you’ve shared something very private with someone, then
be careful! Then ask them to write down their fantasies about you – what do they imagine
about you? Again, you need to give people permission to write down anything. Next ask
them to write down who you remind them of. Finally, ask them to write down how they
feel about that person. Then ask them to read out what they’ve written and to be honest! 

ACTIVITY

involves any kind of authority you may well be very familiar with this, as it is not uncom-
mon for people to project/transfer onto the ‘teacher’, ‘manager’ all the unpleasant experi-
ences they have had with someone else in the past in that role or, indeed, any authority
figure, such as a parent.



PERSON-CENTRED APPROACH

Experience for me is the highest authority. The touchstone of validity is my own experience . . . it
is to experience that I must return again and again, to discover a clear approximation to truth as
it is in process of becoming in me.

(Rogers, 1967)

Person-centred counselling was originally developed in the 1940s as a reaction against
psychoanalytic therapy. Largely credited to Carl Rogers, a US psychologist, originally trained
in the Freudian tradition, it has its roots in humanistic psychology and the primarily
European concepts of existentialism and phenomenology. 

Phenomenology is a method of philosophical enquiry evolved by the German philosopher
Husserl in the mid-1930s. It is based on the view that valid knowledge and understanding
can be gained by exploring the way events are experienced by individuals. It is an exten-
sion of the term ‘intentionality’, the notion that all consciousness is directed towards inter-
preting the real world in a meaningful manner. Intentionality was a term originally coined
by the philosopher Franz Brentano, whose lectures Freud attended.

Existentialism is associated with the work of writers such as the twentieth-century French
philosopher Sartre and the nineteenth-century philosopher Kierkegaard and focuses on the
human awareness of the finiteness of life, conceiving people as always being in process of
‘becoming’. Phenomenological and existential thinking has significantly influenced the
humanistic approach to psychology, which offers potential for understanding and locating
the power of one’s feelings and experience. Humanistic psychology sees the person as
acting to fulfil two primary needs, which are independent of biological survival needs. The
first need is self-actualisation, or the need to fulfil one’s potential. The second is the need
to be loved and valued, and to experience oneself as having an effect upon the lives of
others. Humanistic philosophy places the emphasis on relationships with other people,
believing that these will provide the acceptance and valuing which aid growth and self-
actualisation. Abraham Maslow (1908–1970) was a US psychologist who formulated a
theory of human motivation based on a set of innate needs, which he believed gave satis-
faction and meaning to life. This ‘hierarchy of needs’ suggests that once the basic, biologi-
cal needs for survival, such as food and warmth, are met then the individual will be
motivated by higher-order needs, such as relationship and esteem needs, culminating in
what he defined as self-actualisation needs; the need to fulfil personal potential.

The person-centred approach to counselling, originally developed by Rogers in the late 1940s
after the Second World War, is grounded in this positive view of humanity, which sees the person
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Which aspects of the psychodynamic approach do you find useful? Less useful?

What do you consider to be its strengths and limitations? How helpful is an understand-
ing of psychodynamic concepts in your context?

ACTIVITY



as innately striving towards becoming fully functioning. Rogers was a psychologist who orig-
inally worked from classical psychoanalytic beliefs, regarding his role as being one of helping
his clients to gain insight into their behaviour and motivation. However, during a period of work
at the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in Rochester, New York, he met a client
who convinced him that she was capable of directing her own therapy. He noticed that if he
really listened to what she was telling him, setting aside any need to offer an expert interpret-
ation based on his perception of her situation, then she was able to find her own solutions.
Based on the subjective view of human experience, the person-centred approach emphasises
the individual’s resources for becoming aware and for resolving blocks to personal growth.

In the counselling relationship, it is the client, not the counsellor who is at the centre of
the counselling. The basic assumption is that in the context of a personal relationship with
a caring counsellor, the client experiences previously denied or distorted feelings and
increases self-awareness. Clients are empowered by their participation in a therapeutic
relationship and actualise their potential for growth, wholeness, spontaneity and inner-
directedness. The client has the capacity for resolving life problems effectively, without
interpretation and direction from an expert counsellor. This approach focuses on fully expe-
riencing the present moment, learning to accept oneself and deciding on ways to change.
It establishes the individual’s potential for directing their own lives and views mental health
as a congruence between what one wants to become and what one actually is. 

Therapeutic relationship

Rogers emphasised the attitudes and personal characteristics of the counsellor, and the quality
of the client/counsellor relationship as the prime determinants of the outcomes of counselling.
The qualities of the counsellor that determine the relationship include genuineness, warmth,
accurateempathy,unconditionalacceptanceofandrespect for theclient, permissiveness, caring
andtheability tocommunicate theseattitudes to theclient.Given the rightconditions, theclient
is able to transfer her/his learning from the counselling relationship to relationships with others.

This approach, in its pure form, is totally dependent upon the ability of the counsellor to be
authentic with her/himself, to be aware of her/his own emotional responses and to share
these with the client when appropriate. It relies upon the here and now, the immediate
experience of the relationship, based upon the belief that if the client is made aware of the
counsellor’s reactions to her/him, s/he will be able to use this experience to positively influ-
ence her/his life outside the counselling sessions. Rogers believed that the creation of such
a relationship was all that was necessary to effect growth in the client, and that it was not
necessary to help the client identify action for change, as this would develop organically as
a result of the authenticity of the counselling relationship experience. 

Key terms

Actualising tendency
Person-centred counselling sees the individual as a whole, as an organism that is motiv-
ated towards achieving its potential. This is called the ‘actualising tendency’. All human
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beings want to and are capable of realising their potential. We are all in the process of
development and continuously changing, shedding our skin in order to establish regrowth. 

Self-concept and the organismic self 
Person-centred counselling sees the individual as a whole, and one aspect central to devel-
opment is the self-concept. The self-concept is our conscious awareness of ourselves. The
self-concept develops from the time a baby begins to separate self from others, and the
idea of an ‘I’ or ‘me’ emerges. If an individual is lucky the self-concept and actualising tend-
ency will develop together, rather than in conflict. Often there is conflict between the
growth of the self and the needs of significant others around the person. This gives rise to
a distorted image of the self, which develops as a result of messages introjected during
childhood. These messages are at odds with the actual experience of the person, often dem-
onstrated by such statements as, ‘I found that I was behaving in a way most unlike myself’.

The organismic, or real, self lies within each person and, though it may become buried
beneath the self-concept, Rogers believed that it could always be accessed, given appro-
priate conditions. It is based upon the premise that we are experts on ourselves and that
our real self becomes distorted by our early experiences of life, when we may receive mess-
ages from significant adults which appear to conflict with how we are feeling. An example
of this would be the child who falls down, hurts her/his knee and begins to cry. The mess-
age s/he hears from her/his parent/carer is, ‘Don’t cry. It doesn’t hurt that much. Big
boys/girls don’t cry’.

Rogers believed that we have a need for positive regard from others, which is a learned
need, developed in early infancy. Positive regard refers to the perception of experiencing
oneself as making a positive difference in the field of another. In the example given above,
if the child’s need for positive regard from significant others is unmet, s/he develops a self-
concept that is a distortion of the real or organismic self which responds naturally and
authentically to pain. The child introjects the message that its instinctive response to hurt
is wrong and as s/he grows up, carries this message into adulthood, ‘If I’m hurt, I must not
show how I really feel or my feelings will be denied and I will be ridiculed’.

Rogers contended that within a relationship which is warm, genuine and fully accepting,
the person could once again find their real self and begin to grow and to move towards
their potential.

Conditions of worth 
Conditions of worth are the conditions and judgements put on us by other people and our-
selves, which in effect say ‘you will only be worthwhile if you do this’, or ‘you will only be
loveable if you are like this’. If these judgements are made by important and powerful people,
we tend to absorb them and they become part of our consciousness. Conditions of worth are
usually established by our parents/significant adults. This leads us to believe that we must
fulfil these expectations or be unacceptable. Thus we will only feel valued by others if we
behave in ways which fulfil their expectations of us. ‘I will only love you if you do well at
school.’ This phrase may never have actually been used, but we have introjected it from other
messages which we were given which linked being loved and valued together with success.
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Core conditions 
These are usually cited as empathy, congruence (genuineness) and unconditional positive
regard (acceptance). Rogers believed that if every relationship was based on these funda-
mental factors, then each person involved would grow and develop. Any one of the three core
conditions may be predominant at one time or another in the counselling relationship, but all
three are interdependent, and without all three the therapeutic process will not be effective.

Empathy
Empathy is the ability to see another person’s world through their eyes, ‘to walk in their
shoes.’ It involves deep listening to another person in all aspects: emotions, thoughts, body
movements. The skill lies in matching the empathic response to the correct level for the
clients, thus building a sense of safety and sometimes in working at the intuitive ‘leading
edge’ of awareness.

Unconditional positive regard
This is the ability to accept each human being as a unique individual, whose experience of
the world is valid because it is unique. It demands that one does not make judgements
about another person, rather accepts. This does not mean wholeheartedly accepting each
and every human being regardless of what they may do; one may reject another’s behav-
iour but this does not mean rejecting the person. It involves being aware of one’s own
values and beliefs, recognising that they will differ from those of others, but that this is not
a reason for rejection. It is a celebration of human difference. A counsellor must have some
degree of liking or respect for a client to be able to work successfully with them.

Congruence
There are two aspects to congruence, which is also referred to as genuineness. Firstly, the
counsellor must be genuinely themselves in the counselling relationship, aware of their
feelings, thoughts and perceptions, whatever these are – for example anxiety, warmth,
anger, boredom. Secondly, the counsellor should be genuine in the relationship, without a
professional façade, and not only be aware of their own feelings towards others, but also
share them where appropriate. This raises a dilemma of how much a counsellor should dis-
close of his/her feelings and thoughts. There is no rule, and what may be right with one
client on one day will not be right with another client on another day. 
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Rogers considered that in order for a person to function healthily they need to feel
accepted and understood by others and to be aware of their own feelings. Consider your
own relationships with other people. Can you recall those within which you experienced
feeling accepted, understood and that the other person was always very genuine with you?
What effect did this have on you? Conversely, can you recall those relationships where you
did not experience those qualities? Were you aware of ‘conditions of worth’ being imposed
on you? What effect did this have on you?

ACTIVITY



It is probably true to say that when we are in relationships where we know that people care
about us, we know that our behaviour, which may sometimes be hurtful to the other
person, does not cause that person to reject us. Similarly, if we are angry or hurt, we can
freely express those emotions, knowing that we are not going to be rejected or judged. It
is this kind of relationship that the person-centred counsellor will aim to establish and
develop – one within which the other person feels and experiences the real and genuine
contact with another human being. 

Techniques and procedures

Person-centred theory stresses the client/counsellor relationship and so there are few tech-
niques. Techniques are secondary to the counsellor’s attitude. The approach minimises
directive behaviour, such as interpretation, questioning, probing, diagnosis and collecting
history. It maximises active listening, reflection of feelings and clarification. Rogers’ orig-
inal approach did not employ techniques and skills, rather it is ‘who’ the counsellor is, and
how s/he shows her/himself to the client, which is significant. However, as the approach
developed certain skills were identified which were considered essential for conveying the
core conditions to the client. These were the skills of active listening such as reflecting,
paraphrasing, summarising and open questions. These skills demonstrate to the client that
s/he is being heard and that the counsellor is striving to understand her/his world from
her/his point of view (empathy); that s/he is accepted and valued for her/himself (para-
phrasing). The key messages are, ‘I’m trying to hear how it is for you. I’m not putting my
own interpretation on your story. I am accepting that this is your experience of the situ-
ation. I will be noticing (internally) how I am responding to your story, the feelings, which
are evoked in me. These may be my own responses to your story and/or they may be my
own responses to a similar experience of my own. I will hold on to them for now, only
sharing them with you if it appears helpful to you’.

Strengths

Because the person-centred approach emphasises the uniqueness of human beings, and
focuses on the real relationships which occur between people, including the authentic, here
and now relationship, which is created between counsellor and client, it can be applied
within any social or cultural context. Its core philosophy and beliefs have had influence
beyond the parameters of the counselling field into areas such as education, management
and organisational culture.

Limitations

Although the client is at the centre of the therapeutic relationship, and is encouraged to
take responsibility for her/himself, this approach demands much of the counsellor, who 
is expected to be as self-aware as possible and to be able to live life as it happens. 
The person-centred approach acknowledges that people are influenced by their past, but 
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suggests that individuals can exercise some considerable influence in shaping their own
future lives. The past is only significant when the client chooses to focus upon it as having
some meaning for them. The counsellor does not probe into aspects of the client’s past
unless s/he raises them and so it may be viewed as somewhat limiting for those clients who
respond more favourably to more directed interventions. It is sometimes also criticised for
offering too optimistic a view of human nature and of being anti-intellectual, although this
latter criticism may be due more to a poor understanding of the theory which is grounded
in significant amounts of empirical research.
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Read the following extract from a counselling session and then answer the questions.

Speaker: He can’t tell me how he feels. He’s exactly like his mother. She can’t talk about
her feelings either. I don’t remember her ever showing affection towards the children, even
though I know she loves them dearly.

Listener: So he doesn’t show affection towards you and his mother appears to also find it
difficult to show affection towards him, even towards her grandchildren. I also remember
that you told me you had never experienced affection from your mother. I can’t help but
wonder how you must feel being in the middle of all these people who find it difficult to
show affection?

Speaker: Well, it’s no wonder he tells me I’m cold. Neither of us really knows how to give
and receive affection.

◆◆ What evidence can you see here of the listener being influenced by the person-
centred approach?

◆◆ What do you consider to be the strengths of these interventions? What might be the
limitations for the speaker?

ACTIVITY

The listener is reflecting back to the client that she has grown up in a family that found
difficulty in showing emotion, and has married a man from a similar family background. She
shares her own feelings about this. A strength of this may be that the counsellor is staying
alongside the client. She is striving to understand how it must feel to be surrounded by
people who cannot show affection and not to have received affection herself. It is this self-
disclosure together with the sharing of her immediate emotional response to the client’s
story that allows the client to recognise and understand why she herself struggles to
receive and to give affection. A limitation may be that the speaker would like the listener
to be more directive, to tell her how she can encourage her husband to be more affection-
ate towards her.



COGNITIVE/BEHAVIOURAL APPROACH

People are not disturbed by things, but by the view they take of them

(Epictetus, first century AD)

By now it will have become clear that both the psychodynamic and the person-centred
approaches to counselling are focused on the exploration of the client’s problems with the
aim of the client gaining understanding. One of the ways in which the cognitive-behav-
ioural approach immediately differs is that the solution is more to the fore than the prob-
lem. One of the underlying tenets of the cognitive-behavioural approach is that all
behaviour is learned behaviour, therefore it can be unlearned. This underpins much of the
training which is so familiar to many of us today, such as assertiveness and stress man-
agement. People are helped to recognise how they behave, and helped to learn different
and more useful ways of behaving. This theoretical approach to counselling is probably the
most ‘scientific’ in UK and US terms. This contrasts with psychoanalysis which was regarded
as ‘unscientific’ because it focused on the subjective human experience and on the uncon-
scious aspects of the mind. 

Behaviourists believe that an individual’s internal world is unimportant as actions are
determined by external events. Experimental methods enable the systematic investigation
of which variable is causing what effect, by controlling and manipulating variables in order
to examine their effects upon each other. The behavioural aspects of this approach rely on
such experimentation to provide scientific evidence that psychological problems can be
explained and therefore therapeutically treated using behavioural principles. Behaviourists,
such as Skinner (1904–1990) and Seligman, carried out research into how humans learn to
behave by conducting experiments on animals. This type of research may seem today to be
at best naive and, at worst, unethical, because conclusions about human behaviour were
drawn from animal experiments. However, it is important to remember that the behav-
iourists were employing familiar and recognisable research methods, those of scientific
experimentation, which were considered to be respectable, and so exerted considerable
influence. Some of the most famous experiments, such as those of Seligman (1975) and
Skinner (1953), have contributed to the hypothesis that learned helplessness may be a
cause of depression. Seligman gave electric shocks to dogs that were restrained in cages
and unable to escape or control their situation. After some time, even when they were given
shocks in a situation from which they were able to escape the dogs continued to accept
the electric shocks. They had learned helplessness. The helpless dogs showed many of the
signs common to depressed humans, and so Seligman and his colleagues speculated that
learned helplessness might be a cause of depression in people. Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck
are the key influences on the cognitive aspects of the cognitive-behavioural approach. They
were both trained as psychoanalysts but became disillusioned with the classical Freudian
tradition where the individual’s thought processes were largely ignored. Beck (1975) also
carried out research into depression and this led him to believe that this condition was
associated with a form of ‘thought disorder’, where the depressed person distorted infor-
mation in a negative way. His therapeutic approach focused on teaching people to identi-
fy and modify their dysfunctional thought processes and it continues to be widely used
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both in the UK and the USA in the treatment of depression. Both Ellis and Beck believed
that individuals are born with the potential for rational thinking, but tend to fall victim to
the uncritical acceptance of irrational beliefs that are perpetuated through self-indoctri-
nation. Ellis is the founder of rational-emotive therapy (RET), now referred to as rational
emotive behaviour therapy (REBT), which stresses the role of action and practice in com-
bating irrational, self-indoctrinated ideas. It focuses on the role of thinking and belief sys-
tems as the roots of personal problems. It is an active, time-limited, structured approach
often used to treat depression as well as anxiety and phobias.

Ellis (1962) developed what he called the A–B–C of personality functioning where A � the
activating event, B � beliefs (rational/irrational/self-defeating) and C � consequences.
Ellis contends that A does not cause C; the consequences of an event are always affected
by beliefs. A simple example of this is of the person who is unsuccessful in securing a new
job and as a consequence of this does not apply for any more jobs, believing that s/he is
worthless and unemployable. Ellis would claim that this is an irrational belief, which cannot
possibly be the outcome of not getting the job. It is the person’s beliefs about her/himself,
which cause her/him to behave in the way s/he does, not the event itself. The assumption
is that thinking, evaluating, analysing, questioning, doing, practising and re-deciding are at
the basis of behaviour change.
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Bill works as a personnel manager in a large organisation. Sophia has come to see him to
talk to him following a recent promotion. Read the following dialogue and then discuss
the questions with a partner.

Sophia: The problem is that I’m finding this new role difficult. I can’t understand why they
promoted me in the first place. After the interview, when they offered me the new job,
they told me they had reservations about me. I’m sure I only got the job because I was the
only internal candidate.

Bob: What were their reservations?

Sophia: I don’t know. I expect they don’t think I’m up to the job. My IT skills aren’t as good
as Asif’s.

Bob: But this job is a promotion. Why would they promote you if they felt that you weren’t
up to the job? There will be parts of it that you have to learn, but isn’t that why you
applied for the job? Because you wanted to become familiar with the new software in that
department?

◆◆ What is the irrational thinking that Bob is challenging?

◆◆ How helpful might this be for Sophia? 

◆◆ What might be a disadvantage of Bob’s approach?

ACTIVITY



Therapeutic relationship

The therapeutic relationship within the cognitive-behavioural approach is very different
from those of the person-centred and psychodynamic approaches. The counsellor aims to
create a good relationship with her/his client, but this may be described as educative rather
than therapeutic. The aim of the counselling will be to challenge what is identified as faulty
thinking and then to change learned behaviour. In the dialogue, Bob asks Sophia to be more
specific about the ‘reservations’. The belief behind his question is that it is not useful for
her to hypothesise about the reservations. It is irrational of her to expect to be able to
address them if she does not know what they are. He also attempts to reassure Sophia that
she would not have been promoted if the manager had not thought that she was capable
of doing the job. He also points out that in a promotion one is expected to develop into the
job not to be able to do it immediately.

Skills and techniques

Identifying client actions provides the focus of the relationship and this will invariably
involve the setting of homework tasks and role playing the newly acquired set of skills.
There is scant attention paid to the effect the client has upon the counsellor and personal
counselling is rarely considered to be essential, or even particularly useful, for the cogni-
tive-behavioural counsellor. 

Strengths

One of the strengths of this approach is that the results are easily observable and so it
retains the credibility of its earlier, positivist roots. It lends itself to short-term working
because it is proven to be very effective in helping people who are not seriously disturbed
to find quick solutions to their problems. It has wide application. Beck’s cognitive therapy
is still used in the treatment of depression and this approach is effective in dealing with
phobias, stress and anxiety management, poor interpersonal skills, and training people to
behave more assertively. The emphasis is on the client’s ability to control her/his own situ-
ation and, because there is a focus on experimentation with new behaviour and thinking
patterns, there is a continuous reinforcement of the ability to manage a new way of being.

Limitations

There is little focus in this approach on the exploration of emotional issues, or of under-
standing why the client thinks and behaves in a particular way. It is not an approach for
someone who wants to understand about their past in detail. People undertaking cognitive
behavioural counselling need to be motivated to succeed and to carry out the homework
assignments. In the example of Bob and Sophia given earlier, Bob makes no attempt to
explore Sophia’s underlying feelings of anxiety; he focuses straightaway on her ‘faulty
thinking’. This approach also demands a reasonable intelligence on the part of the client.
There is a danger that, although dependency on the counsellor is discouraged, the coun-
sellor may come to be seen as a powerful expert who holds all the answers. 
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MULTICULTURAL ISSUES

The three major theoretical approaches to counselling that have been described in this
chapter have all been developed in the western world, mostly in Europe and the USA.
Although undoubtedly they have all been very significant in the influence they have had on
the way counselling is practised in the UK and the USA and, indeed, much of the rest of the
world where counselling is beginning to develop, it is imperative that we consider the
tenets of these approaches within a multicultural context. The word ‘multicultural’ is used
to denote differences between people based on their social and cultural backgrounds. Each
approach focuses mainly on the individual human being and, whether the aim of the
approach is to gain insight (psychodynamic), self-actualisation (person-centred) or a
change in behaviour (cognitive-behavioural), the underlying assumptions are that, in order
to live a more satisfying and healthy life, it is important to develop oneself as an individ-
ual. This philosophy is not congruent with those cultures where the individual sees them-
selves as lacking in importance, and that what is important is their place in the wider
community. You do, therefore, need to remember the philosophical roots of these
approaches and to consider their relevance to your own cultural background and to the
backgrounds of those with whom you are working. This does not mean that you will not be
able to work with a broad range of people, rather that there will be other elements that
need to be factored in, such as gender, religion and ethnicity. For example, some women
would find it very difficult to talk to a man about certain topics and vice versa. In some
Caribbean cultures, people would find it hard to talk to a stranger about their problems,
believing that the family is the place to deal with them. In some of the Far Eastern cultures,
admitting to a problem can be seen as a failure and carries with it the stigma of shame.
Similarly, attitudes to common life experiences will differ. In the UK, for example, grieving
is usually very private whereas in many cultures it is much more public.
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Jackie is from Taiwan and a postgraduate student in the UK. She has emailed Sarah, her
tutor, to tell her that she is very unhappy in her accommodation and she would like to talk
about it. Sarah is extremely busy but replies offering her an appointment some three days
later. Read the following brief extract from their meeting.

Sarah: So, tell me what the problem is Jackie. I’m not sure how I can help you but I’ll do
my best to listen.

Jackie: I’m very unhappy. I’m sharing a house with a lot of other people who are much
younger than I am and they are all very noisy. I’m having difficulty sleeping and working.
I’ve come here to study and all they seem to want to do is have parties and talk to their
friends on the phone.

Sarah: I’m really sorry to hear that. Have you spoken to them about the effect their
behaviour is having on you?

Jackie: Then, when I got your email I burst into tears.

ACTIVITY



Of course there is no easy answer but it also emerges that Jackie finds the accommodation
people ‘frightening’ and is ‘embarrassed’ to talk to them about her accommodation prob-
lems. Sarah offers to mediate on her behalf. She is more familiar with the university system
so she will contact the accommodation people and find out the procedure for moving. This
is a good example of cultural sensitivity. Sarah does not understand Jackie’s Chinese cul-
ture, but by listening to her story and asking appropriate and open questions the cultural
differences emerge. Had Jackie been one of her home students, Sarah probably would have
encouraged the student to approach the accommodation office herself, seeking to encour-
age the student to take responsibility for alleviating the situation. However, Sarah realises
that this would be just too difficult for Jackie at the moment. Although she has logged that
she would like to be ‘stronger’ (and she might want some help with this later) she has recog-
nised that her tolerant culture will not allow her to confront this difficulty any further.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has provided an overview of some of the main concepts of the three major theor-
etical approaches to counselling and shown how you might usefully consider some of the con-
cepts, where they accord with your own beliefs and values, in your use of counselling skills.
Each approach makes certain assumptions about the nature of human beings and you need to
remember to question these assumptions, using your own social and cultural background and
experience, and to remain wary of making assumptions about others. Theories can offer you a
set of maps to assist in the journey of helping, but, like any map, they need regular updating.
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Sarah: (very concerned) I’m really sorry that I upset you. Can you tell me what I said in
the email to upset you? (Sarah is beginning to worry about the email. Was it the
wrong tone? Was it that she said she was busy? Was it that she said that she wasn’t
sure how she could help?)

Jackie: I cried because I feel so alone and then you asked me to come and see you. I thought
‘At last! Maybe someone wants to listen to me’. I feel that I should be stronger. I am very weak.
This is really depressing me. I just don’t know what to do. I think that we are too tolerant.

Sarah: I can see how upset you are about this and I know how frustrating it is if you can’t
sleep or work when you want to. When you say that you are being too tolerant, can you
tell me what you mean by that?

Jackie: Chinese people are very tolerant. Even if we have a problem, we feel that we
cannot point it out to the person, as this would be being intolerant.

Sarah: I think I’m beginning to understand. The way you’ve been brought up is to be very
tolerant of others and now that’s causing you a real problem with your friends.

By listening actively to Jackie’s problem, the tutor has fairly quickly realised that there is
a significant cultural issue coming to the fore. How do you think that she could continue
with this discussion so that Jackie’s problem is solved?
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INTRODUCTION

Values, beliefs and attitudes are such fundamental characteristics of human behaviour that
we tend, by and large, to take their existence for granted. Yet, perhaps surprisingly, it was
only in the twentieth century that substantial research was carried out in an effort to con-
ceptualise what we mean by the terms, their importance to individuals and societies, how
they are passed on, influenced and changed.

However, despite a great deal of thought and attention, by academics and practitioners
alike, it is still debatable in which order we should address the concepts. For example, do
values underpin beliefs and attitudes making it unlikely, even impossible, one could hold a
strong attitude without having a value base? Or are attitudes instinctive and intrinsic
characteristics of human nature, which we attempt to conceptualise because we need to
explain scientifically what can otherwise seem irrational and inexplicable behaviour? And
what of our beliefs? Can we believe that something is right or wrong, good or bad, unless
that belief is located in a system of values?

This section does not necessarily provide answers to these questions, but then providing
answers is not its purpose. What it seeks to do is provide a basic and reasonably compre-
hensive introduction to the generally accepted views about the origin and importance of
values, attitudes and beliefs in our lives – how they are acquired and the part played by the
socialisation process, significant others and groups, and how they are a dynamic force in
the world at large for both good and bad. The purpose of doing so is to enable practitioners
to locate, express and account for their own sense of values, beliefs and attitudes and to
identify, understand and value those of the people with whom they come into contact. For

Values, beliefs and attitudes – Peter Kent



it is important to recognise that values, attitudes and beliefs are dynamic. Whilst we are
not held captive by our personal value system, we are rarely free to influence, much less
change the dominant values of our group or community or those of the people around us.
It is equally important to recognise that other people’s values are largely the product of
their life experience to date and their knowledge of the world. They may wish to make
decisions in the context of these values or may wish to reconsider their values and atti-
tudes in the light of recent experience or new knowledge.

In order to use counselling skills effectively we must first have the knowledge and under-
standing of ourselves and the way in which we view things, people and events in the world.
Without that understanding, not only will it be difficult to account for our feelings and
attitudes towards others and their views, but our potential for doing harm is that much
greater. We need to understand, too, how it is that people can hold what appear to be con-
tradictory beliefs and how their attitudes and behaviour may not always be consistent with
their values and beliefs. We need to manage our responses to people’s apparent confusion,
to what, at times, may appear perverse behaviour, and their challenging even, perhaps, per-
sonally offensive attitudes.

In order to do this we need to open our minds and senses to what others are actually saying
and why it is relevant and important to them. We also need to acknowledge and celebrate
the diversity of human life and life experiences and remain on guard so that our personal
values, beliefs, attitudes and prejudices do not form barriers between ourselves and those
on whose behalf we work. We need to understand that we too are products of a socialisa-
tion process and that our feelings, thoughts and reactions are influenced, even if only
initially, by our psychological and social make-up. We begin with values because they
appear, to this writer at least, to provide the basic building blocks for how human beings
express themselves, behave and ultimately lead their lives.

VALUES

When considering values it is important to bear in mind that at any given time there may
be more than one set of values influencing our behaviour. We have all developed values over
the course of our lives that inform and guide our daily behaviour in our personal and pro-
fessional lives and this section explores how this has happened. There are some values that
underpin the effective use of counselling skills. These include respecting and valuing the
diversity of values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviour of human beings and each person’s right
to make decisions that are freely chosen and for which the individual takes ownership.

When using counselling skills we enter a relationship with particular characteristics that
need to be acknowledged and understood. There are sound reasons for ensuring the rights,
responsibilities and obligations of each party are made explicit. Our personal values may,
for example, make it difficult to work with people who have values that are abhorrent, con-
flict profoundly with our own values, or those of an employer, or may condone unlawful
behaviour. Our acceptance of diversity need not be unconditional but must take account of
a number of obligations. These can include the laws relating to sex, race and disability dis-
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crimination, and the agreement that has been reached between the person using coun-
selling skills and the recipient. The nature of that agreement needs to be understood
because it may constitute a form of contract, in which case the recipient of our skills has
the right to expect we behave in a way defined by that agreement. We may have a duty of
care or belong to a professional body with a code of ethics. There are, therefore, not just
good practical reasons but laws that require a level of tolerance, acceptance of diversity
and non-discriminatory behaviour.

A value is a belief that something is good and desirable. It defines what individuals, com-
munities and societies consider to be important, worthwhile and worth striving for. Like
norms, values vary from society to society but unlike norms, which provide specific rules for
conduct, values provide more general guidelines. A good example is that individual
achievement and materialism are major values in western industrialised society. Individuals
believe it is important to come top of the class, to win a race or reach the top of a chosen
profession. Individual achievement, therefore, is often symbolised and measured by the
quality and quantity of material possessions that a person can accumulate. In the west, the
value of materialism motivates individuals to invest time and energy producing and acquir-
ing material possessions – the trappings of success. We tend to admire people who have
done well and have the possessions and lifestyle that signify success in our culture.
However, a culture that placed a high value on generosity, for example, would be likely to
consider the acquisitive individual of western society as peculiar, or quite probably as
grasping, self-seeking and antisocial. Values are, therefore, deeply influenced, and on
occasion prescribed, by culture and play a significant part in determining our cultural
identity.

Consequently, many norms can be seen as reflections or symptoms of a culture’s values. If
we consider again western industrial society, the value placed on human life is expressed
in terms of a number of norms. The norms associated with hygiene in the home and in
public places; those that define acceptable ways of settling an argument or dispute (which
usually exclude physical violence and manslaughter); the range of rules and regulations
dealing with transport and behaviour on the roads, along with the rules that apply to safety
regulations in the workplace, are all concerned with protecting life and limb. The norms
concerned with the general health and safety of members of society, therefore, can be seen
as expressions of the value placed on human life. Without this and other shared values, it
may be argued, members of society would be unlikely to co-operate and work together.
With differing or conflicting values they would often be pulling in different directions and
be pursuing incompatible goals. In such a society the result would most likely be disorder
and disruption. 

To have an ordered and stable society requires shared norms and values and when those
values are institutionalised and behaviour is structured in terms of them, the result is a
stable system. A state of ‘social equilibrium’ is achieved, with the various parts of the system
in a state of balance. There are two main ways in which social equilibrium is maintained.
The first involves socialisation, which is the way society’s values are passed on from one gen-
eration to the next and are internalised to form an integral part of people’s personalities. In
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western society the family and the education system are the main institutions concerned
with teaching and passing on values. Secondly, social equilibrium is also maintained by the
various mechanisms of social control, which discourage deviance and so maintain order in
the system. The processes of socialisation and social control are fundamental to maintain-
ing the equilibrium of the social system and, therefore, to order in society.

Since common values produce common goals, value consensus provides the foundation for
co-operation. Since individuals will tend to identify, and feel kinship, with those who share
the same values as themselves, consensus forms the basis of social unity or social solidarity,
and members of a society will tend to co-operate in order to pursue the goals they share.

The term ‘value’ is often used by social psychologists to refer to anything that serves as a
common goal in a group or society. Consequently, achieving and holding power and wealth
would have been values for the ‘robber barons’ in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. The welfare of a child is usually a value to a parent, and a parent’s attitude towards
such diverse things as neighbours, the use of money, and public health legislation are likely
to reflect the importance attached to the welfare of children. Because values are so power-
ful and important the term ‘value’ is not usually used to refer to specific and temporary goals.

Cleanliness in general, for example, or personal comfort in general may be values for some
people and the attitudes towards them are widely shared, but the cleanliness and comfort
resulting from taking a bath are not. Entire systems of thought and philosophies of life are,
for many people, organised around values, which become, for them, more and more inclu-
sive, taking in their social, economic and political lives. In other words, values will affect
attitudes and behaviour in many, if not most, aspects of people’s lives.

Yet values are difficult to study, because no two people organise their attitudes in exactly
the same way. However, we must not forget that within societies, and within groups in any
society, most values are widely shared and social life is currently constituted through
people’s attitudes and their actions. 

Values which are culturally prescribed within a society often serve as dominant frames of
reference for the members of that society. It is these central values, functioning as common
frames of reference in many institutions, which bring together and cement the various atti-
tudes into an integrated system. People will also share the attitudes of other members of a
group because of the ways in which they interact with the other members. In this way the
‘rightness’ of an individual’s attitudes is confirmed, reinforced and ‘proven’ by the fact that
‘everyone’ agrees with them. 

Describe your own central values and those of your family and immediate community.
What are the most important values you have that are widely shared within your family
and community and which groups in society have values that are fundamentally different
from your own? Which of your values could lead to tension or conflict with other people?

ACTIVITY



If shared values provide the general guidelines for behaviours they must then be translated
into more specific directives in terms of roles and norms. Institutions such as the family,
the economy and the educational and political system can be seen as structures made up
of interconnected roles. For example, the family is made up of the interconnected roles of
husband, father, wife, mother, son and daughter. Social relationships within the family are
structured in terms of a set of related norms, which provide the framework for behaviour.
This does not mean, however, that everyone automatically takes on the attitudes of their
reference group. There are many reasons why this does not necessarily happen. After all
each person has a unique history of experience, from which s/he acquires motives that may
or may not be satisfied by membership of this or that group. A person may, for example,
consider her/himself to be a non-conformist, but may belong to a number of different
groups, some of which may have rules governing behaviour that conflict with the desire to
be a non-conformist. Each person is different and perceives her/himself to be different from
all other people. Consequently, people can come to perceive the group’s norms in unique
ways.

Personal values and behaviour

A system of values can provide a framework for personal functioning and behaviour but
where or how do these values originate? One answer can be found in cognitive dissonance
theory (Festinger, 1957) and self-perception theory (Bem, 1965; 1972), both of which claim
that values grow out of freely chosen behaviours. In other words, values originate in our
behaviour and, as a result of behaving in particular ways on a number of occasions, we
develop a value system that is consistent with these freely chosen actions. A person, there-
fore, when forming values, tries to make the values consistent with previous behaviour.
Self-aware people’s behaviour should be reasonably consistent with their value system, so
if a man says that he is in favour of sexual equality, we should then expect his behaviour
to reflect it. He should not open doors for women rather than for men, or use the
expressions ‘girl’, ‘chick’ or ‘bird’. To do so would create a discrepancy because on the one
hand there is the self-description, which provides a standard for behaviour, and, on the
other hand, there is the actual behaviour.

By way of contrast, Rokeach saw values as conceptions of what we hope to achieve by our
actions and devised what has become a widely recognised measure of western values
known as the Rokeach Value Survey. The Rokeach Value Survey distinguishes between what
are called terminal values (or the ultimate end goals of our existence) and instrumental
values (or the behavioural means of achieving such end goals). In 1981, for example, the
six most highly ranked values in the USA were a world at peace, family security, freedom,
happiness, self-esteem and wisdom. Instrumental values (surveyed in 1971) produced the
six most highly ranked as: honest, ambitious, responsible, forgiving, broad-minded and
courageous.

Schwartz, another prominent researcher in the field of values, classified values into ten
types: power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, benevo-
lence, tradition, conformity and security. Based on information, from twenty countries in
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six continents, Schwartz confirmed each of the ten values was found in at least 90% of the
countries surveyed, suggesting that his values are near universal. 

Imagine you are briefing a visitor from a non-European country and describe to her/him
the dominant values of the UK and those of two major minority ethnic communities.
Produce a briefing that explains what makes the values important to people, how they
have shaped and influenced behaviour and the tensions that can exist.

ACTIVITY

Nevertheless, despite the universality described by Schwartz, each individual can be con-
sidered to possess a personal profile of values, or guiding principles, for his/her life. This
profile comprises a set of values ranked in order of the importance the person attaches to
each. Listed as follows are some values that Nelson-Jones (1996) argues people consciously
or otherwise bring to their relationships.

◆◆ Survival: biological survival is the primary instinctive value, though other values
sometimes override it, for example patriotism or religious belief. 

◆◆ Love: loving and being loved, appreciating others for what they are and not just for
what they do.

◆◆ Friendship: being joined to others outside your family by mutual intimacy and
interests.

◆◆ Family life: having, and being part of a family, valuing parenthood.

◆◆ Religion: acknowledging the need for ‘connectedness’ to some ultimate and
superhuman power.

◆◆ Achievement: being ambitious, valuing success, status and influence.

◆◆ Materialism: valuing the accumulation and control of money.

◆◆ Security: valuing financial security and social order.

◆◆ Aesthetics: approving beauty and good taste, and in particular the arts, such as
music, literature and painting.

◆◆ Intellect: valuing analytical and rational pursuits. 

◆◆ Social interest: helping others, being benevolent and showing social concern.

◆◆ Hedonism: valuing fun, pleasure and having a good time.

◆◆ Excitement: valuing being daring and a varied and stimulating life.

◆◆ Conformity: being obedient, respecting and honouring parents and authority figures.

◆◆ Tradition: appreciating the status quo, accepting your position in life.

◆◆ Career: valuing having a career and the work entailed.

◆◆ Practical: valuing practical pursuits and, where practical matters are concerned, self-
reliance.

◆◆ Nature: appreciating and valuing being outdoors and in communion with nature.
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◆◆ Health: valuing being healthy and engaging in pursuits conducive to good health.

◆◆ Self-direction: valuing autonomy, choosing your goals and personal freedom.

◆◆ Personal growth: being committed to personal development.

BELIEFS

It would be a mistake to consider beliefs as more flexible or more open to change than
values. Nevertheless, beliefs do tend to be more specific, and beliefs about new objects, or
phenomena, will form over the course of a lifetime – unlike values, that are more general
and less likely to undergo fundamental change. Beliefs are also more likely to occupy vary-
ing degrees of importance, and even permanence. People will be more conscious of some
beliefs than others, which may exist at a more subconscious level.

Beliefs are also qualitatively different, and people are often more willing to question some
beliefs they hold than others. Indeed in some cases they need to review, and perhaps
change, what they believe about certain things or events in order to make progress. They
may, for example, have recent experience or knowledge that leads them to question a
belief, or a strongly held belief may be an obstacle to progress. If a person’s behaviour,
owing to a strongly held belief, is causing problems in his/her personal life, then gaining an
understanding of why the belief is so strong, and how it came to be held, is important, in
order to establish how to enable progress.

Similarly, if our own beliefs intrude and influence our behaviour, we must be on guard to
ensure our judgement is not undermined and we do not discriminate against people whose
beliefs are different from our own. Beliefs are rarely, if ever, isolated characteristics of an
individual’s personality. They need to be considered as interrelated components of a belief-
system. It is important to understand why a belief is held, how it relates to other beliefs
and how it is sustained. People will generally be aware of their beliefs, because they are
important definitions of their position on everyday matters that can be readily articulated
or come under challenge. People with similar values can hold quite different beliefs, a good
example being that parents value the safety and well-being of their children, yet some will
believe it right to smack a child (it is ‘good’ for them and teaches discipline) and others will
believe it is wrong (it is harmful and causes unnecessary pain). 

When using counselling skills it is helpful to anticipate when our own beliefs may be chal-
lenged or threatened by someone else’s beliefs; and to be able to manage our own feelings
when that happens. Equally importantly, we must know what courses of action are avail-
able when someone expresses a belief that is contrary to acceptance of diversity and 

Use the Nelson-Jones list of values to audit your values and produce a personal profile
(including the relative importance to you of each).

ACTIVITY



ethical or legal considerations, for example a person who believes it is legitimate to use
violence as a means of expressing hostility.

The assumption that people think and act in more or less logical ways is put forward by
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). They believe that our attitudes flow reasonably and spon-
taneously from the beliefs we have about the object of the attitude and our intentions and
actions come directly from our attitudes. They point out that, as a general rule, we tend to
behave in favourable ways with respect to things and people we like, and to display
unfavourable behaviours towards things and people we dislike.

Let us consider, for example, how the formation of beliefs may lead reasonably to the devel-
opment of attitudes that are consistent with those beliefs. Generally speaking, we form
beliefs about an object by associating it with certain attributes. So, perhaps as a result of
watching a television programme, we may come to believe that genetically modified veg-
etables are harmful. Since the attributes that come to be linked to the object (such as
modification is ‘unnatural’) are already valued positively or negatively, we automatically
and simultaneously acquire an attitude towards the object itself. In this way we learn to
have favourable attitudes towards objects we believe have largely desirable characteristics,
and to form unfavourable attitudes towards objects we associate with mostly undesirable
characteristics. The importance to us of each attitude is in direct proportion to the strength
of the belief.

Naturally, in the course of our lives we acquire many different beliefs about a variety of
objects, actions and events. These beliefs may be formed as a result of direct observation
or they may be self-generated by way of inference processes, or they may be formed
indirectly by way of accepting information from outside sources, such as friends, television,
newspapers, books and so on. Some beliefs may persist over time, others may weaken or
disappear and new beliefs may be formed. Although we can hold a great many beliefs about
any given object we can deal with only a relatively small number at any given moment. And
it is these salient beliefs that are the immediate determinants of our attitude (Fishbein,
1963; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). In short, there is a causal sequence of events in which our
actions, with respect to an object, come directly from our behavioural intentions; the inten-
tions are evaluatively consistent with the attitude towards the object, and this attitude
derives reasonably from our salient or prominent beliefs about the object.

Belief-systems

Most of us live out our lives in a fairly stable pattern of daily encounters with others,
whether at home, at the shops, school or work. In these settings our actions can appear
automatic and unthinking, and much of the time exchanges between people do not convey
new information but serve more as devices for sustaining ‘normal’ patterns of social inter-
action. Nevertheless, despite its superficiality, everyday culture and interaction bears the
imprint of more sophisticated and critical characteristics such as social myths and ideol-
ogies, knowledge and beliefs.

All people are more or less committed to a range of beliefs, attitudes and opinions, and
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strongly held ideas are usually those that have been institutionalised among a body of like-
minded people. The stronger and more persuasive a set of ideas becomes, the more it is
likely to become an all-embracing system of beliefs and ideology governing members’
actions and interpretations of the world. Some of the strongest belief-systems are those
that have been formally instituted with specific ends in mind, such as the major religions
or political philosophies of the world. Belief-systems work because the people involved take
account of others’ ideas, intentions and behaviour.

At the same time, however, it would be wrong to assume that conformity and comprehen-
sion necessarily implies social consensus. Given that, in any society, there are different
groups with different social, economic and political interests, it is likely that specific belief-
systems will be associated with each group. Specific ideas and beliefs may also contradict
other sets of beliefs, so that controversy and conflict develop between groups, for example
between religion and science in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and
even today in the USA between science education (evolution) and religion (God the cre-
ator).

Nevertheless, to speak in terms of a belief-system is not to imply that the beliefs making it
up are fully articulated, clearly worked-out ideas, ordered and arranged in a systematic and
consistent fashion. People may, for example, hold beliefs without any clear reason for doing
so (they may be simply ideas that have been passed on by custom and tradition). Similarly,
people may unwittingly hold contradictory beliefs simultaneously without this being in any
way difficult or worrying for them. 

To summarise, belief-systems refer to those ideas that people hold to be right and true,
which provide not only guides and rules for action but also justifications for actions by
which we explain our behaviour to ourselves and to others.

Religion may be described as a system of belief about the individual’s place in the world,
providing an order to that world and a reason for existence within it. It has been institu-
tionalised over the centuries, so that powerful religious organisations and ideas have arisen,
like those of the Catholic, Islamic and Hindu faiths. Consequently, religion is a major influ-
ence in societies, and affects non-religious institutions, like the family, as well as bringing
about general social change through education and major events such as the great reli-
gious wars, the contemporary Islamic revolutions and so on. 

Generally, however, it may be argued, the predominance of religious institutions has given

We generally value human life. However, attitudes may be changing as some families seek
to have babies with particular characteristics (so-called designer babies), in order to
reduce the likelihood of them being born with a disease or developing one in later life, or
even to be a source of treatment for a sibling. How do you feel about this and how do your
values, beliefs and attitudes influence your feelings?

ACTIVITY



way to new social institutions, in the realms of politics, education, social policy and
morality, and the pulpit has lost out in relation to the power of the mass media. Religions
no longer hold the political or economic power that they once enjoyed and have modified
their doctrines in the face of pressure from secular society.

ATTITUDES

In some ways attitudes are the most dynamic and immediate of the issues addressed in this
chapter. They are close to the surface of everyday life and can be predictors of behaviour.
Attitudes are also potentially amenable to change, in a way that values and even beliefs
may not be. For many people information, knowledge and understanding may lead to
review and change of an attitude that in no way undermines their basic values or beliefs.
And although strongly held beliefs may not necessarily lead to intolerance or unfair dis-
crimination a hostile attitude may find expression unconsciously through body language.

It is the relationship with behaviour that is perhaps of greatest importance. If a person’s
attitude to an individual or group appears to lead directly to prejudice and unfair, perhaps
unlawful, discrimination we need strategies for dealing with that. What it is legitimate and
appropriate to do depends on a number of considerations. It remains debatable whether
prejudice and intolerant attitudes can be changed by knowledge and understanding alone.
In the case of some people, and some attitudes, this may be successful but with many
deeply entrenched attitudes, that are supported by a powerful belief-system, success may
be limited. This, for example, led many organisations, when introducing equal opportunity
policies and practices, to concentrate on changing behaviour rather than attitudes. Before
embarking on a response, whether it be to challenge or attempt to raise awareness, it is
necessary to diagnose the origins of the attitude and the reasons it is so powerful and
important to the person concerned.

Socialisation involves learning more than just how to behave. It involves, more importantly,
learning a society’s rules and socially approved values and attitudes. In western society
today, a child learns quite early that monogamy, private ownership and achievement are
approved. These are significant social values but, in addition, a host of attitudes are learned
about other people: what and how to eat, money and social symbols, to name but a few.

The concept of attitude, describing the cognitive, affective and behavioural orientation of
an individual towards a specific object, or class of objects, in the natural or social environ-
ments, is a product of twentieth-century North American social psychology. Although an
attitude may involve a belief, it does not in general imply the degree of logical organisation
required of a belief. And although conceptually attitudes and behaviour have an intimate
relationship, and attitudes are to be inferred primarily from overt behaviour, attitudes
should not be seen as behaviour.

Allport (1937) produced a definition that has probably had the most enduring influence.
Namely, that an attitude is ‘a mental and neural state of readiness, organised through
experience, exerting a directing or dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to all
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objects and situations with which it is related’. As early as 1918 Thomas and Znaniecki
viewed attitudes as the individual counterparts of social values and a large body of social
research has tried since then to measure these social attitudes in order to predict or explain
social behaviour. Since the 1950s research has been concerned primarily with the relation-
ship between attitudes and behaviour because any stable society relies upon predictable
conduct from its members. This is a basic expectancy in all the individual and situational
variations that exist in a human community. There is, for example, appropriate behaviour
at home, at school, at the office, in the attitudes expressed among friends, in those dis-
played towards strangers and so on. A major part of socialisation, therefore, is to enable us
to learn to make the necessary decisions about the appropriate behaviour in varying situ-
ations and with different individuals. Such discriminations are essential for ‘proper’ role
behaviour, which depends upon the setting, the activity and the other people with whom
we are interacting. The values of a society, and the goals they imply, also support social
norms, by approving some kinds of conduct and not others. Notions of privacy, honour and
equity are examples of values that help guide various social relationships.

Perhaps the most highly organised phase of socialisation is the matter of educating chil-
dren and young people. However, there are many less organised patterns, such as those
seen in family relationships, contact with other people, the mass media (especially tele-
vision) and peer groups. Much socialisation occurs, therefore, as the child hears attitudes
expressed by parents and siblings. It is quite informal and not a pattern of conscious learn-
ing. This is called implicit learning, where characteristics are acquired without a deliber-
ate design to learn them or, for that matter, teach them. This contrasts with explicit
learning, where either or both of these conditions of deliberateness are present. Even more
important, however, is that what is learned in this implicit way is readily found congenial
or attractive. Society generally shapes experiences in such a way that people want to act,
as they have to act and find gratification in acting according to the requirements of their
culture.

Consider your own attitudes within the context of your personal socialisation. Which atti-
tudes were learned in childhood and remain true for you and which have changed over
time? Contrast your attitudes with another person you know well but who has different
attitudes and account for the difference.

ACTIVITY

Insofar as attitudes predict behaviour, they can be said to do so in relation to the immedi-
ate situation. Nevertheless, roles are major situational factors and can produce inconsis-
tencies among attitudes and between attitudes and behaviour. The demands of a particular
role may, for instance, require that an individual express attitudes that fit the expectations
of others. For example, to be accepted within one group may necessitate showing militancy
on a particular social issue. But for acceptance within another, it may be that such displays
have to be moderated. When negotiations occur privately between representatives of
adversarial groups, say between trade unions and employers, there may be a good deal of
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common ground for settlement. However, in meeting with their own constituents, unions
and business leaders may be outspokenly critical of the unreasonableness of the other side.
That may also be the case in a political context where cross-party committees can often
produce consensus despite normal party hostilities being resumed in the chamber of the
House of Commons.

It is also obviously true that an individual may believe one thing but do or say another. This
inconsistency between attitudes and actions often results from the demands of roles in
social situations. For example, two people leaving a dinner party may both compliment the
host on the meal and company that evening. But one actually believes what she says, while
the other has a negative attitude and is only being polite. Such apparent inconsistency
demonstrates the importance of distinguishing between private attitudes and public
behaviour. It is certainly no surprise that the relationship between what is private and what
is public is not entirely consistent, considering the social pressures operating on individuals.
Not surprisingly, it is occasionally difficult to get people to tell us what their true attitudes
are on any given question. They may find it difficult to express negative attitudes towards
a colleague or express unpopular political views or admit to bigoted or socially unaccept-
able attitudes.

Yet individuals may not be fully aware of their attitudes and this accounts in part for the
inconsistency of one attitude with another. Many attitudes are also at a low level of con-
sciousness, and both unconscious and conscious processes are involved in human action.
Unless circumstances force the individual to face conflicts between attitudes, and perhaps
resolve the conflicts, they may remain unnoticed. Many inconsistent relationships are poss-
ible: between attitudes and values, attitudes and attitudes, values and values and either or
both with behaviour.

People have attitudes towards a variety of things and people: AIDS victims, eating meat,
practising safe sex, politics, friends, teachers and so on. Some view attitudes exclusively as
sentiments, statements of feelings of affect: ‘I like Tony Blair’, ‘I feel terrible about Third
World debt’. Others include beliefs in their definition: ‘Abortion is immoral’, ‘Global warm-
ing is responsible for the current bad weather’. And yet others include behaviours as part
of their definition. McGuire (1985), after an extensive search of the literature on attitude
change reported that more than 500 definitions of attitude had been used by social psy-
chologists in their research on the subject. But Petty and Cacioppo (1986) proposed what
is perhaps the most economical definition of an attitude, that of ‘a general and enduring
positive or negative feeling about some person, object or issue’.

Many people apparently believe one thing yet do another. Consider examples of such
behaviour and offer explanations for it. What are the occasions and circumstances when
you have behaved in a manner that the situation seemed to demand rather than accord-
ing to your beliefs and attitudes?

ACTIVITY



How can we account, therefore, for the development of different attitudes? The specific
roles played by heredity and environment are unclear. Heredity may play a part, perhaps
through physiological characteristics and genetic predisposition, but heredity may also
interact with environment to affect attitudes. It is, however, reasonable to consider that
parents are extremely important influences in development of our attitudes and values.

In our early years our parents (or the other parental figures that raise us) have control over
two important aspects of our lives. Firstly, they control most of our rewards and punish-
ments. They can allow us to do things that we like, and they can oblige us to do things that
we do not want to do. Their smiles of approval and their frowns of disapproval can be of
disproportionate importance to us. Secondly, they control a sizeable proportion of the
information that reaches us. Although as we grow older we realise that our parents do not
always, and perhaps do not very often, have the correct answers, they do, nevertheless,
begin the information flow that results in the formation of our beliefs and attitudes. Thus
categories are formed in our minds on the basis of this early information and most theo-
rists agree that new information undergoes assimilation to the existing category. That is, it
will be distorted to some degree to fit into the established category. At the same time, how-
ever, the category will also undergo some accommodation to the new information. The
child’s category will, therefore, show some expansion to incorporate the new information
as s/he grows and is subject to new influences. 

Nevertheless, because the special influence of parents in forming early attitudes, beliefs
and values arises from the fact that they establish the initial categories, these categories
are resistant to change. In other words, the result of the clash between existing category
and new information is usually resolved in favour of assimilation, rather than accommo-
dation. The explanation for this may be that parents are particularly credible sources of
information for a child and that information acquired later, if provided by a different
source, may not weigh so heavily because the source may not seem as credible as a parent.
It may also be that the pre-existing categories simply exert more influence on new infor-
mation than information does on the category.

Attitude change

Perhaps no other area of social psychology has generated quite so much interest as that of
attitude change. Aristotle was one of the first to construct the basic skeleton of attitude
change inquiries and in his work Rhetoric he wrote, ‘Of the modes of persuasion furnished
by the spoken word, there are three kinds. The first depends on the personal character of
the speaker; the second on putting the audience into a certain frame of mind; the third on
the proof . . . provided by the words of the speech itself’. For Aristotle, therefore, the analy-
sis of communication involved an analysis of the speaker, the message and the audience.
In the 1930s social psychologists made attitude change their major area of interest; and
their concentration was on measurement. Interest declined in the 1940s only to peak again
at the end of the 1950s and early 1960s. Although the 1970s saw another dip in the pro-
gression of research on attitude change, by the 1980s attitude change had regained its pre-
eminence as a focus of study.
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Contemporary theoretical models trying to explain the way in which persuasion occurs
include the elaboration likelihood model, which attempts to account for attitude change by
focusing on the distinction between what are referred to as the central and the peripheral
routes. People who take the central route scrutinise the content of the message, whereas
the peripheral route leads to persuasion by other means, such as the attractiveness of the
communicator.

Although early research on attitude change focused on those aspects of the communica-
tor, the communication and the audience that influence attitudes, currently more attention
is being focused on the factors involved in central versus peripheral processing. In terms of
the peripheral route, researchers have, for example, demonstrated that highly credible com-
municators are much more effective in changing attitudes than communicators with low
credibility. They have also found, however, that over time the effectiveness of the highly
credible communicator decreases, whereas the effectiveness of the communication deliv-
ered by a low-credibility communicator increases. This has been termed the sleeper effect
and is explained by dissociation between the message and its source. Recent research
shows that the cause of the dissociation is that memory for the source and memory for the
communication decay at different rates. 

Perhaps, not surprisingly, expert and trustworthy communicators are more effective in pro-
ducing opinion change than communicators whose expertise and trustworthiness are sus-
pect. A person who argues against her/his best interests, or whose communication is
unintentionally overheard, is considered to be especially trustworthy. Communicators who
are similar to the target of a persuasive message are more effective in producing changes
in value-oriented attitudes, whereas experts are more effective in changing beliefs about
facts.

Prejudice

Prejudice, stereotyping, discrimination, racism and sexism, are terms that often overlap.
Each involves a negative evaluation of an individual or group. That is the essence of preju-
dice: an unjustifiable, negative attitude towards a group and its individual members.
Prejudice is pre-judgement; it biases us against a person based solely on our identifying the
person with a particular group.

Prejudice is, therefore, an attitude characterised by a distinct combination of feelings, 
inclination to act and beliefs. This combination can be said to represent the ABC of atti-
tudes: affects (feelings), behaviour tendency (inclination to act) and cognition 
(beliefs).

A father has just learned his teenage son is gay. He is profoundly hostile towards gay men
and believes his son has been corrupted and can change with therapy. How would you go
about enabling the father to explore his attitude and consider changing it?

ACTIVITY



Negative evaluations that mark prejudice can stem from emotional associations, from the
need to justify behaviour or from negative beliefs (stereotypes). To stereotype is to gener-
alise and, of course, generalisations can have a germ of truth. But problems with stereo-
types arise when they are over-generalised or just plain wrong.

If prejudice is a negative attitude then discrimination is a negative behaviour and dis-
criminatory behaviour often, but not always, has its source in prejudicial attitudes.
Prejudiced attitudes need not breed hostile acts nor does all oppression spring from preju-
dice. If we consider racism and sexism, they are institutional practices that discriminate,
even when there is no prejudicial intent. For example, if word-of-mouth recruitment in an
all-white business has the effect of maintaining an all-white workforce then the practice
may very well be considered racist, even if the employer had no intention of discriminating
unfairly. Much investigation and research has suggested that prejudice, like other attitudes,
is learned. Children may see their parents discriminating against black people and hear their
hostile remarks. As children grow older their peers may tell them that black people are bad
and they will be excluded from peer groups if seen associating with them. Parents may
point to stories in newspapers of how so much crime appears to be carried out by black
youths. Each of these actions contributes towards a child’s growing prejudice against black
people. This model of prejudice closely parallels what is called social learning theory. The
children have models in their parents, who teach them to dislike black people. Parents and
peers discriminating against black people positively reinforce their attitudes and they are
punished by parents and peers alike for associating with black people. It may be argued that
in this way children learn to hate.

If prejudice is indeed learned, it would explain why there are such wide variations in the
objects of prejudice. Children in different countries, or different regions of the same
country, can learn to hate different ethnic groups. Interestingly enough, the learning
approach allows for the formation of prejudice in children even if they have never seen a
member of the group against which they become prejudiced.

But where do the attitudes come from in the first place? According to one theory (realis-
tic-conflict theory) competition for scarce resources is the key to understanding discrimi-
nation. At various times in history minority groups, such as Jews and black people, have
been perceived as a threat. This threat usually takes the form of competition for scarce
economic or natural resources, such as jobs, housing, land or money. 

Although complex factors underlie prejudices that can be traced back hundreds, even thou-
sands, of years, one simple factor does appear to underlie a great deal of hostility and con-
flict between groups. That factor is people’s basic tendency to divide into groups and to
prefer their own group, the in-group, to a different group, the out-group. The theory that
perhaps most fully explains this phenomenon is known as social identity theory, which says
that, in addition to forming a personal identity (which depends on one’s achievements and
how they compare with other people’s), we form a social identity based on our member-
ship of a set of groups.

So what are the implications of social identity theory for understanding prejudice? People
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have a need to achieve and maintain a high level of self-esteem and one way they can do
this is by raising what they consider to be the value of their social identity. They can
enhance their social identity by perceiving the in-group as better and by actually treating
it better. That is, people will disparage and mistreat individual members of an out-group,
and the group as a whole, in order to maintain a high level of self-esteem, especially when
their self-esteem is threatened.

The idea that out-groups, especially minorities, are the targets of displaced aggression is
also the central hypothesis of the scapegoat theory. This theory suggests that a variety of
frustrations in everyday life – at work, in the home, with friends – can lead to displaced
aggression and that ethnic out-groups are convenient targets for such hostility. In an effort
to explain how minorities can become the unfortunate victims of aggression Berkowitz
(1962) argued that the out-groups are convenient targets because they typically have the
following characteristics.

◆◆ Safeness – the target group is so weak it can be attacked without fear of strong
retaliation.

◆◆ Visibility – the group must have qualities that make it visible and make it stand out
from other groups. 

◆◆ Strangeness – humans have an instinctive hatred for what is strange to them. 

◆◆ Prior dislike for the group – aggression may be displaced from one disliked person or
group to a previously disliked group.

Prejudice is, of course, complex and springs from several sources. Prejudice may express our
sense of who we are and gain us social acceptance. It may defend our sense of self against
anxiety that arises from insecurity or inner conflict. It may also promote our self-interest,
by supporting what brings us pleasure and opposing what doesn’t. Unequal status also
breeds prejudice. Once inequalities exist, prejudice helps justify the economic and social
superiority of those who have wealth and power. Nineteenth-century politicians, for
example, justified imperialism by describing exploited colonised people as ‘inferior’, requir-
ing protection, and a ‘burden’ to be borne. Black people were ‘inferior’ and women were
‘weak’. Black people were all right in their place and a woman’s place was in the home.

Attitudes are likely to conform with the social order not only as a rationalisation for it but
also because discrimination affects its victims. Allport (1954) catalogued 15 possible
effects of victimisation, but he believed these reactions were reducible to two basic types:
those that involve blaming oneself (withdrawal, self-hate, aggression against one’s own
group) and those that involve blaming external causes (fighting back, suspiciousness,
increased group pride). If the net results are negative (say higher rates of crime) then people
use them to justify the discrimination that helps maintain them.

Then, once established, prejudice is maintained largely by inertia. If prejudice is socially
accepted, many people will follow the line of least resistance and conform to the norm.
They will act not so much out of a need to hate, as out of a need to be liked and accepted.
An example is the dilemma faced by many gay men and lesbian women about whether to
acknowledge their sexuality publicly and ‘come out’.

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT78



VALUES, BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES 79

In a society with complex social, cultural and economic relationships one way we simplify
our environment is to categorise – to organise our world by clustering objects into groups.
Once we organise people into categories we can think about them more easily, and there
is also a tendency to see objects in a group as being more uniform than they really are.
Ethnicity and sex are two powerful ways of categorising people. Once we assign people to
groups we are likely to exaggerate the similarities within groups and the differences
between them. Because we tend to like people we generally think are similar to us and dis-
like those we perceive as different, the natural result is in-group bias. When a group is our
own we are, by contrast, more likely to recognise and value diversity.

Many of us, for example, may consider the Swiss to be a fairly homogeneous people. But
to the people of Switzerland, the Swiss are diverse, encompassing French, German and
Italian-speaking people. Also many Anglo-Americans lump ‘Latinos’ together. Mexican-
Americans, Cuban-Americans and Puerto Ricans, however, see important differences,
especially between their own sub-group and others. Closer to home, society tends to
homogenise individuals so that people will refer, for example, to ‘the disabled’, thus imply-
ing that all people with a disability have similar or identical views and needs.

This willingness to categorise people can be seen in the media, which will often refer to
‘black leaders’ who supposedly can speak for the ‘black community’, and white reporters
sometimes find it newsworthy that the ‘black community’ is divided on an issue such as
immigration policy. The same reporters, however, apparently presume their own racial
group is naturally more diverse. They do not assume there are ‘white leaders’ who can speak
for the white community, or that it is newsworthy when not all white people agree on an
issue. No newspapers would headline ‘white leaders divided over immigration policy’
(Myers, 1996).

It is important to recognise that stereotypes (beliefs) are not prejudices (attitudes).
Stereotypes may support prejudice; but then again one might believe, without prejudice,
that men and women are different yet equal. Furthermore, the impact of both stereotypes
and prejudices is complex.

You are a teacher in an inner city school that has increasing numbers of pupils who are
refugees. Identify the likely prejudices that other pupils may have and devise a strategy for
combating those prejudices.

ACTIVITY

What are your prejudices and how may they inhibit your ability to work effectively in a
helping relationship? Using one of the theoretical models, describe and account for the
most common prejudices in society today.

ACTIVITY



Most women know sexual discrimination exists and they believe that sex discrimination
affects most working women, as shown by the lower salaries for women and the jobs they
predominantly occupy, such as childcare. However, many women do not feel personally dis-
criminated against. Discrimination is something other women face (Crosby, 1989). Similar
denials of personal disadvantage, while perceiving discrimination against one’s group,
occur among unemployed people, lesbians, African Americans and minorities (Taylor).

The process of categorising people and things as masculine or feminine is called gender
typing and, most of the time, cues about gender are readily available from physical charac-
teristics such as facial hair or breasts, and from style of dress. People usually display their
gender as a prominent part of their self-presentation. The tendency to divide the world into
masculine and feminine categories is not, however, limited to perceptions of people. Many
objects, activities and behaviours are defined as masculine and feminine. At an early stage
children learn that dolls and cooking utensils are for girls and that toy trucks and guns are
for boys. Blue is for boys and pink for girls. Little girls are made of sugar and spice and all
things nice and little boys of slugs and snails and puppy dog tails.

Gender stereotypes help rationalise a role. If, for example, women provide most of the care
for young children, it is reassuring to think women are naturally nurturing. If men run busi-
nesses, hunt and fight it is comforting to believe that men are naturally aggressive, inde-
pendent and adventurous.

The distinction between male and female is a universal organising principle in social life.
As children, boys and girls are expected to learn different skills and to develop different
personalities. As adults men and women typically assume gender-prescribed roles as hus-
band or wife, mother or father. Cultures vary in exactly what is defined as masculine or
feminine and to the degree to which they emphasise gender differences or similarities. But
the use of gender to structure social life is universal. In the world beyond western indus-
trialised countries, gender stereotyping and sex discrimination can take harsh and overt
forms.

Two-thirds of the world’s unschooled children are girls. The world’s 600 million illiterate
women exceed its 350 million illiterate men by 70%. In Saudi Arabia, women are forbidden
to drive. In the Sudan, they may not leave the country without the permission of their hus-
band, father or brother. In South Korea, male births exceed female births by 14% and in
China by 18%. Sex-selective abortions and infanticides have led to 76,000,000 ‘missing
women’ (Myers, 1996).

Research by Stoller (1968) offers evidence that gender identity (I am a boy, I am a girl) is
the primary identity any human being holds; the first as well as the most permanent and
far-reaching. Stoller (1968) makes the case for the distinction to be made between sex,
which is biological, and gender, which is psychological, and, therefore, cultural. 

Gender is a term that has psychological or cultural rather than biological connotations. If the proper
terms for sex are male and female, the corresponding terms for gender are masculine and feminine;
these latter might be quite independent of (biological) sex.

(Stoller, 1968)
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From research on stereotypes two conclusions would appear to emerge: strong gender
stereotypes (people’s ideas of how men and women ought to behave) exist and members of
the stereotyped group may very often accept the stereotypes. Analysing responses from a
University of Michigan survey, Jackman and Senter (1981) found that gender stereotypes
were much stronger than racial stereotypes. For example, only 22% of men thought the
two sexes equally emotional. Of the remaining 78%, those who believed females more
emotional outnumbered those who thought males were by fifteen to one. What did women
believe? To within one percentage point their responses were identical.

A useful distinction can be made between cultural and personal stereotypes. Cultural
stereotypes are beliefs about the sexes communicated by the mass media, religious teach-
ings, art and literature. As individuals we are familiar with cultural stereotypes but we may
or may not agree with them. Personal stereotypes, however, are our own unique beliefs
about the attributes of groups of people such as women and men.

Begum (not her real name) has been living in the UK for eight months, having moved over
here to join her husband and his family. She had had an arranged marriage two years ago,
while in her late teens and still living in Bangladesh. Her husband was in the UK and she
did not met him until she arrived in this country.

One evening her husband and his brother took her to hospital because, they said, she was
constantly drinking water and was agitated and screamed all the time, especially at night.
They were not only worried about her but also feared for the safety of members of the
extended family living in the same house, including a number of children.

She was found to be physically fit and was discharged but was referred to the family’s GP.
The GP visited the family and was instantly aware of how frightened the family was. All
of them were sleeping together in a downstairs room while Begum was in an upstairs
room. The family told the GP that they believed Begum was having a religious crisis and
was possessed by at least one demon. They had arranged for a mullah to exorcise the
demon but, because he couldn’t come for a few days, they wanted her to be safe in hos-
pital until then.

You are the GP. What are the aspects of this case that you will need to take particular
account of in the context of your values, beliefs and attitudes? What are the potential
values, beliefs and attitudes of the family that you must also consider? What are the preju-
dices (your own and others) of which you must be aware?

(Based on a case study in Community Care, 1346 2–8 November 2000.)

ACTIVITY

So what determines whether we relate to a person on the basis of stereotypes or as a
unique individual? Two important factors are the amount of information we have about the
person and the prominence of the person’s group membership. The less information avail-
able about the person the more likely we are to perceive and react to her/him on the basis



of stereotypes. In a recent study, children (aged 5, 9, and 15), students and mothers
watched videotapes of infants labelled as male or female. Both the children and students
rated the ‘female’ infants as smaller, nicer, softer and more beautiful than the ‘male’
infants. The labels did not affect mothers’ evaluations of the infants, however, perhaps
because their personal experience with babies made them less likely to rely on gender
stereotypes (Vogel et al., 1991).

Because of our social circumstances, male and female are really two cultures and their life experi-
ences are entirely different – and this is crucial. Implicit in all the gender identity development
which take place through childhood is the sum total of the parents’, the peers’, and the culture’s
notions of what is appropriate to each gender by way of temperament, character, interests, status,
worth, gesture and expression. Every moment of a child’s life is a clue to how he or she must think
and behave to attain or satisfy the demands which gender places upon one.

(Millet, 1971)

Not surprisingly, knowledge that we are male or female, our sense of sexual identity, is
acquired early in life. By the age of two or three, children are aware of their own sex and
can tell us whether they are a boy or girl. By the age of four or five, children can correctly
label other people by sex. However, this understanding of sex differs from that of adults.
Research has documented the surprising fact that young children think they can change
sex if they want to. In cases of genital malformation and mistaken gender assignment at
birth, studied at the California Gender Identity Centre, it was discovered that it is easier to
change the sex of an adolescent male, whose biological sex is contrary to his assigned
gender, through surgery than to reverse the years of conditioning that have made the sub-
ject temperamentally feminine in gesture, sense of self, personality and interests (Millett,
1971).

CONCLUSION

In order to be effective practitioners we need to be self-aware and have a reasonable
understanding of others’ values, beliefs and attitudes. Along with this insight we need to
have some appreciation of how we and others have developed personal and collective
values, beliefs and attitudes: the socialisation that has taken place that has shaped our life
experiences, helped make us who we are and that influences what we think and do. We also
need to take into account the possibility, some would say inevitability, that our personal
values, beliefs and attitudes may affect our ability to interact in a non-judgemental fashion
with users of our services.

It is important to try, as far as possible, to avoid judging other cultures by comparison with
your own. Since cultures vary so widely it is not surprising that people vary widely too; and
people coming from one culture frequently find it difficult to empathise with the values,
beliefs and attitudes of those from a different culture. 

The good counselling skills practitioner is one who can understand and describe his/her own
values, beliefs and attitudes and is able to accept and value diversity. They will also recognise
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that behaviour is a manifestation of values, beliefs and attitudes that are important to people
for personal, cultural, political or economic reasons and will develop strategies for managing
not just her/his own behaviour but that of those they are seeking to help.
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5

This section focuses on skills. Skills are certainly the tools all of us engaged in interpersonal
activity, whether personally or professionally, use. But skills that are not underpinned by the
core values of empathy, respect and genuineness are in danger of becoming little more than
applied techniques. 

So, your self-awareness tells you that you are brimming over with empathy; you are full of
respect for others’ beliefs and values, you’re certainly non-judgemental and you genuinely
and sincerely want to help people. How would I know? How would someone looking for
help with a problem or difficulty know? How can we communicate to others that we are
working hard to develop these qualities in ourselves?

Try to think of an interview that you have had; it may have been with your doctor, or perhaps
for a job or promotion, or maybe a discussion to help resolve a problem or issue. Now try to
list what the person did which made that interview good or bad. If I had been a fly on the
wall during the interview what would I have seen or heard to demonstrate to me that the
interviewer was helpful (or otherwise)? It is the skills we use that demonstrate to others that
we are genuinely concerned to help, that we respect how they feel and that we are trying to
get alongside them and are trying to appreciate things from their perspective, rather than
from our own. The skills you listed could perhaps be clustered into the following groups:

◆◆ Attention giving – there was a range of skills which clearly indicated to you that the
person was giving you their full attention.

◆◆ Observing – the person was able to pick up ‘clues’ about how you were feeling.

◆◆ Listening – you really felt that both what you said, and how you felt about it, had
been heard.

Introduction to counselling skills – Jean Bayliss

SECTION 2



◆◆ Responding – the other person made a comment or responded in some way,
indicating that they were ‘alongside’ you.

These skills – and we’ll look at each cluster in greater detail – are usually thought of as the
skills of active listening. We might wonder whether there is any difference between just
listening and active listening – or, indeed, between active and passive listening. The phrase
‘a good listener’ is used very frequently, but rarely is it clearly or accurately defined. The
difference between a listener and a good listener is that the latter really lets the talker
know that they are listening. If we are at a lecture, or in the theatre or cinema, we may be
listening avidly to what we are hearing, but on the whole the talker has very few clues as
to whether we are, or are not. In small groups and, especially, in one-to-one interactions,
speakers need to know that they are being heard and if we develop and enhance the skills
appropriate to active listening this will happen. Our interactions will be that much more
meaningful, because if we are actively listening we are fully engaged with the other person
and with the process.

It is interesting that of the four ‘clusters’ of skills already mentioned, only one requires
speech. That old saying that if humans had been meant to speak more and listen less, they’d
have evolved with two mouths and one ear, instead of the other way round, may be very
pertinent for active listening! It has been calculated that in communication, the content of
what we say accounts for only 7% of what is heard. The remaining 93% is made up of non-
verbal communication 55%, and tone (the way in which the content is said) 38%. Whether
this is always accurate may be open to debate, but it certainly lends weight to the saying,
‘actions speak louder than words’!

ATTENDING

Be prepared! Before we engage in any sort of listening to another person we can convey
that we are attending by being ready. We can prepare both the setting and ourselves. When
you were thinking about the good (or bad) interview you had earlier, did the setting affect
your perception? It is not always possible to create the ideal setting for listening to some-
one, but we can demonstrate attention giving by making the best of the environment, even
when this involves a compromise between what we need and what is available.

Firstly we can eliminate as many distractions as possible. We can, for example, ask people
not to interrupt us for an agreed amount of time. In some circumstances, we can make sure
that there are no telephone calls; we can certainly ensure that mobile phones are switched
off. If we are lucky enough to have a choice, we can arrange to be in a room that is quiet
and private, but this is often a luxury.
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List the ways in which you could make the best of the ‘listening environment’ – at home,
work or elsewhere.

ACTIVITY



It is also worth noting that for some hesitant talkers, what might be seen as an ideal
environment could seem very intimidating. Youth workers have been known to say that
their most successful interactions have taken place in litter-strewn, ‘urine-stinking’ bus
shelters!

Arrangement of seating is another way of demonstrating that we are ready to listen. The
character or nature of an interview is partly determined by seating.
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Carefully organising the seating, so that chairs are at a slight angle, or perhaps inviting the
talker to place the chair where they find the distance and angle comfortable not only
demonstrates a readiness to listen, but also shows that core value of respect.

Being ready in ourselves is equally important. If we know that really we should be some-
where else, or if we have pressing concerns (anything from needing a lavatory, to having to
make an urgent phone call, to being unable to put our own worries aside) it is unlikely that
we can really listen. Whilst acknowledging that we’re ‘only human’, we can work hard to
be ready to hear what is offered to us. For instance, if we know that we will be ‘on pins’ if
we stop to listen to someone now, it might show more respect to explain that we want to
give full attention and that this will be possible at . . . time. No-one is convinced by a ‘lis-
tener’ who is furtively glancing at a watch every other minute. We can make sure that notes
or papers which might distract us are out of our sight line. We can also try to suspend our
value judgements. This doesn’t mean that we have to agree with or condone what is
eventually said to us, but that for the duration of the interview we accept that our judge-
ments may not be relevant. This is especially important if what is said is surprising or even
shocking: if we have prepared ourselves by setting aside our concerns we shall be better
able to listen to those of others.

Being prepared may seem almost too obvious to need stating as an active listening skill,
but it is astonishing how much difference it can make to a talker.

If the listener is beind a desk or table what sort of interview do you think it is? If one chair
is much lower than another, what hints might this be giving? If chairs are placed directly
facing each other/close together/far part how might this affect the speaker? If both par-
ties sit side by side on a bench, or sofa, will this affect their communication? How?

ACTIVITY

Recall the interview you thought of earlier. Describe the preparedness of the

◆◆ setting

◆◆ listener(s).

ACTIVITY



A powerful silent listening skill, is what is generally termed non-verbal communication
(NVC) – communication using gestures, posture or facial expression, plus a whole range of
behaviours of which we are often unaware. There is a great deal of research evidence that
non-verbal communication makes a much greater impact on those we come into contact
with than any verbal communication we make. There is also some interesting evidence that
when verbal and non-verbal messages conflict, we tend to ‘hear’ and believe the non-
verbal. Non-verbals are especially powerful in first encounters and have been shown to
affect the quality of any subsequent relationship in a whole range of ways. It is, therefore,
worth becoming aware of our own non-verbal communication and being alert to that of
others. It is, however, rather a two-edged sword. 

The art of active listening depends, to some extent, on being able to be oneself, and so
being over-aware of whether we are using our hands, or frowning or leaning too far for-
ward can make us more aware of ourselves than of the other person and can actually inter-
fere with, rather than enhance, listening. Even so, the power of non-verbal communication
is such that to be good active listeners means that we need to practise walking the
tightrope between being self-aware and being self-conscious about the silent messages
we convey.
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Some of the points you might have noticed could be hairstyles; make-up and jewellery (or
the lack of these); type of dress and shoes; stance. All these (and more) are taken in by
someone meeting us and from these will come an expectation of how we are likely to
behave. Even in a very simple exercise it is possible to see how difficult it is to suspend
value judgements from how we see people. 

Stand in front of a mirror – a full-length one if possible – and imagine what a person
meeting you for the first time sees. Make a list of what you think would be seen by a

◆◆ much younger person

◆◆ contemporary

◆◆ much older person.

ACTIVITY

Much of what you picked up would have been based on assumption – for example that the
woman in a twin set and pearls, who waved her hands about a lot and seemed to look away
from the other actor was portraying a whole set of values. Similarly that the other actor –

Turn the sound off whilst watching an interchange between two actors on television.
What did you think was going on? How did you know?

ACTIVITY



dirty tee-shirt, close-cropped hair, constantly clenching threatening fists – was portraying
an opposing set of values. The sound might confirm or totally contradict our assumptions,
but there is no doubt that our active listening is profoundly affected by how we interpret
non-verbal communication and that we are fooling ourselves if we imagine that others are
not affected by ours.
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Non-verbal communication is often listed under the acronym S – O – L – E – R:

S – Seating (which we’ve looked at under ‘be prepared’)
O – Open posture
L – Trunk lean
E – Eye contact
R – Relax

The way in which we sit can convey a great deal about whether or not we are actively lis-
tening. If we have our arms tightly folded across our bodies, it may indicate to the other
person that we are ‘closed’ to what they are saying, or that we feel defensive or even –
more prosaically – that we are cold and would therefore like them to hurry up so that we
can get to somewhere warm! Either way, we are not conveying that we want to hear what
is being offered to us. The open posture – sitting with arms resting on chair arms or in the
lap – is usually comfortable and can be maintained, without fidgeting, for a reasonable
length of time. Fidgeting is a very indicative non-verbal signal! There has been a great deal
of debate as to whether the open posture means that legs (or ankles) should or should not
be crossed. Cultural aspects play a part here, but in general the consensus seems to be that
the listener needs to feel comfortable and this should determine whether or not legs (or
ankles) are crossed. 

(This exercise is especially useful if done with a partner.) Watch a videotape of an inter-
view or of a small group discussion, without the sound, and focus on the non-verbal com-
munucation of one person. Write down:

◆◆ what feeling(s) that person was experiencing

◆◆ what attitudes they seemed to convey

◆◆ your reactions to them.

If another person has done the exercise with you, compare notes. Replay the tape with
sound and reflect on the accuracy of assumptions and on your own reactions.

ACTIVITY

In front of a mirror, practise various ways of achieving an open posture and reflect on how long
you would feel comfortable in it. Also, evaluate how another person sees you in that posture.

ACTIVITY



The degree of trunk or body lean is also thought to have a strong influence on whether we
are, or are not, perceived as listening. Think again about that core quality of respect. If we
lean very closely to someone, we may think that this will communicate an absorbed interest
in what we are being told, and that we are sincere and genuine about this. Would it necess-
arily be seen so positively by the other person?
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Respect should make us sensitive as to whether leaning forward would be seen as threat-
ening, or ‘smothering’ or uncomfortably inappropriate. Commenting on this, a friend said,
‘someone leaning towards me as if I’ve shared a profound truth when I’ve only commented
on the weather is bound to be a phoney’. So not only may we not be respecting how others
feel, we may also be seen as insincere! Leaning too far back can also be seen as disre-
spectful in that it can be perceived as a lack of interest. Someone leaning (or lolling) back
in a chair may appear very relaxed, but whether they seem really interested in what they
are being told is, perhaps, less certain.

How might leaning forward be experienced by:

◆◆ a pupil from a teacher?

◆◆ a patient from a doctor? Or a nurse?

◆◆ an employee from a supervisor?

◆◆ an elderly person from a social worker?

◆◆ a passenger from a fellow traveller?

ACTIVITY

Ask a friend or colleague to tell you about something in which they are really interested.
Alter the way in which you lean as they talk and ask them to give you their impressions.

ACTIVITY

Trying to find the right balance perhaps seems like a daunting task, but if we remind our-
selves that non-verbal communication is more than half of how we are perceived as lis-
teners, it will help us to persevere until ‘getting it right’ seems natural rather than
self-conscious and artificial.

Eye contact can seem a similarly daunting skill to acquire, so that the right amount of it
feels natural. Eye contact is especially influenced by culture. In the UK (and to some extent
in the west generally) looking people ‘straight between the eyes’ tends to be seen as a virtue.
It is viewed as a mark of honesty, and people who find it difficult to make eye contact are
often labelled as ‘shifty’. The reasoning behind this seems to be that they must have some-
thing to hide, and that that ‘something’ is probably shameful. This assumption could, in



itself, be seen as judgemental – even if the person does have something to hide, it need not
necessarily be shameful. Perhaps it says more about whether the listener is to be trusted
than it does about what is being concealed. We need also to be clear about whether direct
eye contact is culturally acceptable, or comfortable, for everyone. Once again the issue of
‘respect’ is raised, by a skill as apparently straightforward as looking at someone when they
speak to us. Even if making eye contact is acceptable for both partners, the intensity needs
considering. Never moving the gaze from the other person, in an attempt to convey atten-
tion, can seem like a rather threatening stare. Similarly looking away too often can make
the speaker wonder whether we are just planning what to say next!
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Thefinal itemintheSOLERacronymisRELAX–withsomuchgoingon inthenon-verbal skill area,
this may seem almost impossible! Yet if we are to be good active listeners, being able to convey
that we are relaxed really does matter. Nervousness and tension seem to be contagious and if we
arefeelingthem,thenweare likely topassthemontothespeaker,whomaybeexperiencingthem
already.Makingsure thatwedropour shouldersandthatourbreathing isevenwill certainlyhelp.

Ask a friend or colleague to listen whilst you describe something important to you. Ask
them to keep their gaze firmly fixed on you for as long as possible. Pause, and reflect on
how this made you feel. Repeat the exercise, with your partner looking away frequently.
Change over as listener and talker.

ACTIVITY

From time to time, every day, check whether you are relaxed or can relax yourself. For
example

◆◆ is your jaw relaxed?

◆◆ are you frowning?

◆◆ are your shoulders up round your ears?

◆◆ what are you doing with your hands?

◆◆ are you tapping your feet?

◆◆ are you twisting your hair?

◆◆ how tightly are you clutching the phone?

ACTIVITY

One aspect of non-verbal communication which can be problematic relates to touch. For
some people touch, even between family members or close friends, is difficult. If our natural
instinct is to be tactile, we need to be very careful whether in touching someone – perhaps
putting an arm round someone in tears – is meeting our needs, or theirs. Some of the ques-
tions we need to ask ourselves about this tricky aspect of non-verbal communication are:



◆◆ Is the other person’s culture of touching the same as mine (‘culture’ could, in this
instance, mean family culture)?

◆◆ Is touch appropriate between, for example a teacher and pupil? What if a listener and
talker are of the opposite sex?

◆◆ Does age matter?

◆◆ What does being touched mean for you? How would you know if another person
found touch acceptable?

In summary, then, non-verbal communication is a crucial aspect of active listening:

◆◆ It emphasises verbal communication in a range of ways.

◆◆ Sometimes it replaces verbal communication.

◆◆ Attitudes are disclosed by non-verbal communication.

◆◆ It can be a vital clue to all kinds of emotional states.
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By watching yourself and others, find examples for all four of these and develop your
awareness of how they can sharpen your active listening.

ACTIVITY

OBSERVING

Good observation skills are very helpful in active listening. Attending is evidenced primari-
ly by our non-verbal behaviour and the obverse of this is that we, as listeners, can sensi-
tively observe the talker’s non-verbal behaviour and helpfully make use of what we observe.
Observation of a speaker can yield a wealth of information to which we can respond with
greater depth than if we respond only to what we hear. At the same time, we have to be
careful not to see only what we want to see. This is what links observation to suspending
value judgements – if we judge by what we see, we could be making serious mistakes.

What are your thoughts about a young person who comes to work or college in a heavy
coat regardless of the weather, and seems reluctant to take if off even in a comfortably
warm room?

It might suggest any number of things.

◆◆ The young person is too poor to buy more suitable clothes.

◆◆ S/he is living somewhere where there are inadequate washing facilities.

◆◆ S/he is attention seeking and winding you up.

◆◆ S/he is ‘going through a phase’.

◆◆ S/he is hiding something.

Any or none of these may be accurate, but if we have not even noticed we are not really
listening to all the messages this young person is sending.



Some cultures, particularly in the west, emphasise communication through words, spoken
or written. As a result the ability to read non-verbal behaviour is not, in most of us, very
highly developed. It is interesting that television sports commentators (especially those
commentating on tennis) are increasingly interpreting ‘body language’. Whether players’
heads are up or down; whether a certain gesture indicates frustration; whether a preoccu-
pied look means a change in tactics all seem to be discussed. Sometimes the commenta-
tors seem to read a ludicrous amount into what they observe, and listeners must beware of
falling into this pitfall. A pupil who clenches his hand when discussing a maths lesson
hasn’t necessarily got a deep dislike of the maths teacher – it may just be that he’s got
cramp! Nevertheless, recognising behavioural clues (a smile, a shift in position, sudden eye
contact) is an important part of listening. We can draw inferences from these clues and
perhaps feed them back to the talker in a tentative and open-ended way. 

Observation can also help us as listeners to modify or adjust our own non-verbals or para-
verbals (the ahs, ums, which encourage people to go on talking). Our facial expressions
need to be appropriate to the emotional content and tone of what is being said. Often a
speaker’s non-verbal behaviour will be at odds with what is being said. It is, for example,
very common for people to smile or even laugh when they are discussing something sad. If
the listener smiles too, it is not very appropriate. Careful observation will allow us to avoid
‘mirroring’ behaviours that are a mismatch.
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If we are in a position where we are listening to someone over a period of time, being
observant can also alert us to changes in their behaviours and attitudes, which could be
very significant. A nurse or doctor can watch a patient carefully to check for signs of
improvement or deterioration. As listeners, we can usefully learn from this practice, even if
we are not (or not usually) looking for signs of physical change.

Find as many examples as you can of when you have noticed:

◆◆ behavioural ‘cues’ in people

◆◆ non-verbals which are at odds with what is being said.

ACTIVITY

Try to think of instances when, by carefully noticing someone’s body language, you were
able to detect:

◆◆ a contradiction between what was said and how the person was feeling

◆◆ a change

◆◆ something significant which was not voiced.

ACTIVITY



LISTENING

How many people do you know who are prepared simply to listen to you – without offer-
ing advice, without saying ‘I know what you mean because I . . .’, or ‘When that happened
to me . . .’? People who can really focus on the speaker, whilst setting their own concerns
aside and accepting that their experiences may be of no interest to the speaker, are rare.
Perhaps these are the genuine ‘good listeners’?

Active listening operates at several levels, and even the first level demands a degree of self-
discipline.
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Being wholly focused, even for five minutes, takes a great deal of concentration. Words
used by the speaker will inevitably trigger a response in the listener. Ideas which are men-
tioned will resonate with our own and set up a chain of thought. We may disagree with
what is said and want to put an alternative point of view. Add to this that there may be
noises around us, or that we’re hot, hungry or uncomfortable and it is easy to see how stay-
ing focused on the speaker becomes hard work.

A further level of active listening is being able to take in the whole of the message, even if
we are listening only to content. There are many barriers to this crucial ability of hearing
everything. A colleague is talking about work – work which the listener knows well, and
where the environment is familiar. The speaker might then say ‘. . . and then she just threw
the cup at me and stalked off’. What can happen is that the listener ‘switches off’ –
because the situation is known – and then has to pick up on some new factor without really
knowing what the link may be. This type of listening is at its worst when it becomes the
‘I’ve heard it all before’ syndrome. It is true, of course, that listeners, especially those whose
profession is listening, may have heard it (or something like it) before, but good active lis-
teners are aware that for the speaker the experience is unique. Being able to take in the
whole content of a message demonstrates the quality of being non-judgemental. We do not
assume that what’s not important to us is not important to the speaker or vice versa. So
we listen to everything that is offered with equal respect.

Ask someone you know to talk to you for up to five minutes about something which mat-
ters to them. Nod, smile or make any other appropriate non-verbal response, BUT DO NOT
SPEAK. Record, preferably on paper, what went through your mind as you listened. Was
everything related to the speaker?

ACTIVITY

Audiotape someone speaking – a short extract from a radio programme would be ideal –
and listen to the content. Either aloud, or on paper, repeat what the person said. Replay
the tape and check. Did you hear everything? Did you remember it in order?

ACTIVITY



A useful way of ensuring that this listening skill is kept sharp is to ask friends or family to
tell you about their journey to work, school, shops and even if you know the route as well
as they do, to practise listening to what they say about traffic, drivers, other travellers.
Another practice exercise is to listen as if you were required to repeat what you heard in
court, as a witness. It’s important to check whether you heard everything, and whether you
could remember it in the order the speaker delivered it, rather than in the order you chose
to put it in, even if the speaker’s order seems muddled.

Sustained focus is both demanding and tiring, but the third level of active listening requires
even more effort and energy. We need to be able to listen not only to what is being said
but to how it is being said. Hearing the feelings attached to the content is at the heart of
active listening.
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The speaker may have sounded wistful/sad/amused/challenging/truculent or many other
things. The content of the statement then acquires a whole new meaning and will affect
the way in which the listener responds. Being able to hear feeling(s), as well as content,
and draw sensitive inferences, has sometimes been termed ‘listening with the third ear’. It
is a highly developed skill, but well worth acquiring and practising because it assures the
speaker that not only have they been heard accurately, but also that the listener was genu-
inely empathic.

What gets in the way of active listening? There seem to be some identifiable obstacles and
if we are aware of them it may help us to avoid the pitfalls. You might like to award your-
self a score for each one, so that you can practise – but don’t worry, we’re all guilty some
of the time.

◆◆ Distractions: noise, movement, smells, uncomfortable seating and many other
external factors can amount to a hubbub which makes it difficult to 
concentrate.

◆◆ Switching on and off: we think a great deal faster than we speak (four times faster
has been calculated). As a result, we fill the time (three-quarters of it if the
calculation is correct!) with thinking rather than listening. Slowing our listening to
speaking pace helps not to switch-off.

◆◆ ‘Beyond me’: complex or complicated messages which we find difficult to
comprehend often result in a complete shut-off. Afterwards, we may remember
nothing of what was said.

◆◆ Stuck on facts: in trying to listen accurately to content, we may try to get the facts

‘When you frown like that, you remind of my sister.’ The content here is not especially dif-
ficult to hear – the listener has a particular way of drawing his/her brows together which
brings the speaker’s sister to mind. Say the statement in as many different ways as you
can, and note the feeling each time.

ACTIVITY



into our heads, but can then find that the speaker has gone on to new facts, which
we may then lose.

◆◆ Pencil and paper: to make sure that we get the facts we may try to capture them on
paper. It is usually impossible to capture everything and the writing can impede the
relationship (who will own or see these notes?) and makes eye contact difficult.

◆◆ Triggers: there are words which act as a ‘trigger’ for all of us. These may vary from
the ‘red-rag-to-a-bull’ words (unions, government, benefits, for example) to words
which have a particular emotional connection for us (abortion, bereavement,
children). When they are used, we can tune out the speaker.

◆◆ ‘I know’: we can decide after a couple of sentences that we know what’s coming next
(and anyway we’ve heard it before), so there’s no point in listening because we won’t
learn anything new if we do.

◆◆ Dreamy: when we are tired, especially, we can seem to be listening, but are actually
somewhere else in thought. We get glassy-eyed eventually and the speaker realises
this. Unfortunately, this can sometimes almost become a professional pose – but the
speaker is rarely fooled.

◆◆ ‘You’re wrong’: speakers may contradict our pet theories, or strong views, and when
this happens, instead of listening, we start planning how to put them right or, at
worst, become judgemental.

◆◆ Problem versus person: we can become so concentrated on the details of an issue or
problem (and sometimes so concerned to solve it) that we stop listening to the person
and lose track of how they feel.

The following acrostic may sum up what we have discussed so far about active listening.
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LOOKING at you (but not staring).

LEARNING all I can from observing body language and appearance.

I am INTERESTED in you.

Maintaining my own IDENTITY, I am willing to be INVOLVED with what you have to
say.

SENSING your feelings, SENSITIVE to them, SUPPORTING you, keeping your secrets
SAFE.

TRUSTING you to know what you need, and to make your own decisions, hoping you
will TRUST me.

ENABLING you to be yourself, EMPOWERING you and EMPATHISING with you.

NOT having to solve your problems or give you advice, NOT giving in to my NEED to
tell you what to do, but hearing your NEEDS.
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RESPONDING

Responding sensitively and appropriately, assures speakers that what they said and how
they are feeling have been heard. Being listened to is a novel experience for many and
for some can even feel threatening. We need to keep this in mind and make our
responses carefully. The basic responding skills which are essential for every listener’s
‘tool kit’ are:

◆◆ appropriate questioning

◆◆ paraphrasing

◆◆ reflecting

◆◆ summarising.

APPROPRIATE QUESTIONING

Questions are, in one sense, a way of controlling what goes on in a conversation or inter-
view. By asking a question, we turn the focus onto the listener’s needs. We may, of course,
genuinely need information before we can fully understand what is being said, but, even
so, by asking for information the focus is changed and the speaker may feel interrupted.
The essence of active listening is ‘you talk; I listen’ and questions can have the effect of
shifting the balance to ‘I talk; you listen’.
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In the general run of conversation, of course, questions can be a way of demonstrating
interest, but we do need to ask ourselves whether the question helps the talker or us. Try
to decide whether the following questions would be helpful or unhelpful to the speaker.

Student: I’m not getting on very well. My parents really want me to pass and I’m
scared of letting them down. 

Listener: What are your study skills like?

Patient: I’m dead scared. If I have to have this operation, I don’t know who’s going
to look after me afterwards.

Listener: Have you ever had an operation before?

Colleague: They want to move me and I want to stay. All this uncertainty is getting me
down.

Listener: Have you applied for any other jobs?

Try to remember some occasions when you have been describing or explaining something
and have been asked a question. How helpful to you was the question? What were your
feelings towards the questioner?

ACTIVITY



Young Person: He keeps ringing up just before I go out in the morning and getting upset
and  threatening all sorts. It’s horrible.

Listener: Why don’t you take the phone off the hook?

Whether you think the questions are or aren’t helpful, you can see that the listener is
attempting to control the flow of the conversation and it’s important to be aware of this.
There are several types of question.

Closed questions: can be used to elicit facts, for example how old are you? They usually
elicit the answers YES or NO. Very occasionally this type of question
can be useful, especially if a speaker seems confused or muddled.

The great drawback with a closed question is that it tends to halt the
flow of conversation and, more often than not, leads to another
question and, of course, control of the subject matter is with the lis-
tener, who may then be resented by the speaker.

Open questions: are more likely to elicit feelings and can leave much more control
with the speaker. A broad open question – ‘How were things for you
at that time?’ invites the speaker to choose where to focus their feel-
ings. Open questions usually begin with Who? How? What? Where?

◆◆ Try turning these closed questions into open ones.

◆◆ Have you told your parents about this?

◆◆ Have you been feeling sad for long?

◆◆ Are you very upset about this?

◆◆ Do you always stamp your feet when you’re angry?

◆◆ Do you always just go quiet like this?

Open questions have the merit of enabling the speaker to keep talking, but even so should
be used sparingly – question after question can feel like an interrogation!

Leading questions: are a common feature of radio or television interviews. They can
usually be spotted as beginning with: Surely . . .? or But surely. . .?,
Don’t you think . . .?, Isn’t it time that . . .? or they might end with . . .
weren’t you? Leading questions make the assumption that the orig-
inal speaker is going to agree with the next statement.

◆◆ Test your own responses to these leading questions.

◆◆ I’m sure you were very pleased, weren’t you?

◆◆ Aren’t you absolutely devastated?

◆◆ Surely you don’t agree with smacking?

◆◆ But surely you think demonstrating is wrong?

Even if, sometimes, your response was positive it is evident that the questioner expected
you to agree. If we make this sort of assumption and get it wrong, it can be a clear sign

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT98



that we are lacking empathy. We are responding from the perspective of how we would
feel, rather than how the other person feels. There is a real danger in leading questions of
pushing a person to feel what others think they should feel or ought to feel, rather than
what they do feel.
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Multiple questions: are best avoided, as they often confuse the talker who is uncer-
tain which question to answer. Multiple questions are often
detected by their use of ‘or’ – ‘Did you feel sad, or were you just
relieved?’ An answer to either of these questions would, in effect,
mean that the other question was redundant. ‘Yes, I did feel very
sad’ tells us that relief was not the strongest feeling. The skill in
using questions lies in helping the speaker to clarify or think
before they answer. By supplying alternative answers we are
blocking this possibility and, at worst, this is disrespectful because
it suggests that we think s/he may be incapable of finding an
answer.

A brief word about ‘why’ questions. Although ‘why’ questions may be seen as ‘open’ they
often aren’t very helpful. They tend to lead to further ‘why’ questions (rather as children
do). Quite often the speaker does not know why (and maybe that’s the reason they’re
speaking to you). ‘Why do your parents think you’re lazy?’ is, in a sense, unanswerable, since
only the parents could tell us. ‘Why’ questions are usually better re-phrased so that they
don’t lead down a blind alley.

Listen to some radio and television interviews, especially with politicians and note the
number of times leading questions are used.

ACTIVITY

Try turning these why? questions into broader open questions. Why does your mother-in-
law upset you? Why don’t you want to complain? Why do you think he doesn’t like her?
Why don’t you believe her?

ACTIVITY

‘Reasons why’ usually lie in the past and if we are trying to help someone, it is not poss-
ible for us to change their past, so finding out ‘why’ may not be very productive. 

Questioning, then, can encourage a speaker, but if used insensitively it can do the reverse.
Try to get into the habit of checking whether you use questions as some sort of controlling
mechanism. If you do, try to question yourself:

◆◆ why am I asking this?



◆◆ do I really need to know?

◆◆ how does it help the other person?

PARAPHRASING AND REFLECTING

These two responding skills are often described as if they are the same, because both
involve a sort of ‘playing back’ to the speaker what they seem to be communicating. To
some degree, too, their purpose is the same – to convey to the speaker that we have
heard and understood what was said. Perhaps this idea of ‘playing back’ has given rise to
the myth that this kind of response is just repeating the last four words a person says, as
if the listener were some kind of echo. You may have heard the old joke about this type
of echoing.

Speaker: I feel awful.

Listener: You feel awful. 

Speaker: Yeah, my life isn’t worth living.

Listener: Your life isn’t worth living.

Speaker: Right, I may as well jump in the river.

Listener: You may as well jump in the river.

(Person leaps into the river, is swept away and seen no more!)

This is not to say that the occasional use of an ‘echo’ is absolutely taboo; echoing one word
can sometimes help the speaker to focus. For instance, in the ludicrous exchange in the
joke, if the listener had just replayed the word ‘awful’ (perhaps on a questioning note) the
speaker would have been encouraged to be a bit more specific about what ‘awful’ actually
meant for him/her. Endlessly repeating, however, will make the speaker wonder whether the
listener is just applying some kind of technique (or perhaps is mocking them). Paraphrasing
and reflecting are much more than ‘parrot-ing’.

Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing focuses on the fact(s) or content of what is said. It involves rephrasing,
in the listener’s own words, what was said. This not only allows the speaker to know
that they are being listened to accurately, but can help to clarify thinking. If the lis-
tener plays back the gist of what was said – adding no inferences and leaving nothing
out – the speaker can feel sure that the listener is getting things right. Playing back
the essence of a statement in our own words is not as easy as it sounds. Not only do
we need to listen in the special way we’ve explored, but we also need to remember
(almost as if we have a tape recorder running in our heads); and to have a good vocab-
ulary so that we can re-phrase the statement without significantly altering its mean-
ing.
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Being able to suspend your values about these statements so that you replay only the con-
tent is, in itself, not easy. Rephrasing them so that there is no significant change and, if
necessary, shortening them is very skilled work. Good paraphrasing can help people feel
much clearer about what they are trying to express. A counselling client once said to me,
‘I never know what I’m thinking until you say it back to me’, and this perhaps shows the
value of paraphrasing. It can also help to slow down someone whose thoughts are spilling
out quickly or even chaotically. As listeners, it helps us stay alongside the speaker. 

Reflecting

Paraphrasing relates to content, whereas reflecting relates to feelings. Reflecting is the
ability to pick up and play back the emotional content of what is said, rather than the fac-
tual content. This skill is closely related to empathy; by communicating that we have heard
feelings as well as content, we demonstrate that we are really trying to understand the
speaker’s emotions. Practising reflecting on paper is difficult, because we will all ‘hear’ the
statements differently, but take each of the statements you paraphrased and make a
response which begins with ‘you sound . . .’ and name the feeling which you think the
speaker was experiencing. It can be quite fun to ask another person to do this exercise with
you, as it can sometimes be surprising how differently we ‘hear’ people – and says a lot
about how difficult it is to set aside our own views and biases.

Paraphrasing and reflecting can be usefully used in tandem, letting the speaker know that
both content and feeling have been heard. For example:

‘Jane, when you were talking about your difficulties in settling in here (paraphrasing) you sounded
almost wistful (reflecting) as if perhaps you’d like to feel settled, but don’t quite see how to achieve it.

The two skills together act as a kind of mirror for the speaker, not only assuring them of
our active listening, and that they have been both heard and understood, but also helping

INTRODUCTION TO COUNSELLING SKILLS 101

Try rephrasing the following statements without significantly altering their meaning.

Student: I can’t keep up with the amount of work. I’ve got behind with my
assignment. I’ll never pass the exams.

Colleague: I keep having these stomach upsets. I don’t think it’s anything I’ve
eaten. I worry because of the redundancies.

Mother: I do love the children, it’s just that sometimes I could do with a bit of
adult company, I’m so bored.

Elderly Person: It’s not like it was when I was young. Things have really changed, and
not always for the better. Sometimes, I feel as if I’m living on another
planet.

Nurse: Some patients really seem ungrateful. No matter what you do for them
they just moan.

ACTIVITY



them to be more self-aware. Sensitive use of these skills can really help people to clarify
thoughts and identify their feelings, and sometimes see how these might appear or sound
to another person. This can be especially helpful if the person is confused or if they are con-
cerned that what they are saying and feeling may seem ridiculous to the listener. People
often begin to talk about their feelings with ‘I know you’ll think it’s silly, but . . .’

Reflecting that they sound anxious or embarrassed when they talk, can reassure them that
we hear the difficulty and can empathise with it, whatever our own views might be. 

If we draw an inference as part of reflecting, it’s important to make it tentatively so that
the speaker can, if need be, disagree. As inference which is given non-tentatively can undo
the empathy communicated by good paraphrasing and reflecting. For example, this state-
ment:

It’s really miserable. I try so hard to be friendly and I’d really love to be part of the crowd, but what-
ever I do, I seem to be on the outside looking in. It’s as if whatever I do, nobody wants me.

This could be paraphrased and reflected as:

You talk about all your efforts at friendship seeming to lead nowhere, (paraphrasing) and you sound
really unhappy and rejected because of that. (reflecting)

The listener might then draw an inference from this and offer it tentatively to the speaker: 

Perhaps it would be helpful to look a bit more closely at how you ‘try hard’, since you said that very
strongly.

A stronger inference (based on a more judgemental view) could be:

It’s true, people who try too hard often do get the cold shoulder. Perhaps you’re trying too hard.
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Ask a friend or colleague to read the following statements and then reflect back the feel-
ing(s) which seem to be present. Check the accuracy.

(This exercise can usefully be done on audio tape.)

Trainee: It’s all very well. You told me to go on that course, and it was rubbish.
I learned nothing and I’ve wasted all that money.

Colleague: It’s no good. I’d really like to tell him how I feel, but I just haven’t got
the confidence. I’m just not assertive.

Young Person: If they go on about my room and my clothes any more, I’ll just blow my
top. I get that fed up I could smash everything.

Relative: Yes, but now that he’s done it for me, I’ll have to pay it back and I just
don’t want to.

Elderly Person: I’m sorry, but I think you’re just too young to understand. Nice of you
to try dear but it just won’t work.

ACTIVITY



The inference drawn from the paraphrasing/reflecting is, in some senses, the same, but the
first builds on the reflection and encourages the speaker to explore their feelings. The
second tends to ‘take over’ the speaker and moves from empathy and respect into ‘What
you ought to do . . .’ style.

Paraphrasing and reflecting are valuable skills in the pacing and timing of an interview. Not
everyone works at the same pace and using these skills to speed up (concise paraphrasing)
or slow down (more detailed reflection of feeling) an interview can be beneficial to the
speaker and, often, make optimum use of time if this is at a premium.

A real danger in all listening is that we may make assumptions, based on our own experi-
ence or knowledge. If the assumptions are wrong, there can be a variety of consequences
from embarrassing to disastrous. I was once confronted by an almost hysterical woman
who told me that ‘he hadn’t come home last night, and that this had never happened before
and that she was worried sick and that when he reappeared she intended to let him have
it’. My assumptions were that ‘he’ was husband/father/son/partner and I had thoughts of
police, hospitals etc. In the event, it was the woman’s cat (a sole companion) who had gone
on the prowl. This is, of course, an extreme example, but using paraphrasing or reflecting
helped to calm the woman and saved me from the potentially embarrassing action of ring-
ing hospitals. I was very thankful for paraphrasing and reflecting.

In the work of active listening, learning to listen and respond to silence is crucial. At first
sight this may seem ridiculous – how can we listen to silence, since there’s nothing to hear?
Second thoughts suggest something very different. Many silences seem to have a very dis-
tinct quality, and although we may hear nothing in a physical sense, we nevertheless know
that the silence is definitely saying something.
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Using this list, describe what might cause different types of silence, for example uncom-
fortable – trying to think of something to say to someone you hardly know.

comfortable
guilty
frightening
angry
welcome
isolating
heavy

ACTIVITY

Silence, it seems, can communicate a whole range of feelings and reactions, and being able
to ‘tune in’ to what a person’s silence may be saying is a very valuable aspect of active lis-
tening. Being able to respond appropriately to silence is equally important. In the UK, and
some other cultures, we seem to find silence difficult. We tend to respond in one of two
ways; we either jump in quickly, before the silence can become ‘awkward’ and make some



fairly harmless comment (usually about the weather!) or we can become rather stubborn.
In groups, especially, people can get into a sort of ‘I’m not going to be the first person to
speak’ frame of mind.
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Before we can respond appropriately to silence we need to feel comfortable with it our-
selves. The term ‘silence threshold’ is sometimes used to describe the ability to sustain
silence. Most of us need to extend this threshold, without allowing it to stray into the stub-
born zone.

The old proverb that ‘silence is golden’, has rather special relevance in active listening.
Often if we can wait through a silence, what a speaker will say next is ‘golden’. Judging
when to break into a silence is never easy – too soon and we may lose the ‘gold’ that
we have been hoping for; too late and we may push the speaker into the stubborn
zone, ‘Well, I’m not going to talk’ mode, and the silence becomes a battle-ground.
Being able to read non-verbal signals can be very helpful here. If the person seems to
be thinking, or trying to work something out, the silence is best left to run its course.
If the speaker looks expectantly, with strong eye contact, then it’s probably the time to
respond.

Reflecting can sometimes be used as a helpful response to silence – ‘You seem to be think-
ing hard,’ can reassure that the listener is still paying attention, but at the same time is
happy to stay with the silence. 

One of the most difficult silences to respond to is silent tears. Our natural instinct to com-
fort can mean that we break in on crying, when it might be more comforting for the person
to cry if they are aware that the listener is comfortable with the tears. (You might remind
yourself here about issues relating to touch.)

All the responding skills require a quality of self-awareness and this is a quality which is
vital for a good listener.

Summarising

Probably the writer best known for work on helping skills is Gerard Egan (1992). He devel-
oped and refined a three-stage or phase model of helping, and sees the ability to summarise
as part of active listening. 

He says, however:

A summary is not the mechanical pulling together of a number of facts.

(Egan, 1992)

Recall experiences of your own where either of these has been your own, or others’,
response to silence.

ACTIVITY



Just as paraphrasing and reflecting are more than repetition or ‘echoing’ and provide the
speaker with a mirror of how they are, in the same way, good summarising helps the
speaker gain a more complete picture of their issues and concerns. Summarising is part of
the responding element of active listening because it assures the speaker that the listener
is following their story and is ‘with’ them. It also allows the speaker to correct any mis-
understandings or inaccuracies that may have arisen.

Summarising utilises paraphrasing and reflecting, but in a rather condensed way, so that
what is fed back to the speaker is the overall picture so far, rather than a response to each
individual point.
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There are several ways of summarising and as long as we avoid Egan’s ‘mechanical pulling
together’ it is probably best to use whichever method feels comfortable. Summarising is
very useful when it feels as if it is time to move an interview or discussion forward. It is
also useful if there seem to be too many issues to focus on at once, and can help the talker
to tackle one issue at a time. There are three ways of summarising that can be useful in
these circumstances.

◆◆ After feeding back what the talker has communicated, both content and feeling(s),
as concisely as possible, you might invite them to choose which aspect they’d like to
focus on first. ‘Of all the things you’ve mentioned, which one would it be most
helpful to talk about first?’ If this method of using a summary to move forward is
chosen, it’s always worth reassuring the talker that you’re happy to talk about any
other issues too. If asked to choose one focus people can sometimes become
anxious that if they do, other equally important issues might get neglected. So we
might amend the response to, ‘Of all the things you’ve mentioned (and we’ll come
back to each one if you need to), which one would it be most helpful to talk about
first?’

◆◆ Instead of inviting the talker to choose, the listener might offer the talker the
possibility of talking about a contrast, in order to widen perspective. At its briefest
this could be a simple open question at the end of the summarising, ‘What would

A friend has been talking to you for some time about her boyfriend who has been diagnosed
with a heart condition. It is not life threatening, but does limit somewhat his activity. There
has been a problem with getting his medication right. Your friend has expressed concern and
wants to be supportive. Then she says, ‘You know how we always talk about whether we can
be responsible for other people like if they drink or take drugs . . . Well, since Tom’s been ill
he keeps saying he doesn’t know where he is with me and that it’s making him worse. I don’t
want to make him ill, but I’m not sure if I want to get really serious. I like him as a friend,
but he gets upset if I go out with other friends. It’s really hard and it’s not my fault he’s ill.’
Try to summarise, without adding or taking away anything and without advising.

ACTIVITY



have to change for things to be different from how they seem now?’ If possible
courses of action, or choices have been shared by the speaker, then it is possible to
invite the talker to weigh up the ‘pro’s and con’s’ of what you have summarised, ‘How
would it be if we looked at the advantages and disadvantages of selling your house
and compared them with how it would feel if you stay put?’ The advantage here is
that it helps the person to focus on what their choices are, without in any way
influencing the outcome.

◆◆ The third method is sometimes called ‘figure and ground’. When we look at a picture
there is usually something which stands out from the background. This is the ‘figure’.
When we listen to a person talking, the emphasis they put on certain words or the
stronger feelings attached to some statements tend to make some things stand out.
The talker may actually be unaware of this, so when we make the summary we can
highlight this for them. ‘Of all the things you’ve told me about, the one that seemed
to matter most was losing your independence. If I’m right, would it be helpful to
discuss that first and then come back to the other issues?’ If this method is used, we
have to be very careful to offer it sensitively, so that the talker doesn’t feel that they
must agree with it. They need to be able to contradict, if necessary, especially if, as
sometimes happens, hearing the feedback alters their perspective so that something
else now seems important. 

Summarising is useful at various points during an interview:

◆◆ ‘Mini’ summaries can keep an interview on track for both parties, by reminding us
where we are and what has been covered so far.

◆◆ A more structured summary can take place when it feels as if most of the initial or
presenting material has been explored.

◆◆ In order to keep time boundaries in mind, the listener might from time to time
indicate the actual time by summarising, ‘we’re about half way through our time
together so perhaps I could summarise where we seem to be’.

Summarising can be especially useful as part of the ending process. We can remind the
talker that time is nearly up and summarise, perhaps point to what might still be
needed for exploration in future sessions. 

If talking with someone is to be more than ‘a little chat’, the time we spend listening
needs to be structured and there is good evidence that structure can, in itself, be help-
ful. The basic active listening skills looked at in this section help to explore what people
want to share with us in a structured way and in a way which demonstrates the under-
lying values. This is perhaps summed up in this anonymous piece.
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YOU ARE NOT LISTENING TO ME YOU ARE LISTENING TO ME WHEN . . .
WHEN . . .

You do not care about me, and you You come quietly into my private world and 
cannot care about me until you know let me be me.
something about me to care about.
You say you understand before you You really try to understand me when I do 
know me well enough. not make much sense.
You have an answer for my problem You hold back your desire to give me good 
before I have finished telling you what advice.
my problem is.
You sense that my problem is You don’t take my problem from me but 
embarrassing and you are avoiding it. trust me to deal with it in my own way.
You get excited and stimulated by You give me enough room to discover for 
what I am saying and want to jump myself why I feel upset, and enough time to 
right in before I invite your response. think for myself what is best.
You are trying to sort out all the details You allow me the dignity of making my own 
and are not aware of the feelings decisions even though you feel I am wrong.
behind the words.
You are dying to tell me something, You don’t tell me that funny story you are 
or want to correct me. just bursting to tell me.
You tell me about your experience You allow me to make my experience one 
which makes mine seem unimportant. that really matters.
You refuse my thanks by saying you You accept my gift of gratitude by telling 
haven’t really done anything. me it is good to know I have been helped.

You realise that the time I take from you 
leaves you a bit tired and drained.

You need to feel successful. You grasp my point of view even when it 
goes against your sincere convictions.

You are disturbed by loaded words or You accept me as I am – warts and all.
abusive language. You look at me, feel for me, and really want 
You feel critical of my grammar or accent. to know me.
You come up with all the clever 
answers which have little to do with how 
I feel
You are communicating with someone You spend a short valuable time with me 
else in the room. and make me feel it is forever.
You cut me off before I have finished 
speaking.



In the previous chapter we looked at the basic skills of:

◆◆ attending

◆◆ observing

◆◆ listening

◆◆ responding.

These skills are the essential foundation of a helping relationship, perhaps of any relation-
ship. The skills demonstrate the core qualities and communicate the values that we bring
to the relationship. A deepening relationship needs these skills, but as trust develops a more
complex range of skills will also be needed. This chapter looks at these skills and considers
how to employ them in a developing relationship.

FEEDBACK

Responding skills could also be called giving feedback. The ability to give feedback, which
is neither advice nor criticism, and which can be acted on is an underrated skill. Counselling
skills courses usually practise skills in trios – talker, listener/responder and observer. The
observer takes no direct part in the exchange between the talker and the listener, but gives
feedback on what s/he saw and heard. It is very interesting that observers very often con-
fuse giving feedback with praising. Natural though it may seem to praise someone when
we think they have done something well, it is not the same as giving feedback, because
when we praise someone, we are giving our opinion as to what was or was not well done;
we are, in effect, assessing. This may not matter too much in practice work, but it could be
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rather dangerous in the ‘real’ situation. If we praise someone they may feel that they should
do things to please us, or that they should act on the praise in ways that aren’t very help-
ful. Praise is different from validation.

Compare the following: ‘Well done! It was really brave of you to stand up to him when he
was drunk.’ with, ‘It seems to have taken a great deal of courage to stand up to him when
he was drunk’.

In the first response we are responding from our own frame of reference, it is our opinion
that the action was brave, it may have been foolhardy! In the second response the action
is being validated, but no opinion as to whether it was good or bad is offered. This needs
to be kept in mind when we are listening and responding, as when we praise someone, for
all the talker knows we may next start criticising.
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In practice work, observers are often very nervous about giving negative feedback, because
‘negative’ seems to imply criticism and we are (or most of us are) wary about giving criti-
cism, but usually find it easy to praise.

Find examples of when praise and validation have become confused.

ACTIVITY

How might negative feedback conflict with the core quality of being non-judgemental?

ACTIVITY

If we see giving feedback to fellow trainees as practice for giving feedback to ‘real’ talkers
it may be easier to develop it as an invaluable skill in advanced active listening.

Although we may see the importance of feedback, we may feel at a loss about how to give
it. There are some guidelines, but first:

Recall examples of when positive feedback was really useful to you, and when negative
feedback was useful, even if not immediately.

ACTIVITY

Whilst you look at the following guidelines, it may be worth bearing in mind that feedback
says at least as much about the giver as it does about the receiver. It’s also worth remem-
bering that too much feedback (at any one time) is not particularly helpful. If we hope that
people will find our feedback useful we need to remember that everyone has a personal
limit as to how much feedback they can take in at one time.



Feedback guidelines

◆◆ Limit feedback to what you have actually observed or heard, rather than what you
assume might have been the attitude behind the behaviour(s) you saw and heard.
Even if you ‘sense’ something, it’s best to be cautious – you could be so wrong!

◆◆ When you describe what you heard or noticed, try to keep the focus on how this felt
for you, rather than judging whether it was good, bad or anything else that could be
seen as an opinion.

◆◆ Limit the number of points you think it would be helpful to highlight. This may well
mean that you have to choose which aspects to ignore, but being aware of personal
limits will help you here.

◆◆ Feedback is generally more helpful if it is specific. Generalised feedback often gets
‘lost’. Try to keep focus; for example ‘When you said . . .’ or ‘When you touched on . . .’,
‘I noticed that . . .’ . This will help the receiver of the feedback to reflect on how
someone else sees or hears them.

◆◆ It is sometimes helpful, as feedback, to use questions. ‘Could you please clarify for me
what was happening when you . . .?’ We need to be very careful that the question is
genuine, and not a covert way of criticising. If you look back to your earlier work on
questioning, you will recall that we discussed the power balance in using questions.
The use of genuine questions when giving feedback is very good practice for ensuring
that questions are not manipulative.

◆◆ When we offer feedback, we need to be very aware of whether or not it is likely to be
useful to the receiver. If it is unlikely that the behaviour you are commenting on
could be changed then it is probably inappropriate to offer it, since it would have no
value (or perhaps, even, no relevance) for the receiver. This awareness will sharpen our
own listening and observing skills.

◆◆ It is perhaps a truism that feedback says at least as much about the giver as it does
about the receiver, but it’s still worth remembering.

CHALLENGING

Giving feedback so that it is heard and accepted and not seen as hostile is very challeng-
ing and the more advanced listening and responding skills are often referred to as ‘chal-
lenging skills’. When we are structuring a helping interview, it is important not to use these
challenging skills too soon in the process. The basic skills are used to help the talker feel
heard, understood and respected. This takes time. We may be very confident that we are
trustworthy, but the talker may need time to know this and believe it. Challenging too soon
can interrupt the growth of trust and can mean that the development of the relationship
is slowed or, at worst, that it is spoiled. Egan, whose three-stage model of counselling and
counselling skills is probably the best known, suggests that helpers have to earn the right
to challenge and one of the ways we can earn this right is by being prepared to be chal-
lenged ourselves.
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Because counselling skills are based on empathy, respect and on being non-judgemental,
challenge can sometimes seem a contradiction in terms.
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Recall some times when you have been challenged and ask yourself:
what feelings did the challenge arouse in me? How did I feel about the challenger – at the
time? Later? Was the challenge any use/help to me? Did I trust the person who challenged
me? Was the timing of the challenge appropriate?

ACTIVITY

When people seek help from a listener they usually need time to communicate what is
troubling them. Those basic skills are essential in enabling the person to explore the diffi-
culty or problem they are experiencing. Feeling that they are understood is very helpful, but
at some point more is likely to be needed, if they are to move forward and begin to gain
some sense of being able to manage their problem(s) at least a little better. There are many
problems which can’t be ‘solved’ and bereavement is an obvious example. Realising this can
sometimes make a helper feel rather redundant and de-skilled. Advanced listening and
responding skills are especially valuable here, because they challenge us, and the person we
are trying to help, to appreciate that a deeper or broader understanding of issues and of
ourselves is, in itself, a gift, even if it does not ‘solve’ problems. 

It is unfortunate that challenge, which could be seen as a gift, has often been termed ‘con-
frontation’.

What do you think challenge is for? Why is it a counselling skill? Is it truly a helping skill?

ACTIVITY

The dictionaries offer a wide spectrum of meanings and some of them sound quite aggress-
ive. There seem to be overtones, in this more aggressive end of the spectrum, of a sort of
self-righteousness; as if some people have to be made to face up to (confront) their flaws
and failings.

What does the term confrontation mean for you?

ACTIVITY

Check how often you hear, ‘you ought to . . .’, ‘You should . . .’, ‘You must . . . ’. How does this
resonate with the core quality of being non-judgemental?

ACTIVITY



Some of the meanings also seem to have an element of blame attached to them, as if con-
fronting is an attempt to make people ‘own up’. The deeper level of helping does indeed
aim to encourage talkers to disclose more about themselves. But greater personal disclo-
sure and ‘owning up’ are very different.

A more useful definition is: ‘to bring together for contrast’, so that if we observe that the
person talking to us is showing many signs of tension (wringing of hands, constant fidget-
ing, hunched shoulders, tense jaw) and what they say is something about being very happy
and relaxed, we might ‘bring together for contrast’ this contradiction. We might say, in a
non-accusing way, something like, ‘you’ve told me how happy and relaxed you feel, but I
notice that your body seems very tense. Perhaps it would help if we explore that a bit’.

Before we look at using challenging skills in more detail, try to answer these questions.
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Some people are very reluctant to challenge in a helping relationship because they fear that
it will destroy or damage the quality of the relationship. We need to be honest with our-
selves about this and check whether our own (very natural) need to be liked is impeding
our use of challenge, which could be useful to the person we are trying to help.

Challenging is sometimes made easier if we can feel sure that we can balance the chal-
lenge with an equivalent amount of support.

Are you able to challenge? When you challenge, how do you feel? If you are reluctant to
challenge, why is this? If you have challenged, has it been worth the risk?

ACTIVITY

Generally, people seem to think that although the actual challenge may have remained
daunting, the amount of support they received had a significant impact on how they
approached their challenge.

An important aim of all helping is to enable the other person’s self-reliance. We all need
help from time to time, but self-respect and self-esteem depend in part on being reason-
ably independent. Small children seem to demonstrate that this is, perhaps, an in-built
human quality. They delight in doing things for themselves and any interference can pro-
duce tears or tantrums. As helpers, we can learn from this. The right amount of support is
crucial. Too much and we can end up ‘smothering’ the person and it shows a lack of respect
if we ‘take over’ and do too much for the person who perhaps really needs to meet a chal-
lenge for him/herself.

Think of a time when you had a challenge to face. If you received solid support, what feel-
ings did this give you? If you had poor support, list the feelings you had.

ACTIVITY



Challenge, then is a very useful skill, but it should not be used too early in the helping (or
indeed any) relationship and needs to be carefully balanced with support. As a relationship
of trust develops and the talker begins to disclose more of him/herself, there are some
points which it may be especially useful to challenge. As you read each one, try to formu-
late how you would challenge each of these, keeping that support/challenge balance firmly
in mind. An example for you to challenge is given for each.

◆◆ Many people seem unable to prevent themselves from saying how useless, or
hopeless, or bad etc. they are. This kind of negative thinking can impede any change
which might help with managing the problem. It also means that people seem unable
to recognise and acknowledge the strengths that they do have and which they might
employ to make a difference. Being able to challenge this negativity and help people
to evaluate their strengths, rather than their weaknesses, can help to give a more
balanced view of the possibilities. (If you have doubts about challenging and find it
rather daunting, perhaps challenging unacknowledged strengths will convince you
that it is a positive, not negative, skill.)
Example: I’m not surprised I didn’t pass. I’ve never been any good at exams. It’s like

everything else – I’m just not very bright.

◆◆ If people are to move forward and begin to feel able to make changes, however small
and seemingly insignificant, they need help to move away from all the ‘shoulds’ and
‘oughts’ which are keeping them stuck. ‘I know I ought to visit my parents more often’,
‘I really should make an effort to lose weight’ and similar statements can mean that
any action is indefinitely put off. ‘Oughts’ and ‘shoulds’ also show that someone has
perhaps decided what they really want to achieve, but are stuck with feeling unable to
move towards what Egan calls ‘the preferred scenario’. The ‘current scenario’ is the
one which is full of ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’. The objective of challenging here would be
to move the person from ought/should to could (and, maybe, to ‘I will’). Again,
offering to help a person move towards ‘could’ is not an accusation but an invitation.
Example: I really should try to find a bit of time to relax instead of endlessly

rushing about and achieving nothing.

◆◆ Many difficulties and much unhappiness in life can be blamed on the past. Most of us
can look back and say, ‘If only’ about at least one thing. If only we had made a
different decision; stayed at home; married a different partner; had/not had children;
had a better education . . . the list could go on forever. Even if the blame is realistic,
one of the certainties about the past is that it can’t be changed. Empathising with ‘if
only’ is, of course, important, but so also is challenging people not to see themselves
in an impossible framework where they have no choice. Helping encompasses that
over-worked word ‘empowering’ and, in order to empower, this ‘impossible’ needs
challenging if the person is not to feel a victim.
Example: My parents got divorced when I was at a very vulnerable age, so I’ll never

be able to make proper relationships.

◆◆ During any one day, most of us say things like, ‘it makes me mad’ or, ‘whenever the
manager comes he just disrupts the whole office’ and so on. This is very natural and
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part of everyday chatting, but if we never ‘own’ the problem as our own, or at least as
partly our own, then no change is likely to occur. It is often worthwhile challenging
ourselves by noting the number of times ‘it’ makes us do or feel something, and trying
to change the thinking to ‘I allow myself to be made’. Helping people to change their
thinking to ‘I don’t cope with the manager’s visit too well and need to learn how to
prevent the disruption he causes’, can really empower people to change.
Example: It’s driving me potty. If there’s another traffic hold up today, it will send

me off the deep end.

◆◆ Albert Ellis, the founder of Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy (REBT) based his
work on the ancient Roman principle (echoed by Shakespeare) that ‘Men are not
moved by things, but by the view which they take of things’. We are all prone to
thinking errors of one sort or another; in the helping relationship, it may be very useful
to challenge some of these. Often just reflecting one word may help the person to see
the thinking error. For example, ‘Why does it always rain when I plan a day out?’ Just
playing back ‘always?’ can challenge the thinking. Some of these thinking errors are:

◆◆ over-generalising – I never get anything right

◆◆ filtering out – I didn’t have one minute’s peace

◆◆ discounting – OK, so I did something right for once, but it will be just as bad again
tomorrow

◆◆ all or nothing – if it’s not absolutely perfect, I don’t want to do it

◆◆ jumping to conclusions – I just know it’s all going to go pear-shaped

◆◆ labelling (globalising) – We had another argument – I’m the world’s worst partner

◆◆ misreading emotion – I feel guilty, so it must be my fault.
None of these is likely to help a person become more self-reliant or begin to regain
some sense that they have the power to change their thinking and then, maybe their
lives – often if we turn small wheels, big wheels will begin to turn. Challenge can
turn small wheels.

◆◆ Frequently people seem to want two mutually exclusive things at the same time and,
just as bringing into the open a contradiction between body language and words can
be helpful, so can highlighting two apparently contradictory statements. For example,
if someone is telling us that passing their exams is the most important thing at
present, but also says that they don’t know what they’d do without their social life,
we might ask them to look at how these two match up for them. Challenging in this
way does not judge whether exam success or a social life is ‘best’, but invites the
person to explore the contradiction. Challenge is especially valuable in this area when
people giggle or smile whilst telling us something sad. 
Example: I really need a clear head in my job – everything depends on making the

right decision. It’s teamwork. That’s why having a few drinks at lunchtime
is important.

Challenging skills involve both listening and responding. We have to listen very carefully in
order to spot what actually needs challenging, and then use or adapt the basic counselling

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT114



skills to make the challenge. Challenging is, perhaps, a rather sophisticated way of giving
feedback, since we are feeding back what we hear as a discrepancy, or a contradiction or
some errors of thinking. But, rather than pointing these things out as an accusation, we
are inviting the person to look at them and reflect on what they might mean.

◆◆ Sometimes, in a helping interview, there seem to be some behaviours which could be
helpfully challenged, but this can seem difficult because they seem to require a rather
more personal approach, which might appear to be attacking. For example, some
people seem to get so ‘wound up’ that they rattle away at great pace, in a story that
is getting very repetitive and going nowhere, making it very difficult to intervene.
Asking the person to stop for a moment, perhaps to take a few deep breaths may
initially seem like non-acceptance, but if it is done to enable the person to be better
helped, then it seems appropriate.
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In the previous chapter, we discussed the value of silence. Sometimes people find it hard to
talk or they may be avoiding, perhaps because they think the listener will be shocked by
what they are thinking or feeling. Being able to challenge silence depends to a large extent
on being comfortable with it ourselves. It’s often tempting to intervene with questions and
then what do we do if the person doesn’t answer? Ask yet another question? A useful idea
is to challenge the silence rather than the person, ‘You seem a bit locked in to being silent,
as if you can’t decide whether to speak or not. If you feel ready, I’m ready to listen’. We
must then have the composure, and courage, to wait. The trouble with silence is that no
one really knows what it means. We can interpret it in so many different ways, and end up
coming to a wrong conclusion. This is why acknowledging a silence and communicating to
the other person that we are not uncomfortable is a useful challenging skill.

Work out a statement that you could use to help someone slow down, which achieves the
aim, but does not offend the talker.

ACTIVITY

There is another type of personal behaviour which we may feel is difficult to challenge and this
involves avoidance. If we are alert we can notice that when a certain topic crops up the speaker
will try to avoid it, by chatting about something else or, of course, by becoming silent.
Confronting avoidance can feel like walking a tightrope. On the one hand we want to respect
the person’s right to talk about what they want to discuss, but at the same time we might see
that opening up a sensitive area could help. We also need to check out whether it is something
in us that is causing the person to hold back. Are they afraid that we will be shocked, or disap-

Practise some interventions you would feel comfortable making in a silence. Ask someone
whose views you trust to give you some feedback about how these sound.

ACTIVITY



proving, or think that they are stupid? Again, the challenge can be to the issue, not the person.
‘I notice that if sex ever crops up in our conversations you seem to want to shy away from the
topic. Would it be useful to look at that?’ This type of challenge must always respect the talker’s
right to retreat, but, if no challenge is given, we may have lost a golden opportunity to bring
matters out that would really benefit by airing. Another type of avoidance which we might want
to challenge is when someone persistently talks about someone else and avoids expressing how
they feel about that someone else. These three ‘types’ of people who need help can be chal-
lenging for the helper, but using the challenging skills can give us a real sense of achievement.

We mentioned that successful use of challenge involves being prepared to be challenged our-
selves. One of the ways in which this challenging can happen is when the person we are trying
to help asks us a direct question. The question may be to justify something they have said or
done, ‘Well, wouldn’t you have done the same in my position?’ The answer, of course, could
well be ‘yes’, but it will not be helpful to the person’s self-reliance to indicate this, and if the
answer is ‘no’ we could divert into a discussion of our reasons for doing or not doing some-
thing which then moves the focus from the talker. We may also be asked to give our opinion
about what someone should do, ‘Tell me, what would you do in my shoes?’ This is equally dan-
gerous, as not only would we be undermining the other person’s autonomy, by telling them
what we would do, but we could be so wrong. What’s right for us is not necessarily right for
someone else. It would be very uncomfortable to have someone return at a subsequent inter-
view and say ‘I did what you said, and now everything’s even worse’. Responding to this type
of question can often be very challenging, especially if we are concerned about the welfare
of the other person. For example, responding to the question, ‘Do you think I should go back
to him?’ from a previously battered wife, may create real conflicts for the listener. Questions
need to be reflected back to the talker so that they are challenged to answer them themselves.
We need to acknowledge that this can make the other person rather frustrated, and they may
think (or say), ‘Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it’. Being firm about challenging questions
is not easy, but it is an essential skill and just as challenging for the listener as the talker.
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Try responding to these questions so that the talker is challenged to think for themselves
of an answer.

◆◆ Do you think I should apologise (after some bad behaviour)?

◆◆ Look, you’re well known here, will you ask him for me?

◆◆ If somebody helps you, wouldn’t you do something in return?

◆◆ I know you’d agree that it’s not fair wouldn’t you?

◆◆ Why do we have to go over and over the same topic?

ACTIVITY

If there is such a thing as a ‘golden rule’ about all of these more advanced counselling skills,
it is probably ‘don’t use it too soon’. If we make sure that the relationship is sound and can
accept that the other person may not find challenge acceptable, we are likely to use the



skills cautiously and with sensitivity. They then move away from being uncomfortably con-
frontational and become a gift to the other person, a gift which can open up new per-
spectives and understanding and help them move towards their ‘preferred scenario’.

IMMEDIACY

Of all the more advanced skills, the one known as immediacy is the one which demands
most of the helper and calls for the greatest sensitivity. However, before we can use the
skill of immediacy the idea of the ‘here and now’ needs to be explained. If we are sitting in
a chair, listening to music that we love, we are, first and foremost, aware of the music. If
the chair has a rather ‘itchy’ covering, we gradually become more aware of the fabric we
are sitting on than of the music we are listening to. Similarly if we become hungry or thirsty
whilst listening, the urge to get something to eat or drink, will take precedence and
although we may still hear the music it will not be in the foreground of our consciousness. 
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As we observed when looking at challenging skills, the past is gone and can’t be changed.
We are unable to predict the future, so if we want to help people we need to be very
focused in the present.

Another reason for being very aware of the here and now is that it helps us identify feelings.
Inevitably, the stories people tell us will be about what has happened to them, which may be a
crisis, or something disturbing or worrying. When the event is described to us it will already have
happened and the person may explore many of the feelings they had at the time. Our listening
will help us to determine whether those feelings are still present. For example, a young man with
an over-protective mother may vividly describe an angry outburst he had with her, re-living his
anger and say that he swore at her. How he feels now may be very different, even though his
anger then is so vividly described. The helper’s task is to pick up on the here and now feeling.

Being alert to the here and now is crucial to effective use of the advanced skill of imme-
diacy. Immediacy requires us to acknowledge what we are experiencing in the relationship
and to use this to help the other person. Most of us will have experienced irritation or frus-
tration with someone who ‘beats about the bush’ and never seems to get to what they are
trying to communicate. In our heads we may be saying something like, ‘oh, get on with it’.
What we actually say may vary from nothing (but our body language speaks volumes) to
something quite aggressively forthright! It will depend on the relationship we have with the
other person. In the helping relationship there should be trust and respect, and this will
help us to decide whether immediacy is useful and appropriate.

Immediacy involves being able to feed back to another person how we are experiencing

Practise awareness of the here and now. Ask: what am I thinking now, this minute? What
am I feeling now, this minute?

ACTIVITY



them in the here and now. But immediacy should always be for the benefit of the person
being helped, it is not an opportunity for us to let off steam. For example, if we found the
young man with the over-protective mother rather intimidating when he described his out-
burst we might feed back to him something like, ‘When you shout and bang your fist on
the chair like that I feel a bit intimidated. I wonder if your mother experiences you in the
same way?’ The decision to share this would depend upon whether the helper thought it
would be useful for him to take this information on board or whether, if he was for the first
time being assertive, it might make him anxious, in which case the helper might use it to
open up some discussion about appropriate assertive behaviour.
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The use of feedback to express how a helper is feeling, may seem rather contradictory to
what we have said so far. Emphasis has been placed on trying always to respond from the
other person’s frame of reference and on making a real effort not to allow our views or feel-
ings to influence our listening. Yet when we enter into a helping relationship, or indeed any
relationship, with someone, it is almost inevitable that both parties will have feelings about
each other. If these feelings are not understood then they can seriously impede active lis-
tening; immediacy may prevent this happening.

Think of someone to whom you would like to express your feelings (positive or negative).
Imagine yourself being open and honest about these. Practise saying things like, ‘When
you do/say . . . I feel . . . .’ Check how doing this for real would be for you.

ACTIVITY

If we are feeling fed up with the other person, perhaps because they haven’t done any of
the things they had decided would help them; or if we feel rather bored that they are going
over the same story for the umpteenth time, how likely is it that we can go on demon-
strating the core qualities? Remember the old joke that, ‘you can’t fake genuineness’? If
we’re pretending to find these behaviours OK then we are hardly being sincere. By bring-
ing the frustration out into the open we could remove a block not only to our own listen-
ing, but also for the other person, and this may enable change. On the other hand,
immediacy, if it is not used sensitively, can create a block in the other person, who may hear
the feedback as criticism. Insensitive use can also block disclosure in another way: the
person may worry that what they are doing, or saying, is upsetting the helper. They may
then hold back or feel that they should perhaps protect the helper by not upsetting them.
The whole point about immediacy is that it benefits the person we are trying to help. If the
focus shifts onto the helper this is clearly not happening.

Try to find examples of when your own feelings have prevented you from really listening.
What sort of feelings were they?

ACTIVITY



As with so many responding skills, the way in which immediacy is used is critical for its suc-
cess. If we comment on how someone’s behaviour makes us feel – sad, frustrated, happy
etc – we share part of ourselves. We, therefore, have a responsibility not only to increase
our self-awareness so that we are sensitive to using immediacy in our day-to-day lives, but
also to become aware of how certain behaviours affect us. This awareness will help us
express immediacy in terms of feelings rather than judgements.

SELF-DISCLOSURE

Immediacy is a form of helper self-disclosure, and there is another form of self-disclosure
which can be useful in the helping interview. Just as with immediacy, this self-disclosure
must relate to the other person’s needs. A very irritating aspect of some interviews is the
tendency of some listeners (we hope only a few) to use phrases like, ‘I do understand what
you mean’, or ‘I do understand how you feel’. The statement is then followed by an expla-
nation of why they ‘understand’, and the explanation is usually because they have had what
they think is a similar experience. ‘I know just how you feel, because when I was your age
I had exactly the same problem . . .’ . In the normal chit chat of everyday life this may not
matter and may be part of keeping a conversation going – although it can be irritating even
so and can sometimes feel competitive.

FURTHER COUNSELLING SKILLS 119

Try to change the following statements into ones where immediacy is used. Remember
– immediacy involves sharing your own feelings, in the here and now.

◆◆ Why do you keep changing everything round? For heaven’s sake leave it alone.

◆◆ So you think it’s OK to educate the boy, but his twin sister doesn’t matter?

◆◆ Look, you’ve got all the ability in the world, but you just won’t work.

◆◆ If you keep going in this way I dread to think what the outcome will be 

ACTIVITY

Recall examples of when someone has sympathised with you by telling you of a similar
experience. How did you feel?

ACTIVITY

In the helping interview this kind of self-disclosure is not appropriate. It moves the focus
away from the talker (where it belongs) to the helper (who is, at the time, not needing to
be the focus). More seriously, it is the very opposite of empathic; as, far from doing our best
to understand how the person experienced an event, we are assuming they felt as we did.
There is also an absence of genuine respect as we are, in effect, denying that a person’s
experience is unique to them.

Even so, helpers bring to their work a wealth of life experience and it may sometimes be



useful to share this if it would broaden or deepen understanding. If we ask ourselves, ‘why
am I sharing this?’ we may be able to regulate both the frequency and amount of self-dis-
closure that we use. For example, a second-year A level student, who is likely to do well,
tells his form tutor that he is going to give it all up and get a job. The teacher has ‘seen it
all before’ and, indeed experienced the same wishes herself, at 18. How can she share the
information without patronising the student? How could she make the information useful
to him?

If she were to tell him, however kindly and, possibly, truthfully, that ‘Oh, we’ve all been
through it. I remember feeling the same way, but I stuck with it and managed to get to uni-
versity’, what might his reaction be? He might think, or even, say, ‘Yes, all right, but this is
me and I want to get a job’ or possibly something rather less polite. On the other hand, if
the tutor genuinely felt the information and shared experience could be of help, she might
say something like, ‘I can remember feeling fed up in the run up to A levels, and it seems
as if a lot of students do too. For me, it was worth sticking to it because, at bottom, I really
did want to go to university. But perhaps it isn’t quite the same for you? Perhaps it would
help to explore your long-term ambitions.’ This might achieve more, because although the
tutor is showing the student that he is not alone in this experience, she is careful not to
minimise his feelings and indicates an appreciation that his experience may well be differ-
ent. This seems like more appropriate use of self-disclosure.
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If you look back at your list of barriers to good listening (pp. 97–98), one of the items will
remind you that we can make assumptions that we have ‘heard it all before’. This unfortu-
nate habit can be very prevalent in self-disclosure. If the other person tells us something
akin to our own experience, we can easily forget that even if the experience is identical,
the other person’s feelings about the experience will not be the same as ours. It is for this
reason that some people do not find support groups helpful, although many people do.

Try to decide how each approach differs, linking to the core qualities see p. 110.

ACTIVITY

Try to think of ways in which support groups could be seen negatively by some people and
positively by others.

ACTIVITY

Examples which came my way recently involved bereaved parents. One felt that the sup-
port group was not helpful because, ‘I know they’ve lost a child too, but their grief isn’t like
mine. I don’t know if theirs is more or less, but I don’t want to be classed as a grieving
parent’. On the other hand, parents who had found their group helpful said, ‘Because we’ve
all been through the same thing, horrible though it is, you get a bond that at least some-
one knows the hell you’re going through.’



It seems to be important to get the balance right between helping the person to feel less iso-
lated, and sharing what may be useful information, whilst not moving the focus from the
unique nature of the way in which the other person may be experiencing a similar experience.
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Inappropriate use of self-disclosure can seriously damage rapport. If we say something like,
‘I do understand’, the other person may think (or, less frequently, say), ‘How can you? You
aren’t old/young; black/white; married/divorced; etc/etc’.

Self-disclosure can have an impact on confidentiality. In order to develop trust, a helper or
counsellor will agree the boundaries of confidentiality with the other person. What this often
means is that the contract applies to the counsellor or helper, who will make every effort to
keep to the boundaries agreed. Quite often, it seems not to apply to the client or other person,
who may disclose to family and friends what went on in the interview. Many of us will be fam-
iliar with the person who returns for a subsequent interview and cheerfully says something
like, ‘I told my mother/partner/friend what you said and s/he said . . . ’. We may have to accept
a one-sided contract, it seems! With this in mind, self-disclosure needs careful forethought.
Should a manager self-disclose to an employee? Should a teacher to a pupil? A doctor or nurse
to a patient? There may be occasions when it would be helpful, but we need to remember that
the disclosure may well go outside the room where it could get distorted or re-interpreted.

Try turning the following rather general self-disclosures into something more helpful.

◆◆ I know – we’ve all been young once, but we get through it.

◆◆ I do understand, because when we had to move we had the children to think about,
changing schools and that.

◆◆ I know just how you feel – when we lost our dog I was devastated.

◆◆ It is hard, but I think we all go through these phases and we mustn’t let our troubles
get on top of us.

◆◆ Yes, it’s horrible being nervous – I remember sitting the driving test. It was awful.

ACTIVITY

Reflect on instances where self-disclosure might create difficulties, even if originally it
was made within firm boundaries.

ACTIVITY

‘Self-disclosure demands self-restraint’ may be a good motto for helpers.

CONCRETENESS

What people tell us is often so interesting, and may have so many strands, that it can be
difficult to keep focus. The talker may also be rather vague or general about what they are



feeling. Helping the other person to be specific and focused is usually called concreteness.
Just as some people find ‘confrontation’ an unfortunate choice of word for a counselling
skill, some also find ‘concreteness’ unfortunate. For them it has the sense of something
heavy, or ‘set’ and they think this is inappropriate in an activity which, by its very nature,
is fluid.

Whatever it is called, the skill is aimed at keeping both parties firmly focused and, also, at
clarifying what is being talked about. In day-to-day conversation, we often talk about a
mysterious ‘they’. These are usually the faceless people who make everything go wrong and
who ought to ‘do something about it’. ‘They’ may be the government, schools, the Health
Service, or any number of anonymous agents who don’t seem to be behaving as we might
like.
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This vagueness is sometimes expressed as ‘everyone . . .’ . ‘Everyone knows that teenagers are
difficult’ or, ‘We all know that broken homes have a terrible effect on people’. This kind of
statement is not very helpful if we are trying to help someone be specific about their own
difficulties. For example if a young person says, in an interview, ‘Well, no one gets on with
their parents, everyone knows that’. Our task is to explore whether what is actually being
said is, ‘I don’t get on with my parents’, which gives us a very different picture.
Generalisation and vagueness are often a defence – it may make it less unhappy to be at
odds with one’s parents if ‘everyone’ is in the same position. Because generalising may be a
defence, we need to use concreteness with care: breaking down defences is a delicate task.

One of the areas where concreteness is probably most difficult to use, but, if handled well,
can be most rewarding, is when we are working with loss and grief. The dreadful term ‘the
grieving process’ (as if there’s only one) is probably used as much by listeners as by the
grieving person, ‘s/he’s going through the grieving process’. If we really want to help a
grieving person, we need to be concrete about which process; what we (or the grieving
person) mean by ‘going through’ (or for that matter ‘being stuck’) and whether the vague-
ness is blinding us to the true pain of the other person. Concreteness can also be useful
when the other person talks at great length about people outside the interview. The factual
details about someone who is not present may be necessary (although too many of these
can become a distraction). These details may then diverge into what the person we are
working with felt about this third person and what they believe the third person was think-
ing or feeling. Since this is in the past and may also be speculation, the task is to help the
person focus on how they are feeling here, in the interview with you. 

Reflecting meaning is often a good way of helping a person be more concrete, ‘What you
are saying seems to be . . .’ ‘The meaning of that for you is . . .’ . There needs to be a tenta-

Think of examples where ‘they’ should do something. Who are ‘they’? Are ‘they’ likely to
change?

ACTIVITY



tive feeling, so that the other person does not feel we are being rather dismissive. It may
sometimes be possible to ask the other person to rephrase something they have said so that
they express ‘ownership’. For example, if someone has said something like, ‘They’re all the
same, men/women’, after some discussion about a partner, it may be possible to ask the
person to ‘own’ this by saying something like, ‘Could you restate that so that I know which
men/women you mean?’ or, ‘When you say that everything looks bleak and gloomy, could
you tell me what things they are?’

Concreteness can help us to face issues more fully and, in the process, begin to take more
responsibility. We stay active, rather than passive. For example, if the other person says,
‘Sometimes I feel better than others’ it will not help him/her to maximise on what is better
if the statement isn’t made more concrete with responses like:

◆◆ Which are the times when you feel better?

◆◆ In what ways are you feeling better?

◆◆ Could you give me an example of when/how/where you feel better?

You can see here how open questions can be used as a springboard for more advanced
skills.
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Concreteness helps people move towards action, by prioritising where the distress lies.
Clearly this kind of work is only possible if a really sound relationship exists, but if we are
to help people we can accelerate the process by aiming for really specific aspects that can
be tackled.

Try formulating responses to these statements to help the speaker be more concrete.

◆◆ Nobody at work treats me properly; they’re all against me.

◆◆ I’ve had another terrible week.

◆◆ I feel more positive now.

◆◆ The kids are driving me up the wall.

◆◆ I just don’t have any confidence.

◆◆ Sometimes I feel really panicky.

◆◆ Everything’s getting on top of me.

◆◆ None of the GPs cares how I feel.

ACTIVITY

Practise concreteness on yourself. Any time you are vague try to be specific about what
you actually mean. Any time your feelings are confused, try to get in touch with the
specific feeling(s).

ACTIVITY



GOAL SETTING

Goal or target setting is another advanced counselling skill. If we have explored a prob-
lem area with someone and enabled them to gain insight and greater understanding not
only of the ‘problem’ but also (by our use of challenging skills) how they might be con-
tributing to the problem area, there will come a time when the person will begin to use
these insights to plan. Having looked at their ‘preferred scenario’ they will begin to look
for ways of ‘getting there’. Helping with this involves a new set of skills. In every helping
situation there are issues about power. Is the helper more powerful than the person seek-
ing help? Is the person seeking help weak because they can’t, at the moment, see a way
forward? Whilst our awareness of the core qualities will make us conscious that these
questions should receive a ‘no’ answer, we need to be aware that to the other person this
may not be so evident. Low self-esteem can mean that others often see us as some kind
of icon of perfect coping. Paradoxically, this does, in fact, place us in a very powerful pos-
ition. Nowhere is this more evident than in goal and target setting. We need all the basic
and the more advanced skills to ensure that the goal or target is not ours, but is very
definitely the other person’s. Setting goals with another person can be quite a delicate
matter, not only because of the power issue, but because the concept itself is alien to
some people. We also have to be alert to people feeling that because they haven’t
achieved their goals (yet) they are therefore useless and hopeless. This in turn links back
to the power issue, because if someone views the helper as a person who (in their imagin-
ation) achieves all their goals, it can be very discouraging. It is, however, worthwhile.
Research seems to show that those who set goals and work, however slowly, towards
them are more successful and have higher self-esteem.

The following list contains a variety of aims and goals, which can be broadly divided into
five categories:

A rather grandiose and unlikely, not very likely to be realistic or achievable
B contain some problem related to the person – something negative which needs to be

overcome
C a desire for a new skill or for a different state 
D there is some plan of action involved relating to something which is relatively easy to

complete
E involves changing the actions, or reactions, of other people.
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There have been several attempts to develop a set of criteria, to check whether a goal really
is a goal or whether it’s a wish. One of the best known of these criteria for goals is known
by the acronym S–M–A–R–T. Goals should be:

S – Specific, significant and stretching

M – Measurable or verifiable (the person should see themselves achieving step by step)

A – Achievable (goals which are too far out of reach can be a burden rather than an incentive)
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Go through the following list and decide which item fits into which category.

01. Winning the Lottery Jackpot

02. Meeting the Queen/President of the USA

03. Losing weight/Giving up smoking/Getting fit

04. Learning to speak French/Italian/Russian

05. Choosing shrubs for the garden

06. Getting rid of my old clothes

07. Stopping X from delaying me every morning with boring chatter

08. Improving relationships with my relatives

09. Getting promotion

10. Doing something useful for a charity

11. Overcoming my anxiety about anything to do with authority

12. Getting the car serviced

13. Being a bit more assertive

14. Making a million pounds

15. Winning in the next Olympics/Marathon

16. Putting aggressive people in their place

17. Being happier

18. Succeeding at more things

19. Managing stressful situations better

20. Being less inept in social situations.

ACTIVITY

A . . .
B . . .
C . . .
D . . .
E . . .



R – Realistic (it needs to be in the control of the person whose goal it is)

T – Set within a reasonable time limit.
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Clearly there is a great deal of work to be done before even the more specific aims could
be said to qualify as goals, but we are perhaps nearer to defining what a goal is.

Look back at the list and check which ones best measure up to the criteria.

ACTIVITY

Your work has probably helped you to define what a goal is more clearly.

◆◆ A goal is a clear statement about what a person intends to do.

◆◆ It should describe something that will feel like an achievement.

◆◆ The goal should be within the capabilities of the individual.

Another acronym for criteria for goals is O–S–C–A–R–S:

O – Focused on an outcome

S – Specific

C – Challenging

A – Achievable

R – Relevant to the person’s values

S – Set in a reasonable time frame

(The acronym is adapted from Egan. Do you like the idea of awarding ourselves, or others,
an OSCAR?) Most of the items in OSCARS are the same as those in SMART, but there is a
significant addition – R – Relevant to the person’s values.

Write down several general goals in your life, for example I’d like to be more confident, I
wish I could be more organised. Work to focus the goal until it meets the SMART criteria.

ACTIVITY

Look back at your goals. Do they all sit comfortably with your personal belief-system?

ACTIVITY

At a recent training session, some teachers pointed out how in school, the school’s goals
and even the pupils’ goals could be seriously at odds with pupil values. The school’s (and
some of the pupils’) goal might be to get good GCSE results, but the pupils’ values are that



it is not ‘cool’ to work hard. ‘Swots’ or ‘boffs’ are not seen as desirable and so there is a
clash of values over the goal. People are unlikely to work towards a goal that violates their
personal value system. This highlights the importance of not imposing our goals, which
would come from our value base, onto others ‘for their own good’.

Having helped the person to devise a goal which meets the criteria, it is then useful to help
them look at what might help, or hinder, the achievement. Probably the best known model
for this is known as Force Field Analysis, or FFA (Egan, 1992). The name relates to the
model’s process, that by identifying helping and hindering forces a field of movement can
be created to help a person move towards the goal.
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Some helpers find it useful to work through the model with the other person, on paper. The
person may then want to keep the paperwork, to remind them of their goal and to encour-
age themselves that the facilitating forces are moving forwards and that the field of move-
ment is beginning to push back the hindering forces. Some helpers dislike working on paper
and prefer to guide the other person through the process wholly verbally. Either way it is
important not to be so directive that we over-structure what the other person can do and
thus impede self-reliance.

positive negative G

field O

facilitating of hindering A

forces movement L

GOAL

FACILITATING FORCES HINDERING FORCES
(INTERNAL WORLD) (EXTERNAL WORLD)

skills, resources, strengths limitations
1. 1.
2. 2.
3. 3.
etc. etc.

FACILITATING FORCES HINDERING FORCES
(EXTERNAL WORLD) (INTERNAL WORD)

people, places, opportunities etc People, places, rules etc
1. 1.
2. 2.
3. 3.
etc. etc.



You will realise that working through the model requires the helper to use good challeng-
ing skills and to be good at asking open and probing questions without overwhelming the
other person. Because we are often very good at seeing the negative, hindering forces
especially our own limitations, it may be worth having a sort of list of ‘prompts’ which
would open up new possibilities for the other person.
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◆◆ People: it seems to be true that many people would love to help, but are afraid of
offering. Maybe UK reserve makes us worry that we would be seen as interfering. If
we want help with our goal, it could pay dividends to ask for it.

◆◆ Models: some of these people, or some others, could be very good role models. They
may have achieved the same goal. As helpers we need to be cautious here, in case we
get the, ‘It’s all right for them’ response.

◆◆ Places: this may involve many things, from information centres to a quiet corner to
work in.

◆◆ Things: there may be a variety of aids which could help. Computers are an obvious
example.

◆◆ Organisations: there are societies for so many problem areas now that it would be
hard not to find one that would help.

◆◆ Inner resources/Skills: your ‘challenging strengths’ work will help here.

Just as the goal needs to be ‘owned’ by the person being helped, so do the strategies. We
are far more likely to work at them if we think we generated them ourselves.

Check each of the items on the list against your own goal. Are you using all your
resources?

ACTIVITY

With a partner, if possible, choose a goal and spend up to ten minutes generating ideas
based on the prompt list, which will help you achieve your goal.

ACTIVITY

This kind of brainstorming can be energising for both parties, but since it is a novel activity
for many, it’s important, as helper, not to take over and do all the work yourself!

The third part of the Force Field Analysis model is the plan of action. This is essential
because it is at this stage that the person commits themselves to setting the field of move-
ment into action.

Look back at the criteria for goals and decide what would need to be included in the action
plan.

ACTIVITY



It is unlikely that all the facilitating/hindering forces could (or should) be tackled at once,
so it is worth putting some time boundaries on those that have been prioritised. This will
encourage the person to see that measurable steps are being taken towards achievement.
The plan of action itself could, perhaps, benefit from some criteria.

◆◆ Is what the person decides to do within their control? There is little point, for
example, in attempting to change a whole organisation’s policy when we have no
executive authority.

◆◆ The action that a person takes needs to be closely linked to the goal. Some strategies
may not be very helpful in maximising the facilitating forces.

◆◆ Whether the strategies have any appeal in themselves can matter. It is reckoned that
over 95% of people who start a weigh-losing diet give up. This suggests that the
regime is too strict or the prescribed food is unappealing. Encouraging a strategy that
someone actually enjoys can be a powerful move towards the goal.

◆◆ The question of values is important in the plan of action as well as in the goal itself.
Achieving promotion at work, for example, could involve undermining colleagues, but
it would not be very ethical.

◆◆ The world in which a person lives can in itself present obstacles and these need to be
considered when strategies are being decided.

The FFA model is sometimes criticised as being useful for more practical problems – like
losing weight, getting fit, cutting down on alcohol, but as not very helpful for problems
which involve relationships and emotions.
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Evaluate the model’s use for:

◆◆ a bereaved person

◆◆ someone in an abusive relationship

◆◆ a gay person who can’t decide whether to come out

◆◆ the victim of racial violence

◆◆ exam anxiety

◆◆ panic attacks.

ACTIVITY

Whatever your conclusions, it is certainly a useful item to have in the ‘kit bag’ of coun-
selling skills. 

Sometimes people get enthused by their plan of action and neglect to consider the ‘what
if?’ element. Helpers do not want to dampen enthusiasm, but it would be a failure of
responsibility not to help the person think through the gains and losses which may result
from their action. All change involves some degree of loss and the person has to weigh any
losses against the gains.



The dictionary says of skill that it is:

◆◆ facility in doing something

◆◆ practised ability

◆◆ expertness

◆◆ tact.

We hope that these two skills chapters will have given greater facility in listening and
responding. The only way to be good at skills is to practise (and to go on practising) and
we hope you will feel inspired to do this – counselling skills bring great rewards for the user
as well as the other person. Practice will lead to the expertness to which we all aspire. Tact
is probably a good ‘umbrella’ word for those core conditions, without which the skills
become hollow.
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When you have devised your own plan of action, decide: if I follow the strategy what are
the gains for me? What are the gains for others? What are the losses for me? What are
the losses for others?

ACTIVITY



The intention of this chapter is to focus more specifically on those settings in which coun-
selling skills are used, with regard to issues of record keeping, roles and responsibilities, and
the practical impact of legislation and professional legislation. Finally, referral to another
source of help will be addressed, focusing on why, when, where and how referrals may be
made.

Individuals may seek help for a number of reasons. These include:

◆◆ feeling particularly stressed or anxious

◆◆ being unable to make a decision

◆◆ having a difficulty in resolving a specific problem

◆◆ noticing behavioural or ‘mood’ changes

◆◆ going through a life-changing event

◆◆ wanting to clarify their own views, values or position with a neutral observer.

In addition, those around them may think they could benefit from help and/or support
when they are:

◆◆ not aware of the effect of their behaviour on others

◆◆ engaged in self-defeating behaviours

◆◆ not achieving their potential

◆◆ apparently unaware of the harm they are doing to themselves

◆◆ taking on additional responsibilities.

7

Settings – Anne Stokes

SECTION 3



Many people are currently realising the value of including counselling skills within their
repertoire as an aid to their main functional role, which may be in a paid or voluntary
capacity. These helping contacts may have a developmental, problem solving, decision
making, crisis or supportive focus at any given time (Nelson-Jones, 1983). Some of the dif-
ficulties and ethical dilemmas involved in offering these contacts have been discussed in
Chapter one but, despite these limitations, it is widely recognised that individuals can ben-
efit from interventions from well-trained and well-developed professional skills users. A list
of such professionals would include:

◆◆ prison visitors

◆◆ religious leaders

◆◆ youth workers

◆◆ carers

◆◆ medical workers – doctors, nurses, speech therapists, physiotherapists, midwives,
health visitors etc

◆◆ teachers and lecturers

◆◆ line managers

◆◆ mentors

◆◆ human resource professionals

◆◆ drugs workers

◆◆ AIDS workers.
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OCCUPATIONAL CONTEXTS

The next section looks specifically at the occupational contexts in which counselling skills
might be applied. There may be a temptation to read only the part(s) that seem most
related to your primary role or function. However, it may be useful to look at others to
widen your general understanding and awareness.

Read this list again. Do you agree that all those on it could use counselling skills in some
parts of their role? Who has not been included and ought to have been?

ACTIVITY

As you consider the following context(s), which seems the most appropriate to your cur-
rent primary role? Write down all the job roles within that context where counselling skills
could be used. At this stage, don’t think so globally that the exercise becomes meaning-
less. There is an argument for everyone to receive counselling skills training, but this is not
the purpose of the exercise! Once you have completed the task, share it with other people
in your group, particularly those working in a similar context. 

ACTIVITY



Education

Perhaps the most obvious roles in this context are those of teacher, lecturer or tutor, but
there are many other workers who have contact with young people and their families
within school, university or college settings. There are administrative staff, welfare sup-
port teams, classroom assistants, as well as those employed in overseeing roles such as
playground or ‘dinner’ staff. Anyone who has worked in this context will know that often
it can be those people, who are not seen to be so involved in the formal business of
teaching and learning, who become ‘the listening ear’ for many people. They are also fre-
quently overlooked when budgets for counselling or interpersonal skills training are being
allocated.

Any child or young person may have a reason for seeking out someone they can talk to
about something that is troubling them, So adults in particular educational contexts may
find that it is essential to develop counselling skills in order to be able to work effectively.
One example would be the area of special educational needs, whether that entails learning
difficulties or behavioural problems, or both. This is often a source of anxiety to families as
well as to the pupil involved. Not every family whose life is touched by disability needs sup-
port. However, many welcome it. In writing about working with children with special edu-
cational needs, Sandow and Stokes (1994) suggest that:

It is acknowledged that many teachers, when working with children and their families, feel that they
are bordering on using therapeutic techniques. . . . Some of the techniques of the creative therapies
may already be in use or hold an appeal for the classroom teacher.

(Sandow and Stokes, 1994)

They go on to say that, while recognising that there are no clear demarcation lines, and
that training is not always necessary to help people, it is worth remembering that such
interventions should be used with care. Training, and an understanding of boundaries and
the ethical issues involved, can help teachers and others in this context to use counselling
skills for the benefit of their students and their families.

Medical and health settings

In the nursing field, the work of community, mental health and practice-based nurses
clearly benefits from employing counselling skills. If one thinks of hospital-based practice,
then it is also easy to widen this to any nurse working with anxious or frightened patients
and relatives. In writing this, there is an acknowledgement of the enormous pressures that
nursing staff themselves are under, and many may feel that there simply is not time to
engage with patients at more than a superficial level. However, the difference in climate,
which is perceptible between units caring for the elderly, frail or the acutely ill where gen-
uine listening is encouraged, and those where it is not, surely indicates that both staff and
patient morale is higher in the former. 

Until very recently doctors received scant training in counselling, or even interpersonal
skills in most instances, as if somehow physical and affective dimensions were separable
components of human beings. Fortunately that is changing, and GPs and consultants are
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more likely to listen as well as to speak to their patients. Perhaps those who find this dif-
ficult are inhibited by the fact that there may be times when they cannot offer practical or
medical solutions and therefore feel that they are somehow inadequate or failing in their
primary roles?

There are many other job functions in health settings where individuals do, or could,
enhance their work by using counselling skills. These include the various therapists – occu-
pational, speech and physiotherapists – as well as those working with specific medical con-
ditions such as HIV and AIDS, where some, but not all, of the workers will have a medical
background. As discussed in relation to the educational context, there are a number of sup-
port roles where counselling skills might be used. 

Workplace settings

This term is used to cover those who find that their work with colleagues (whether these
are peers, those for whom there is a functional or line responsibility, or even occasionally
those to whom they report within the structure) includes an element of support. Again
there are the most evident categories, such as personnel or human resource practitioners
and welfare staff, as well as a less well defined group, which could incorporate line man-
agers, trade union officials, finance departments etc.

One of the myths in this setting is that people solely bring workplace issues to talk about;
those who have been involved in helping people will know that this is far from the truth.
Personal relationships, health matters, bereavement and difficulties with children are just
a few of the wide spectrum of areas which employees may choose to speak to you about.
There is a debate about how appropriate this may be – this is work time, and you and they
are being paid to do a particular job. My view is that very often what is going on outside
work is likely to have a bearing on that person’s ability to perform well within work. If they
need ongoing and regular support, you may not be in a position to offer that, and will need
to consider how they might find this, but, certainly initially, it can be argued that it may be
within your primary function to respond to them.

Social work settings

The training of most social workers will include a counselling skills element. Many find
using these skills is an essential part of their work, and often seek further training in this
area, to extend or update their knowledge and understanding. Probation officers would
come into this category too. 

Once more, there are the workers in this context who immediately spring to mind, and
those who are more ‘hidden’. A major group of the latter are carers, who have regular and
ongoing contact with clients. Their work is often of a practical nature; however, the
relationship which is built up between themselves and their clients, and sometimes the
physical intimacy of some of their tasks, can result in them being the recipient of an unbur-
dening that can leave them feeling inadequate if they have not been trained to work with
it in some way.

COUNSELLING SKILLS IN CONTEXT134



An interesting and sometimes controversial debate has arisen around training prison offi-
cers in counselling skills (and indeed in some instances as counsellors). This has centred on
whether the enforcement of a prison regime can be consistent with the values of coun-
selling. In other words, can someone who is responsible for ensuring the authoritarian and
disciplinary side of prison life, also be able to be genuinely a listening ear? And even if they
have the skills, is it possible for prisoners to be able to see them in this way? There is some
evidence that it can happen, given the right training and policies. Pickard (2000) describes
the training he offers to prison officers, and goes on to talk about the feedback he has had
from prisoners.

The message was . . . (that) the most significant help that any of them received was the care shown
by the prison officers. This care consisted of being given time to talk to someone who was prepared
to listen and who genuinely showed an interest . . . I was amazed at the genuine respect and affec-
tion for some of the officers.

(Pickard, 2000)

This has links to the next section, where prison officers might equally belong.

Legal and related settings 

What to call this context has been a problem; it is to do with settings involving police offi-
cers, solicitors, mediators, victim support workers etc. Police officers often employ coun-
selling skills when interviewing crime witnesses, breaking bad news, supporting those who
have been victims of an accident, and there is an ethical minefield here. When is it appro-
priate to encourage people to talk about something which has happened, and when could
it be perceived as manipulative in order to extract information which the speaker might
later find they wish they had not given? If you are a police officer, you will need constantly
to be aware of role boundaries, of the guidelines of your professional codes, and also per-
haps refer back to the chapter on ethics.

Solicitors, particularly those involved in family law, may find themselves in a similar pos-
ition. Clients may be distressed and the solicitor can offer them genuine and helpful sup-
port through the use of effective counselling skills. One extra dimension here is that there
is a financial cost involved – would the speaker have freely chosen to talk if they had in
the forefront of their mind that solicitors’ fees may well be in the region of £120 per hour?
Yet in a law practice, time has to be fairly accounted for and costed directly to particular
cases.

The role of a trained mediator is to enable parties involved in a legal issue, such as separ-
ation or divorce, to find a resolution that is fair and acceptable to both sides. Part of the
training will be about learning and appropriately using counselling skills. Both legal and
non-legally trained individuals work together as mediators, and a crucial skill here is avoid-
ing being drawn into siding with one party. (This is also a skill that may be necessary in
other contexts where mediation, with a small ‘m’ is taking place.)
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Religious settings

Even in this secular day and age, a priest, rabbi, religious leader will be available as a source
of help and comfort to those with problems, both to do with issues of faith and those of a
more worldly nature. The very nature of this profession can inspire people to confide as they
feel that they can trust the discretion of the hearer. Dilemmas inevitably arise here about
what role that person is in – is s/he a spiritual director and responsible for giving guidance,
or simply a person whom the speaker trusts and who is therefore solely using counselling
skills directed towards their autonomy? 

There are many organisations that are connected directly or loosely with religious faiths.
Those working within them have to be clear with themselves and with their clients about
the goal of working with counselling skills. 

Voluntary settings

There are likely to be volunteers who are working in several of those settings just described,
but since volunteers are a numerically large group of counselling skills users, and play such
a vital part in the UK today, they merit a specific section. Some voluntary organisations
train their own volunteers in counselling skills and, in particular, the necessary contextual
knowledge to underpin work in bereavement counselling or counselling for drugs and alco-
hol abuse. In some cases these people will be called ‘counsellors’ within the organisation.
Whether they are counsellors as defined in the first chapter, or people using counselling
skills, will depend on the extent and depth of their training. 

An example of an organisation that is largely made up of volunteers is the national net-
work of Citizens Advice Bureaux (CAB). The CAB advisers will obviously meet clients who
are in a wide range of affective states, including those who are, for example, angry, dis-
tressed, frightened or despairing. While the adviser is there to give the information or
advice that may help them to resolve the problem, it is apparent that counselling skills may
be useful in getting clients to a position where they are able to give more of their atten-
tion and energy directly to the issue. Advisers go through a basic training that involves
demonstrating listening and empathic skills before they are able to work with clients in the
bureau.

Other therapeutic settings

As the so-called alternative therapies move into a more central place in our society, many
training courses in counselling skills are finding that practitioners are enrolling. Because a
core philosophical understanding of the holistic nature of the person is central in many of
these therapies, it is often found that such practitioners are ideal listeners as far as their
clients are concerned and can help, if they possess the necessary skills and knowledge, in a
way that was perhaps not initially envisaged.
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Situations in which counselling skills are used within job roles

The contexts in which counselling skills could be used have been discussed, but within
those settings there are obviously specific situations where they might be appropriate. You
will probably have begun to think about these as you worked through the last activity 
(p. 134). In the educational context, for example, there may be a bullying incident. It would
be appropriate to use the skills to work with the person being bullied to enable them to
express their feelings, to find out what coping strategies they can employ and also perhaps
how to prevent it happening. The bully could also benefit from being given space to under-
stand what is motivating them to behave in this way, to modify their behaviour and find
more fitting ways of both interacting and getting their needs met. Here a clear distinction
has to be made between a disciplinary function and a helping function; it may not always
be useful for the same person to deal with each role. While in the long run the person who
is doing the bullying probably has just as much need of help, unacceptable behaviour has
to be stopped.

The example just described might equally apply in a workplace setting, but a different one
would be that of an appraisal review meeting. All too often, line managers set the targets
without really encouraging the team member to engage in the process. If counselling skills
are used, realistic targets (though these are not necessarily lower or very different) can be
set because the person who has to achieve them feels that they have been heard and
enabled to look at what will help or hinder their achievement. The line manager may also
discover skills that the organisation can use, but which they did not even know the
employee possessed. In a survey of employees who had been made redundant by the organ-
isation, BUPA discovered the vast array of skills that these ex-employees actually had had
all the time.

This was very humbling because, having categorised all these people into one box . . . we had done
nothing to unlock their potential, to see them as individuals and to think of them as special in any
way . . . You say ‘where are the stars . . . that can grow my business for me’ . . . They already work
for me but we don’t realise it. 

(Platt, 1999)

This is a very clear argument to refute those who suggest that using counselling skills with
people is for ‘soft and woolly’ reasons. Those using counselling skills can bring added value
to their organisation, whether in the public, the private or the voluntary sector.
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◆◆ Work in pairs. Describe to your partner your main job role, and then outline three different
situations that have benefitted , or could benefit from the use of counselling skills.

◆◆ During the next month, add to your list as you are involved in new situations.

◆◆ Read Chapter one again and reflect on the responsibilities that go alongside each of
the situations you have described. 

ACTIVITY



RECORD KEEPING

Counselling skills users will have to make decisions about how and indeed whether they
will keep notes of their interactions with clients. There is not a legal requirement to do so,
though there are many good reasons why you may decide that you will do this. Counsellors
are generally advised to do so unless there is a valid reason such as security that suggests
otherwise, but the position is perhaps less straightforward with those who use counselling
skills as an adjunct to their main functional role.

The Data Protection Act (1998), gives people the right to access information held about
them on computers, and in some instances hand-written records. Therefore if records are
being kept they should be written with that Act in mind, and processed according to the
law.

Records must be protected against misuse, so it is necessary to think about two main
issues. First of all, who else in the organisation has a right of access to any notes that are
written about someone you see? Can you ensure that this information will not be abused
by a third party? Improper disclosure, even if it was unintentional, can lead to severe penal-
ties. The second issue concerns access by someone who may not have a right to it, for
example your files being searched or broken into by another person. Methods of record
keeping will be discussed later, but an important consideration is how you are going to
ensure that the way in which you write notes, guards the identity of the individual(s) con-
cerned.

If you keep notes, the principles underlying the Data Protection Act require that they are
only kept for a specified purpose, so you must have a definite reason for making them.
Again these reasons may become clearer later. They also need to be accurate (so what is
your evidence for what you write?) and relevant to the matter in hand. 

Lastly, they should be up to date, and not kept beyond the point where they might be
deemed unnecessary or irrelevant. This is a tricky area. How can you tell whether or
not the conversations you have had with someone this month or this year will have
any relevance in the future? If in doubt, it might be wise either to decide to keep a
condensed version as an aide-memoire, or possibly to shred them if on balance they
are unlikely to be needed again. One of the difficulties here is that we can be so busy
complying with the Act, and possibly fearful about our clients’ right of access to
records, that we forget that not only are they useful to us, but that also they can be
useful to the client in the future to demonstrate that they have taken steps to try to
deal with an issue.

If you work for a global organisation, there is one other factor that you need to be mind-
ful of. The Act specifies that personal data must not be transferred outside the EU without
appropriate safeguards. This is because the law in some countries with regard to this infor-
mation may be very different.
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Having thought about the legal situation with regard to data protection, you may well have
thought ‘why bother?’. Indeed Houston (1990) acknowledges that if very few clients are
seen, it is possible to work effectively without any writing up, as it is possible to carry inter-
actions accurately in your head. With reference to a small support scheme that used vol-
unteers with training in counselling skills, I also found that if doing so promoted a high
degree of anxiety of judgement, or if they are made after a session simply for ‘the sake of
it’ and never referred to again, then the process can be counterproductive. It is, therefore,
necessary to be sure that the reasons for keeping them are valid, and their purpose under-
stood (Stokes, 1998).

However, there are many ways in which record keeping can support and enhance your work,
particularly if you are seeing someone over a period of time. Some of these ways are given
as follows:

◆◆ They are useful in refreshing your memory as you may have seen many other people,
and performed a number of other activities to do with your primary role between the
times when you see someone.

◆◆ They give you an opportunity to reflect on your interactions at a later date and think
about what you need to do next.

◆◆ If you have supervision, they can be useful in understanding what you are doing, both
with that client and in organisational terms.

◆◆ If goals are being set, it is easier to monitor their achievement. Even when there are
no specific goals, it often helps to see whether there are any changes in the issue
under discussion.

◆◆ They may include a termination summary of what has been discussed, and what
actions have been taken both by you and your client.

◆◆ They could be helpful for both you and/or the client to demonstrate that there has
been work to try to resolve an issue.

◆◆ In organisational terms, it is sometimes discovered that an issue arises over and over
again. With statistical evidence, it is possible to look at what the systemic
responsibilities are, without having to use individual cases.

SETTINGS 139

◆◆ Do you know clearly what records your organisation requires you to keep? Who else
might have access to those records? Are you sufficiently aware of the Data
Protection Act 1998 to know whether any current record keeping complies with it? If
not, then take steps to familiarise yourself, and if necessary your organisation, with
its implications. At this juncture, are you inclined to keep records or not? If not, why
not? Is this solely for your own protection?

◆◆ After you have thought about the questions above, discuss your answers with
someone else who you feel is likely to have a different view from yours.

ACTIVITY



There are, of course, arguments against record keeping. The implications of legal liability
have already been mentioned, as has confidentiality. Record keeping takes time, and ideally
should be done fairly soon after the event. Trust is an important part of many interactions,
and if the person who is speaking to you fears that they may be compromised by records
which are kept, then they will almost certainly filter what they disclose. An obvious
example of this would be someone working with drug users who may face prosecution for
supplying or using. There are also non-legal situations, such as when an individual fears
that records may end up in the personnel department and jeopardise their chances of pro-
motion, even though the records may simply be a factual account of a conversation.
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The last area to be considered in this section assumes that you have made the decision to
keep records. Even if you have not done so, you would be well advised to think about the
ways in which they can be best kept, in case you find yourself in a position of needing to
do so at a later date.

You may work in an organisation that lays down the way in which you record information,
but if you do not, then you will need to find a way that works for you. Consider first what
factual information you might want to record, bearing in mind the need for confidentiality.

You must remember that you are legally bound to inform people that you are keeping
records and that they have access to them. You, therefore, need to think very carefully
about what you write.

LEGISLATION AND PROFESSIONAL REGULATION AFFECTING

COUNSELLING SKILLS USERS

Most people using counselling skills are not legal experts, nor are they expected to be.
However, they do need to know and understand how the law may affect their work, both
for their own and for their clients’ protection. We have already considered the impact of
the Data Protection Act 1998 on record keeping, which affects people across a wide range
of settings. There are other similar broad-ranging Acts and also some which are likely to be
much more context specific. This section is designed to draw attention to some of these; it
is necessary for each person to consider their own setting and discover what other legis-
lation may affect it, remembering that there are differing legal systems in Northern Ireland
and in Scotland, from that which operates in England and Wales. A series of useful ques-
tions is posed by Bond (2000).

◆◆ Make two lists relating to your use of counselling skills within your primary function,
showing reasons for and against keeping records.

◆◆ If possible, discuss this list with someone who has responsibility for your work, to
see if they agree and/or can add anything to the list.

ACTIVITY



◆◆ What actions are prohibited by law?

◆◆ What actions are required to be performed by law?

◆◆ What rights and responsibilities does the law protect?

Law is made in different ways. In the first, there is statute law whereby Parliament passes
Acts, which include a summary of the main points. These are brief and do not clarify
every individual case, though the guidance which is usually provided may be of a little
more help. There is also case law, which comes into being through the judgments made
in courts, either in the UK or in the European Court of Human Rights and sets a prece-
dent for similar cases, and common law which is made by judges over time. Currently
counsellors and those using counselling skills are not regulated by specific law, and
therefore have to be mindful of how various parts of it apply to their work in any par-
ticular situation. Those using counselling skills also have to be aware that their actions
may not be seen simply as those of an individual, but have implications for the context
in which they work – in other words, what are the organisational implications if you are
ignorant of, or unwisely choose to ignore, the law? Remember once again your primary
role function.

The law is constantly changing, so what is written here may well be out of date by the time
you are reading it. On the whole, agencies and individuals do not have to disclose infor-
mation even if it involves a crime, with the exception of terrorist activities, or if ordered by
a court to reveal it. For those employed by organisations, the matter is more complex, since
the law may require them to operate (or not operate) in particular ways. If withholding
information could be seen as a way of trying to avoid statutory responsibilities, there may
well be severe penalties.

The Acts that apply across the board for those in organisations include various discrimi-
nation Acts – the Sex Discrimination Act 1986, the Race Relations Act 1976 and the
Disability Discrimination Act 1995. Commissions have been set up to monitor the working
of these Acts and to enforce them, namely the Equal Opportunities Commission, the Race
Relations Commission and the Disability Rights Commission. 

As an employee or voluntary worker, you need to be mindful of these both in your practice
and also in relation to your wider context in most cases. There may be a few specific
instances where these Acts might not apply; for example in certain training situations
which might be targeted at under-represented groups within management levels, or an
organisation which has been set up to work with men who have been victims of violence
perpetrated by women. However, in the main it is a legal necessity to conform to the Acts.

The information you may hear when using your counselling skills cannot be totally brack-
eted off from your primary role. If you are aware that a person is being sexually or racially
harassed, for example, it is your responsibility to ensure that some action is taken. That
does not necessarily mean that you have to tell someone else immediately, or begin an
investigation, but you should be able to demonstrate that you are either helping the indi-
vidual involved to take the steps they need to bring the matter to light themselves, and/or
are working with them as to the best way of you taking it forward. 
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In the same way, you may become aware of discrimination within the organisation, in
career development terms, against individuals. The Sex Discrimination Act 1986 currently
does not apply to volunteers in most cases, although it may be a basis for the organis-
ational code of a voluntary organisation. You may feel that any discrimination within your
organisation is unintentional; however, that does not prevent it from being illegal. Those
using counselling skills often find themselves in the uncomfortable position of being
amongst the first to realise that this is an issue and they have a duty to bring it to light at
a systems level.
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The Health and Safety Act 1974 may also affect your work. Stress and poor working practices
are referred to almost weekly in the media. There may be other areas that also affect how
you react to disclosures by those who seek your help. If unsafe practices are being encour-
aged, for example, then your primary role function must override your counselling skills role.
Of course, implementation of health and safety regulations is not solely the responsibility of
the employer; employees have to look after their own safety too.

There are a number of Acts that will relate to specific contexts. For example ,those work-
ing in education, social work, some parts of medical settings and youth work will need to
be aware of the Children Act 1989. Although it is an Act that covers a huge area, with
numerous volumes of guidance about its implementation in practice, there are two main
areas that have particular relevance for those using counselling skills with children and
young people. The first relates to suspected child abuse. Teachers, those within social ser-
vices, health settings and some voluntary agencies will probably find that they have no
choice but to report this.

The second concerns the right of parents to know about information concerning a child
under 16, including whether they have the right to know that they are being seen within a
counselling context. This is not in fact the case and, although it may be wise to obtain
parental permission, there has been no clear-cut case which has established that this is an
absolute necessity. If the process would be undermined, to the detriment of the child, then
it seems possible that the decision not to inform the parents might be upheld. Many pas-
toral staff know that if young people felt that what they talked about in terms of their
sexuality would automatically have to be told to their parents, then they would not talk in
the first place. That doesn’t mean to say that parents should not be informed. It may well
be more productive to work with a teenager who is engaging in underage sex, is pregnant,
or is mixing with anti-social peers, to find ways of helping them to address the issues with
their parents, than to contact their parents immediately.

The discussion just in this section relates to clients presenting you with information that
appears to contravene the law. However, it is equally important to ensure that your own
counselling skills practice is non-discriminatory. With a partner, outline how you monitor
your work, and identify any areas that might cause you difficulties at a personal level.

ACTIVITY



What becomes apparent in addressing such issues is the need for you to make sure that you
are both fully aware of legislation that might relate to your context, and able to find out
what your organisation’s policies and procedures are with regard to particular aspects of it.
You may find that your professional body and your trade union can also supply you with
guidance. Another source would be BACP’s specialist divisions – for example Counselling in
Education or Counselling in Medical Settings.

The Mental Health Act 1983 protects the rights of people with mental health problems.
While counselling skills users would certainly not be expected to be able to diagnose some-
one they were working with (although there could be exceptions for those working in
health settings), it is useful to understand the Act and how mental health services operate,
in order to help those you are working with who might be affected by this legislation.

Some employment and voluntary settings give very clear guidelines about how to proceed
if someone is suicidal. Again, if this applies in your context, make sure you understand not
only what has to be done, but also the underlying reasons for the action. The law does not
require this information to be passed on, since adults have a right to refuse medical treat-
ment and an implied right to self-determination. Indeed, it is possible that if you do dis-
close this information to a third party, and then the person who was suicidal finds at a later
stage that the information is being used against them in some way, such as being passed
over for promotion, they might have a legitimate claim against you. 

From the example just discussed, there is a set of principles emerging that have wider
application.

◆◆ Counselling skills users should ensure that they are aware of:

◆◆ general legislation that affects their role

◆◆ any context-specific legislation 

◆◆ professional regulations and guidelines

◆◆ policies and procedures relating to their agency or organisation.

◆◆ They should also be clear to those with whom they are working about what will
happen if there is an issue relating to legislation, regulations and policies.

◆◆ They should ensure that individuals know what will happen if it is thought that they
are at risk themselves, or likely to put others at risk.
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◆◆ Make three lists, one each for the legislation, policies and procedures, and
regulations which will affect how you use your counselling skills in your specific
setting.

◆◆ Share this list with someone on your training course who works in the same or a
similar context. Are there any fundamental differences between your lists?

◆◆ Are there any areas that you need more information about?

ACTIVITY



In practice, most counselling skills users do not find themselves having to wrestle with such
issues during the majority of their interactions. However, when they do arise, they can feel
very stressful, so it is sensible to have at least a theoretical understanding of the position
in advance. Another way is to reflect on particular cases.
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REFERRAL

When someone is uncertain of their ability to use their counselling skills to help another
person, there are two main options, neither of which is mutually exclusive. They can con-
sult someone else who might have more experience and who knows the capabilities of the
skills user, and/or they can refer the client on to a more suitable source of help. Some of
the reasons for having this dilemma might include:

◆◆ the issue being beyond the level of your counselling skills

◆◆ lack of time available to continue to help the person

◆◆ the issue needing specialist help or guidance 

◆◆ a personality clash

◆◆ particular guidelines for dealing with an issue which apply in that setting

◆◆ a boundary issue, such as being involved already, or likely to be involved in the future,
in your primary role function – a disciplinary matter might be an example

◆◆ the issue touching on something which is also currently affecting your life, such as a
bereavement

◆◆ a clash of fundamental beliefs or values which make it hard for you to be empathic,
for example a decision to terminate a pregnancy

◆◆ the person involved might request it.

◆◆ Each person in the training group should bring with them four copies of a written
scenario, outlining a legal policy or regulatory issue which has arisen in a
counselling skills context.

◆◆ In groups of four, consider each scenario in turn. The person to whom it belongs
does not join in the discussion, simply providing factual information if asked. Decide
on the main issues involved, what action (if any) is needed, and the best way of
implementing it. Try to foresee consequences.

◆◆ After the discussion has taken place, the owner of the scenario explains what s/he
did, and reflects on the discussion which has taken place.

◆◆ Once all the scenarios have been discussed, make a list of guiding principles for
dealing with the practical implications of legislation, regulations and policies. 

ACTIVITY



Given the fact that most people need at some time to refer to another source of help or
support, it is useful to ensure that you are aware of possible sources and contacts. While
some information can be carried in your head, it is sensible to have a folder of names,
addresses and telephone numbers of individuals and organisations that you could use,
which you can add to as you come across new ones. If you decide to do this, then, from
time to time, go through to check that the information is up to date, and throw out old
leaflets as you obtain new copies! If you find that you are storing quite a lot of information,
then devise a simple filing and cross-referencing system which suits the way you work. This
may sound blindingly obvious, but many of us have good intentions, or start off in an
organised manner, only to discover that when we really need to find something in a hurry
we are rummaging helplessly through heaps of irrelevant material.

Depending on your main role, and also appropriateness to your situation, you may want to
display some sources of help, or make it available to others in some form that can be
accessed without reference to you. If you do make it available, it is worth considering
whether you also want to keep your own back-up system, so that you can still find what
you need if a leaflet has been removed from the general set. If there are ‘awareness weeks’,
such as for breast cancer or age awareness, happening at a national or local level, you
might target information to reflect this. Organisational newsletters are also a way of
enabling people to know where they might self-refer.

Local libraries, the CAB, the BACP directory and doctors’ surgeries are all good sources of
obtaining referral information. Your file might include information on:

◆◆ the Samaritans

◆◆ Victim Support

◆◆ bereavement agencies

◆◆ Rape Crisis centres

◆◆ drug and alcohol agencies

◆◆ groups concerned with specific medical conditions such as infertility, cystic fibrosis,
Alzheimer’s, the Miscarriage Association, or Lupus UK

◆◆ relationship organisations such as Relate, Marriage Care, or lesbian and gay support
groups

◆◆ groups which support those with personal or families issues, such as the Carers National
Association, Disabled Living Foundation, Families Need Fathers, or local refuges
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Look at this list and add any other reasons for referral that you think might apply to your
setting. Taking each one in turn, think of a specific case in which this has been necessary,
or one that might occur in the future. Notice any feelings that arise as you reflect on the
situation – for example there might be discomfort, relief, anxiety, ambivalence etc. With
a partner, explore these feelings further to help you clarify the source of these feelings.

ACTIVITY



◆◆ the Consumers Association, the Press Complaints Commission etc

◆◆ local counsellors and counselling agencies (if possible with some idea of fees and
availability/waiting list times)

◆◆ memos to yourself about who else within your organisation has specialist knowledge
or has counselling skills training – do not overlook this more obvious source of
referral simply because it is under your nose.

You may not consider that all of these are actually referral options; for example the
Consumers Association is likely to simply give information, rather than be a place where
people will be supported through the personal and emotional aspects of an issue. However,
it is not unknown that, even though someone has been distressed when they speak to you,
after having felt listened to and understood by you, the factual information is all they then
need to take themselves forward. 
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Decide how you are going to compile your possible sources of referral. Begin to gather the
information you will need through Yellow Pages, Thomson Local directories (try under
counselling, advice, helplines), libraries etc. Send for information from any national or
local organisations that you think might be useful. You might consider telephoning local
counsellors to find out whether, in principle, they take referrals, and to obtain information
about how they work. When you have made a reasonable start to this task, compare notes
with someone else. Be aware of what else they have included. Would this be useful for
you? Be prepared to share your information with them.

ACTIVITY

So far, the emphasis has been on knowing when you might need to refer and being pre-
pared in advance. That is possibly the easiest part. More difficult for many people, is hand-
ling a referral well, so that both parties involved feel satisfied with the outcome. If the
values which underlie the use of counselling skills are to be upheld, then respect, support
and care must be demonstrated, so that the client does not feel like an unwanted parcel
being passed down the line, or that their issue is so overwhelming that it cannot be con-
tained. Ideally, referral should be an empowering process that involves the client as well as
yourself. It is your task to give information and it is then up to them to accept or decline.

Imagine, or recall, a situation where you have talked to someone about an issue that is
affecting you. During the conversation, they suggest that there would be people better
able to help them than themselves.

◆◆ What would you need to know about their reasons for saying this?

◆◆ What might you feel?

◆◆ Would you want any information about whoever it is they are suggesting?

◆◆ How might you like the referral handled?

◆◆ Is there anything else that you need from the person you are talking to?

ACTIVITY



In undertaking this activity, you will have begun to consider some of the key factors in
handling a referral well. Obviously it is important to bear in mind that each individual is
different, and so there is not one magic formula which works for every counselling skills
user or every person receiving counselling skills. At the outset of any supportive relation-
ship, the questions ‘Can I help this person?’, ‘Should I help them?’ and ‘Am I the best person
to help?’ should be asked. Rather than dismiss any doubts or fleeting fears, the answers
need to be examined. If talking to you is not an appropriate or useful step, then it is prob-
ably better to look at other options rather than engage in a process which will need to be
terminated, with the client having to go through the same thing with someone else.

However, there is often not a definite ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to those questions, unless you have a very
apparent clash of boundaries. If your functional role would mean that it is inappropriate
for you to support someone in this particular way, then that has to be said clearly, though
not in a manner which dismisses the importance of the issue. The task here would be to
discuss with them who else they would be able to talk to. So that people do not feel
rejected as individuals, or their future relationships suffer damage, in most cases it is better
not to fudge this by making excuses for not being available.

It is more difficult to be open when there is a more personal reason for feeling that you are
unable to support someone. If you are in the middle of an acrimonious break-up of a
relationship, and this is the issue that is being brought, then you may well consider that
your own feelings are likely to get in the way, and yet, perfectly appropriately, not want this
to be common knowledge within the organisation. A partial truth could be offered, such as
‘There’s a very similar situation within my family group at the moment, and I think that
might interfere with my ability to help you’, though this may have the opposite effect from
that which you intended, and make the speaker feel that you would really have insight.
Another possibility might be to listen, but focus on picking up any other sources of support
that are mentioned, and look at ways for the person to maximise these. A third option
would be to ask ‘What is it that s/he needs from this interview, and how can we find ways
of meeting that need, which may not involve my continued involvement?’
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Work in groups of three, taking on the roles of counselling skills user, speaker and observer.
Use the scenario from the previous text, or a similar one from your own work, and role
play the interaction between counselling skills user and speaker. At the end, the observer
gives feedback, remembering the best way to do this is to be clear, specific and respect-
ful. After the observer has spoken, the speaker first and then the counselling skills user
also comment on the interaction. To end the exercise, the counselling skills user sum-
marises what has been heard and makes his/her decision about what, if anything, would
be done differently another time.

ACTIVITY

In many cases it may not be apparent at the start that a referral may be appropriate. It can
be difficult to suggest to someone who has confided in you, that they may be better off



talking to someone else. It is sometimes useful to ask the question, ‘Am I the best person
to help you?’ People may feel disappointed or rejected if they need to move on to talking
to someone else. It may have taken them time to summon up the courage to seek help in
the first place, and they are going to have to do the same thing all over again. Of course,
the opposite could also be the case; having managed to bring the issue out into the open
once, it may seem easier to do so again. 

Having a good experience of being listened to, and being helped to clarify what they would
like to do next, may enable that individual to contemplate contacting a specialist agency,
whereas if the suggestion of a referral had been made too early, they might simply have
decided that they had such an enormous problem that they could not be helped, and have
retreated.

In a similar vein, it may be apparent that it would be beneficial to enter into counselling
either within an occupational scheme, or with an independent counsellor. The person has
to get to that point themselves, and so, within the limitations of what support can be
offered by a counselling skills user in terms of available time and also the level of compe-
tence, it might be more valuable to continue to hold and support the person until they are
ready to hear the suggestion, or, better still, make it themselves.

It is always appropriate that referral is a joint decision, even when the initial suggestion
comes from the counselling skills user. It is also much better that it is a considered and not
a hasty decision. People may sometimes agree to a referral even if that is not really what
they want to happen. They may be compliant by nature, feel they have no choice, or if they
are in work, medical or educational settings, for example, worry that if they refuse, it will
be held against them in some way. They may also lack the energy to do anything other than
agree. Because this could happen, the skills of empathic understanding, listening, reflect-
ing and clarifying are as vital here as they are in other situations.

There can be such a feeling of relief when someone has agreed to a referral, particularly if
the listener has been feeling out of their depth, that this stage is rushed. Reflect again on
what you decided you would need to ensure a good referral process. Would you have
wanted the process rushed? Options can be explored and the possible consequences of fol-
lowing those options, including not seeking other support, teased out. Often imagining
‘worst possible scenarios’ of doing or not doing something can be useful in bringing out the
fears and fantasies which are causing anxiety. Factual information is likely to be needed at
this stage, and while it is preferable to be able to supply the information at once, it is better
for it to be checked out first than to mislead the person in some way.

On the whole it is probably better for the individual to make the contact with the person
or agency involved; indeed some will not accept clients on anything other than a self-
referred basis. Occasionally, the opposite is true, and an employer or an organisation such
as a school, GP surgery, or social work agency has to make the referral. One of the main
reasons for preferring the individual involved to make the contact is to do with the client’s
right to autonomy. If they make the appointment, there is a greater likelihood that they are
freely choosing to take this path, and will be committed to it. This does not mean that the
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counselling skills user should not offer support during the referral. This may be with infor-
mation about how the process works, if that is known, factual information, and being avail-
able to listen to the client’s feelings as they move through a referral process. 

After a referral is made, it is likely that formal contact over this particular issue would end.
This is particularly true if the individual is now seeing a counsellor. Having two people
actively involved in this way is generally counter-productive for the client. However, this
may not be the end of informal contact if the two in the original relationship are in the
same organisation, and it is sensible to tread the line carefully – between appearing to need
to know everything that is going on, and having no apparent interest. It may be hard for
you to let go of your involvement, and to know that you may never hear the ‘end of the
story’, but that is also often the reality.

There may be some instances where it is right to go on supporting the individual even if
they have made contact with another agency. If, for example, the referral was a medical
one, the condition may well be being dealt with, but perhaps the emotions or family issues
that are attached to it are not being looked at. In an education setting, a young person may
have now been allocated a social worker because of a family issue, but still find it helpful
to talk to their tutor about the situation as it affects them at school. Like many aspects of
using counselling skills, there is no one correct answer to the question.
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Pat manages a project that encourages young managers from a variety of local companies
to act as mentors for ‘disadvantaged’ adolescents, to encourage them to fulfil their poten-
tial. One of these volunteer mentors, Bill, has quite often talked to Pat about his own life
and ambitions, and they have built up a good relationship. One day he seems rather down,
and Pat asks him if there is anything wrong. He talks for a while and then says that
although he is currently in a heterosexual relationship, he is struggling with a belief that
he may be gay. Pat has been trained in counselling skills but is unsure about whether he
should encourage Bill to seek support from another source.

In a small group, brainstorm reasons why Pat might think that he should refer Bill else-
where, and also any reasons for not doing so. Assuming that Pat feels he cannot support
him, work out ways of managing this process, so that Bill does not feel rejected. Compare
your ideas with other groups. What issues does this case study raise for you?

ACTIVITY

Even if you are handling the issues surrounding referral well, it is often useful to seek sup-
port for yourself, so that you can think through all the implications. Finally, at the end of
this section, spend a few minutes reflecting on your particular situation and how able you
now feel to deal with referral issues.

Can I make this referral so that the client’s life and experience is added to rather than taken away
from, and so that they experience it as affirming rather than negative and rejecting?

(Williams, 1993)



This chapter has looked at the settings in which counselling skills users may work, and some
of the professional and legal issues of which they need to be aware. The next two chapters
focus on discrete areas that arise in those settings and the impact and value of using those
skills to empower individuals.
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INTRODUCTION

You might wonder why a textbook on counselling skills includes a chapter on harassment
and bullying and where this subject fits into the book. In recent years, the acknowledge-
ment of the prevalence of such behaviour has led to government action at both national
and European level, to make clear that such behaviour is antisocial, unacceptable and has
a high cost to individuals and society. Despite this, it is clear from surveys, media reports
and statistics on the causes of absenteeism at work and truancy in schools, that many of
us, both children and adults, are the victims of bullying behaviour. In one term 27% of chil-
dren in primary and 10% in secondary school reported having been bullied (Sharp and
Cowie, 1998). Research for the BBC in 1995 found that in a sample of 1137 employees, 79%
had witnessed bullying and 59% had experienced it themselves. There are, therefore, a very
large number of people suffering from the effects of harassment and bullying in society,
and also a large number of people who regularly use bullying behaviour.

This chapter has three sections: the first looks at what constitutes bullying, racial and
sexual harassment; how and why some of us become bullies and others victims; and how
this affects us. The second section looks at the difference and similarities between bullying
and discrimination and the legislation that exists to protect us. The final section outlines
the approaches and strategies that can be used to counter bullying and harassment. 

The behaviours described in this chapter are found in everyday life, from childhood
onwards, and most of us can recall some encounter with harassing and bullying behaviour
during our schooldays. Understanding the nature and causes of bullying behaviour calls for
an understanding of what makes us develop as we do. Recognising the effects of these
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behaviours and knowing how to deal with them relies heavily on the use of counselling
skills. The knowledge and skills in this book will equip you to understand and deal better
with bullying and harassment, whenever and however you find it.

DEFINITIONS OF BULLYING AND HARASSMENT

There are few agreed definitions of what constitutes harassment and bullying. The word
‘bullying’ has associations with childhood and the school playground, whereas the word
‘harassment’ is linked more to adulthood, the workplace and the community. In this
chapter the terms ‘harassment’ and ‘bullying’ are used interchangeably. Racial and sexual
harassment are perhaps the most clearly defined and understood forms of bullying. Most
adults and children can easily draw up a list of behaviours they would describe as bul-
lying and harassment. Some adults might hesitate before including some of the behav-
iours of managers on the list. However, excessive work demands, public criticism,
disadvantageous manipulation of holiday schedules, can all be examples of workplace
bullying.

Cary Cooper, BUPA professor of organisational psychology and health at the University of
Manchester Institute of Science and Technology (UMIST), in an article in the Times Higher
Educational Supplement, described bullying as:

Basically, bullying is persistent harassment, physical or psychological, that demeans, devalues and
humiliates the victim. Bullies who shout and publicly humiliate their subordinates or colleagues are
easy to identify, but there are more underhand forms of bullying too. Subtle bullies set their staff
up to fail by withholding or manipulating information, calling meetings when staff are not avail-
able, isolating workers from colleagues, criticising them for minor mistakes and undermining their
self-confidence by ignoring their successes . . . the big increase in bullies today is among the ‘over-
loaded’ bullies – those unable to cope with their workload, with difficult staff, with their or others’
careers problems or with autocratic superiors. These people use bullying as a management style.

(Cooper, 2000)

Racial harassment

Racial harassment is defined as verbal or physical aggression towards an individual or
group, on account of their race or colour. It can include such things as assault on the person
or their property, verbal abuse, jokes, offensive remarks, racist graffiti, racist literature,
offensive mail or obscene phone calls, intimidation at work on account of a person’s race
or colour. It can range from the humiliating and annoying, to life-threatening behaviours
and murder. Surveys have shown that children from ethnic minorities are far more likely to
be the victims of racial bullying than other children. Surveys in east London schools found
that nearly half of the Bengali and more than a quarter of the Afro-Caribbean pupils had
been bullied in a three-month period (Sharp and Cowie, 1998). In particular, Asian children
were subject to name calling and taunts. Many black children regard racist bullying out-
side the school gates as part of everyday life (Randal, 1997). Racial harassment continues
in the workplace: overtly, as in the racial taunts heard at football grounds and arson attacks
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on the businesses and homes of members of ethnic minorities and, more covertly, within
what has come to be described as ‘institutional racism.’

Sexual harassment

Sexual harassment has been clearly defined, by the European Commission Code of Practice
on protecting the dignity of women and men at work (No 49/1 24 February 1992) as:

unwanted conduct of a sexual nature or other conduct based on sex affecting the dignity of women
and men at work. 

Randal (1997) describes sexual harassment:

as any non-work related behaviour having a sexual component . . . and is one of the most common
forms of harassment behaviours in the workplace world wide.

Both sexes are victims of sexual harassment, but it is predominantly men who are perpe-
trators and women who are victims. There are significant differences in the perception of
what constitutes sexually harassing behaviour between men and women. Men tend to
think that it requires a physical element. Men also think that sexual harassment is a rare
and exceptional thing, whereas women in surveys consistently report sexual harassment
as a common workplace experience. For example, in a survey of trade union branch mem-
bers, 73% of the women surveyed reported some form of sexual harassment at work
(Costigan, 1998). Sexual and racial harassment can range from the humiliating and
annoying to life- threatening behaviour. A wide range of behaviours come under this term;
from a genuine lack of awareness, to the cumulative effects of sexual jokes and com-
ments, to physical assault and rape. There are some behaviours that are explicitly sexual
harassment; for example invasion of personal space, unpleasant and unwanted sexual
advances, unwanted touching and groping, making sexual jokes, the deliberate use of
sexual material such as posters, calendars, emails. In the USA in 1991 an attempt was
made to define sexual harassment, with the introduction of what was known as the ‘rea-
sonable woman’ standard. That is, ‘Would a reasonable woman find it offensive?’ This was
not a success as there were disagreements over, among other things, what constituted
‘reasonable’.
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What problems can you see with using ‘the reasonable woman standard’ to define sexual
harassment?

ACTIVITY

If you are reading this book while doing a counselling skills course use fellow course mem-
bers to do the following experiment. If you are reading it on your own, try this with family
or friends, but remember the result will be different if you do this with a group of people

ACTIVITY



What is meant by bullying behaviour?

The behaviours range from those generally regarded as socially unacceptable, to those
which would be found offensive and hurtful by a minority of people.

All these behaviours, whether involving children or adults have the following in common.

◆◆ The behaviour is deliberate.

◆◆ The intention is to hurt or damage the target person.

◆◆ The behaviour is carried out by a more powerful person, the bully.
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you know. Make two rows of people as far apart as you can and first place a man facing
a woman. 

◆◆ Ask the man to walk towards the woman and keep going until told to stop.

◆◆ Ask the woman to say stop when the man feels too close for comfort.

◆◆ Do the exercise again, and this time, ignore the command to stop, keep walking
towards the other person and see what happens. 

◆◆ Repeat this with the woman walking towards the man and the man saying stop.

◆◆ Repeat this with members of the same sex walking towards each other.

◆◆ Was there a difference in where you asked the member of your own sex to stop,
compared to the member of the other sex?

◆◆ How did you feel when the person did not stop coming towards you?

◆◆ What did you do?

◆◆ Brainstorm a list of behaviours you would call harassment or bullying.

◆◆ If you have school age children at home ask them to draw up a list of their own.

◆◆ Compare the behaviours listed.

◆◆ Have you seen any of these things being done?

◆◆ If so, where? When? To whom?

ACTIVITY

There are differences between the sexes in how harassment and bullying are carried out.
These differences are particularly apparent among children and tend to lessen with adults.
In schools, boys tend to use more open physical aggression, hitting victims, or threatening
physical violence, and name calling. Girls tend to use social exclusion. The isolation of the
victim from his/her peers is achieved by such things as rumour spreading, gossip and ‘send-
ing to Coventry’. As children grow older, the behaviour becomes more subtle and indirect,



as the perpetrators have learnt that this behaviour is socially unacceptable and do not wish
it to be noticed by adults or peers who disapprove. School bullies of both sexes often need
an audience of onlookers from the peer group who, actively or passively, encourage the
behaviour. It is often safer to be a member of the gang than to risk becoming a future
victim. In adulthood, female behaviour changes little, and women continue to use social
exclusion. Men change to the covert use of aggression; for example the invasion of per-
sonal space or verbal aggression. Workplace bullies of both sexes tend to use subtle and
covert forms of bullying and harassment against work colleagues. In adulthood, the need
for peer group support continues, if the aim of the bully is the social exclusion of the victim.

Workplace bullies are often, though not exclusively, in supervisory or management pos-
itions, and thus have the advantage of being in positions of authority. The BBC survey (BBC,
1995) found that of the employees who had experienced bullying, 41% had been bullied by
their line manager and 30% by senior managers. In these roles, the workplace bully shows
contempt for the victim and uses unfair criticisms, unreasonable work demands, snide
remarks and may humiliate victims in front of other colleagues. Workplace bullying is often
covert and some bullies will use other malleable staff to do the bullying at their behest.
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Look at the list of behaviours you made in the last activity. Put them into one of these
boxes. There are already examples in each box to start you off.

BULLYING AND HARASSING BEHAVIOUR

ACTIVITY

DIRECT INDIRECT

VERBAL teasing sending an offensive
sexual email

NON-VERBAL damaging belongings ‘sending to Coventry’



Causes of bullying – how bullies are made

We all have the potential to be both bullies and victims. We all have bad days when we
snap at a colleague. We all know people to whom we have behaved less than well, and have
relationships in which sometimes our behaviour, with hindsight, could be seen as bullying.
Most of us feel uncomfortable when we review these aspects of our behaviour, some of us
don’t.

Neil Crawford in an interview in 1994 said:

The bully is basically a child dressed up as an adult. Their relationships in adulthood are informed
by aggression, the need to be sadistic and the need to humiliate. When you ask them why they need
to behave like this, you frequently hear a tale of a broken home, of broken relationships, of com-
plicated relationships with their partners: basically not a stable situation.

(Guardian Obit, 6 November 2000)

Research (Randall, 1997) seems to support the idea that bullies are made not born, and that
the tendency to use bullying in relationships begins in childhood. Bullies appear not to have
learnt how to control childhood aggression and this develops into antisocial behaviour,
with little or no respect for other people. Bullying behaviour is very common in childhood,
and it seems that it must meet some common needs. If bullying behaviour is learnt, then it
must be learnt for a purpose and to be continued it must meet that purpose. In other words,
if a bully got no reward or pay-off from bullying, he/she would not continue to do it.
Therefore, for both children and adults, it is a repetitive behaviour, and the more it works
the more entrenched the behaviour pattern becomes. However, many children who use bul-
lying behaviour at school grow out of it, and do not become adult bullies. This would indi-
cate that adult bullies bully more people than child bullies. 

It has been suggested that some kinds of inconsistent parenting make it more likely for
children to develop into bullies. Inconsistency from parents can lead to the child develop-
ing a sense of helplessness and becoming out of control. Bullying is the way a child copes
with this, as bullying provides a sense of power and control over others and this, in turn,
boosts the child’s self-esteem and confidence. This may be the only way that a child can
find to gain any sense of control in their life. In childhood, bullying is often done in front
of an audience, which increases the bully’s self-esteem and self-respect. Children will join
the bully’s gang; they have seen the consequences of becoming a victim. 

Bullies, both child and adult, are quick to perceive put downs and imagined slights from
others, and often see themselves as victims. They regard their behaviour as a reasonable
response to the provocative behaviour of their victim, and are motivated by a desire to get
revenge or get even. Jealousy and envy can also be powerful motives for bullying. 

Bullying has positive rewards for the bully. It provides respect from the peer group, self-
confidence and a sense of control. It does not matter to the bully if this apparent respect
is based on fear. The feedback the bully receives is that he/she is powerful and important,
and this leads to bullies having a high opinion of themselves. Although many child bullies
do not continue to bully as adults, some do. If the childhood behaviour has been success-
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ful and no other strategies have been learnt to achieve the same end, then the behaviour
continues into adulthood as there is no reason to change it.
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Case study
At the age of 11, Christine was a fat unattractive child who wore thick glasses and had few
friends. Her solicitor father was disappointed in her and constantly criticised her perform-
ance at school, both academically and in sports. He compared her unfavourably to her
younger brother. Her father became especially angry that summer when Christine would
not go in the swimming pool on holiday. In September he told the school that Christine
must learn to swim before Christmas. In swimming lessons the teacher put Christine in a
harness and dragged her round the pool. Christine learnt to swim and to hate her father
and the teacher. Christine began to bully younger children at school and get them to hand
over their pocket money, which she spent on sweets. They were too frightened of her to tell
anyone.

Recall a time when you have behaved in a way that could be seen as bullying or sexually
harassing.

◆◆ What motivated your behaviour?

◆◆ How did you feel while doing it?

◆◆ How did you feel afterwards?

◆◆ What were the results of your behaviour?

ACTIVITY

◆◆ How many examples of bullying behaviour are there in this story?

◆◆ How do you think Christine felt in the swimming lessons?

◆◆ What might have motivated Christine to bully the younger children? 

◆◆ What sort of interventions at school could have helped Christine?

ACTIVITY

Bullying behaviour in adulthood can be as rewarding as in childhood. Bullies who get
results are seen as effective useful employees, contributing to the success of the
company. As adults in the workplace, in particular as bosses, bullies use threats, abuse,
sexism, racism, isolation and ridicule of selected employees, to reinforce their control and
power. Often bullies can only get self-esteem from the aggressive manipulation of others.
This can be the only form of self-esteem they appreciate. Bullying can be triggered by
current events such as threat of job loss, and victims of bullying can themselves bully
those beneath them.



Costigan (1998) lists the following behaviour traits of adult bullies:

◆◆ need to always be in control 

◆◆ they make life difficult for those people they dislike

◆◆ refuse to delegate, because they believe that no-one else can be trusted

◆◆ feel insecure and inadequate

◆◆ never admit they are wrong

◆◆ demonstrate poor communication skills

◆◆ feel under stress themselves

◆◆ set tasks they know are unreasonable and beyond the employee’s capabilities

◆◆ refuse reasonable requests

◆◆ take credit for other people’s work

◆◆ are vindictive, tyrannical, devious and/or dishonest

◆◆ appear charming to outsiders and superiors

◆◆ can be unbalanced emotionally and prone to bouts of ferocious anger.

Racial harassment

Much racial harassment involves similar behaviours as are found in other kinds of harass-
ment and bullying, but aimed specifically and exclusively at members of a particular racial,
ethnic, religious or national group because of their membership of that group. The mem-
bership of a particular group gives rise to special sets of insults and offensive behaviour by
the harassers. For example, in a recent case a Jewish employee was forced to wear a Nazi
uniform as an office penalty for arriving late. Racial harassment can also take the form of
group bullying and mobbing, and this can escalate to gang violence, in schools, playgrounds
and in the community.

Sexual harassment

There are more men than women who sexually harass. Studies have shown that whereas it
is possible to identify likely bullies in the workplace, it is more difficult to identify likely
harassers. Some research suggests that there are no distinguishing characteristics between
men who sexually harass and men who don’t. When the sexual harassment is deliberate
and repetitive, the motivations are often similar in both sexes. As with bullying, there is
often a need for power and control and a desire, conscious or otherwise, to humiliate the
opposite sex. Male harassers may be insecure in their sexuality and attractiveness, and so
use coercion to avoid rejection. They may have hostile feelings towards women and express
these through sexual harassment. Sexual harassment is also used to put down ‘rivals’ of the
opposite sex at work, in order to undermine the self-confidence and reputation of the
‘rival’, and thus remove the threat. Women who sexually harass men often pick on appar-
ently vulnerable and isolated young men. There are also sexual harassers who have no idea
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that their behaviour constitutes sexual harassment and is objectionable, for example the
middle-aged man walking the dog who daily passes women joggers and without fail shouts
‘keep those tits and thighs moving’.

Stalking

Stalking is a particular form of harassment, predominantly, but not exclusively, by men of
women. There is no single psychological or behavioural profile for stalkers, therefore, every
stalker is different. A common cause of stalking is that the stalker believes that there is a
relationship with the victim, or seeks revenge for the ending of a relationship, real or imag-
inary. Recently, two cases in the press in the same week demonstrated this. In one high-pro-
file case, the stalker, a female fan of a female pop star, believed that the star had given her
a ‘sly dirty look’ and as a result made 13 phone calls threatening to kill and dismember the
star and her parents. In the same week, a 61-year-old man was issued with a restraining
order after stalking a woman he had made advances to 30 years earlier when she was 13.
After 30 years without any contact, his obsession had re-emerged and he had harassed and
stalked her at work and at home over an 18-month period.

Some of the things stalkers do are against the law – obscene phones calls, acts of viol-
ence to the victim’s possessions or the victim. Other things seem very ordinary, such as
sending cards and flowers, sending emails, frequenting places the victim goes. The
Internet has become one of the places frequented by stalkers. It is the obsessive persis-
tent nature of the behaviour, and the fact that this attention is unwanted by the victim,
that makes it stalking.
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Recall a time when you were an onlooker to bullying or racial or sexual harassment.

◆◆ How did you feel while watching?

◆◆ Did you want to intervene?

◆◆ If you did intervene, what did you do?

◆◆ What were the consequences if any?

◆◆ If you did not intervene, how did you feel?

◆◆ What stopped you?

◆◆ What did you feel afterwards?

◆◆ What were the consequences if any?

ACTIVITY

EFFECTS OF BULLYING AND HARASSMENT

This section considers the effect of bullying and harassment on young people and adults. It
is suggested that just as potential bullies can be identified, so too can potential victims. The
impact of bullying on both victims and perpetrators is outlined.



Making of victims
It has been suggested that in some cases there is a formation dance between bully and
victim, and that just as bullies are made not born, so too are some victims. It is certainly
true that the response of the victim can reinforce the bullying behaviour. Just as bullies may
have inconsistent parenting, leaving them with the need to be in control, so too victims
may have had parenting that left them unable to deal with bullies. For example, the child
victim may fear rejection and isolation and so will try to placate the bully. Children may
lack any strategies for asserting themselves. Such assertive behaviour may have been seen
as unacceptable at home. Evidence suggests that young people from ethnic minority and
gay, lesbian and bisexual groups are more likely to be recipients of bullying behaviours than
other groups. 

Research (Randall, 1997) over a 20-year period found that child victims shared the follow-
ing traits:

◆◆ insecurity

◆◆ timidity

◆◆ sensitivity

◆◆ anxiety

◆◆ cautiousness

◆◆ low self-esteem.

Costigan (1998) identifies two types of adult victims from the point of view of why they
would be selected by the workplace bully. The first represent a threat to the bully. These
people are called the ‘conscientious victims’. They are hard-working efficient high achiev-
ers, confident and popular with colleagues. They may be better qualified than the bully,
have better social skills, be creative with natural flair and possibly younger than the bully.
In a way, these victims represent what the bully would like to be and have and are there-
fore obvious targets for envy and jealousy.

The second group are called the ‘vulnerable victims’. They are easy targets on whom the
bully can prey in order to feed their sense of control and power. These people are already
somewhat isolated in the workplace, different from the rest of the staff in some way; for
example age, social status, background, ethnic origin, sexual orientation or physical dis-
ability. They may also be vulnerable because of their personal circumstances – bereave-
ment, return from maternity leave or prolonged sickness. They may have poor social skills;
for example timidity and shyness. In some ways, this group represents how the bully may
feel inside – isolated and lacking in social skills.

Effects of bullying and harassment on the victims
As stated in the introduction, bullying is a fairly common experience of childhood and ado-
lescence. Most victims will survive the experience and go on to develop social and inter-
personal skills. Bullying remains a fairly common experience in adulthood. An IPD survey in
1996 found that 1 in 8 employees had been the victim of bullying and over half stated that
bullying was common in their organisation (Costigan, 1998). A bully in the workplace or
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playground reduces any sense of well-being in the whole environment. Therefore the
impact is far wider than the effect on an individual victim. In both children and adult vic-
tims there is a developing sense of helplessness, of being in a ‘no win’ situation. If the
victim gives importance to the bullying, this makes it more important, makes it a problem
and may reinforce it. This may also show to the bully that their behaviour has had the
sought after effect on the victim and thus reinforce the bully’s behaviour. If the victim is
already prone to the victim traits outlined in the earlier paragraph, then these will be rein-
forced.

Bullying produces in many victims the very emotions from which the bully is trying to pro-
tect himself:

◆◆ a sense of helplessness

◆◆ a sense of being out of control

◆◆ a loss of self-confidence

◆◆ a loss of self-esteem

◆◆ loss or damage to relationships.

Effects of bullying on children and young people

The effects of bullying on children differ from the effects on adults in several ways.
Children at the receiving end of bullying behaviour may not understand what is hap-
pening to them beyond the immediate attack. Often an instinctive reaction is towards
an escape route, for example in the form of truancy. A high proportion of gay, les-
bian and bisexual young people who are victims of bullying consider suicide as an
escape. If the bully is known, there may be a resigned acceptance of the fact that it
is ‘my turn now’. Bullies can be powerful people, gang leaders, and some victims,
whilst hating being bullied, still want to be friends with the perpetrator. Existing dif-
ficulties at school can be made worse by bullying. Some well-known effects are tru-
ancy, ‘illness’, unwillingness to go to school, negative self-view, poor self-esteem and
serious long-term psychological, educational and emotional consequences. Children
sometimes try to cope by laughing along with the bullies, in the hope that this will
either stop the behaviour or at least make it get no worse. If there are witnesses,
this response makes it more difficult if the child reports the bullying later, because
to an observer it appeared to be a game that all participants were enjoying. Children
can join with the bully in picking on vulnerable peers because they hate wimps.
Bullying can have a lifelong negative effect on a child’s educational development; on
the other hand, some children cope with the bullying and isolation by flight into
study.
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Effects of bullying and harassment on adults
Research as long ago as 1951 (Randal, 1997) found that 75% of us will react to bullying
with stunned bewilderment and emotional, psychological and physical stress reactions.
Adult victims work less well; self-esteem falls. They may be angry with the employer who
has not protected them. Victims may feel obliged to give up a chosen career or job. The
impact of the bullying can leak into other relationships, and the victim may turn into a
bully. The individual victim may feel angry, anxious, guilty and be prone to mood swings.
Physical symptoms can include nausea on approaching work, vomiting before leaving
home, uncontrollable crying, high blood pressure, clinical depression, panic attacks, the
desire to kill or injure the bully, nightmares, disturbed sleep. 

The sense of helplessness is increased by the difficulty of being taken seriously as in:

◆◆ ’grown ups don’t get bullied’

◆◆ ’it’s your fault’

◆◆ ’it’s just a clash of personalities’.

Victims who complain about bullying often end up being moved to other jobs and being
seen as the problem rather than the bully; especially where the bully is perceived to be suc-
cessful. This may be the least bad option in some ways, but it leaves the victim with a sense
of injustice and anger against the employer.
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Recall a time when you were at the receiving end of some bullying behaviour at school.

◆◆ What happened?

◆◆ How did you feel at the time?

◆◆ What did you do at the time?

◆◆ How did you feel afterwards?

◆◆ What did you do afterwards if anything?

◆◆ Did it change your behaviour? If so how?

ACTIVITY

Recall a time when you have been on the receiving end of unpleasant or hurtful behav-
iour. Did you ever have any of the following thoughts?

◆◆ ‘Why is this happening to me?’

◆◆ ‘I must be a real wimp if I can let this happen to me.’

◆◆ ‘I must be useless and no good if someone want to do this to me’.

◆◆ ‘I’ll never get on with anyone at work, if it’s all gone wrong here’.

Did you have any other thoughts? If so what were they?

ACTIVITY



The activity shows the common internal reactions of victims of bullying which reflect:

◆◆ the deep sense of shock many of us feel when we are first victimised

◆◆ our sense of failure, that we don’t seem able to stop it happening

◆◆ the low self-esteem that results from persistent bullying

◆◆ our fear that we are not going to be able to make good relationships ever again. 

Effect of bullying and harassment on bullies
Bullying is a source of power in social relations both for childhood and adult bullies.
Bullies have an accurate view of their own power and the behaviours they use to
achieve this. Bullying behaviour is used to build and to win status in the group, and also
to keep the group strong and together. Outsiders are punished by bullying, in particular
by humiliation and exclusion. This is seen in playground and teenage gangs. Bullying
gives membership of the group, leadership and status in the group. Bullying influences
the behaviour of group members; they have to conform to the attitudes and behaviours
of the leader. Some causes of bullying, especially racist bullying, lie in the values and
attitudes of the community and go back through several generations. These values and
culture may be imported into the schools in the community through such bullying gang
leaders.

It is not necessary to play the main role to take part in bullying, and lesser involve-
ment is still bullying behaviour. Children who have colluded with bullies by joining in
and ganging up on victims can suffer from feelings of shame and guilt later in life,
when they look back at their behaviour. Observations of playground behaviour ident-
ified four roles that children play when seeing bullying taking place (Sharp and Cowie,
1998).

◆◆ Assistant – these children do not begin the bullying but join in and help the bully.

◆◆ Reinforcer – these children act as an audience, incite the bully to do more and call
over others to watch. ‘Come on, someone’s really getting it.’

◆◆ Outsider – these children do not get involved and pretend not to see what is
happening. ‘It’s nothing to do with me.’

◆◆ Defender – these children are likely to confront the bully, comfort the victim and call
for adult help.
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Think back to your time at school.

◆◆ Do you recognise any of these roles? 

◆◆ What roles did you play?

◆◆ In your experience, do any of these roles translate to adult behaviour?

ACTIVITY



This behaviour continues into adulthood for successful bullies. Such bullies are often suc-
cessful in their jobs and in charge of other people. Bullies see themselves as powerful and
successful. When in a management position they may be seen as the managers ‘who get
results’. The bully is often seen by the senior management as contributing to the goals of
the company. Bullies feel superior to others and behave in ways to reinforce this. This
behaviour is in turn either tacitly or explicitly supported by the responses of employers and
senior management. This feedback naturally reinforces the bullying behaviour. The percep-
tion of the colleagues working with, and for, the bully is far removed from the bully’s view
of themselves. Victims see the bully as aggressive and unfair. Bullies in the school, work-
place or community are usually well known. They rarely bully only one person, but may be
sequential bullies, always needing one victim in place to boost their self-esteem.

Some bullies are unsuccessful. Murano (1997) identifies the unsuccessful bully as one
whose behaviour was so overt and blatant that it soon failed and the aggression backfired
onto the bully (Randal, 1997). Although research shows that bullies have low self-esteem,
and live in fear of loss of control and humiliation, it may be very difficult to discern this in
their behaviour and public presentation. Indeed, the bully themselves may have no insight
into the deeper motives for their behaviour. They believe that to achieve and enhance their
own progression at work, they must be ‘tough managers’ and force subordinates to carry
out their wishes. ‘If the staff can’t cope, then the staff aren’t up to the job.’

Some bullies are unsatisfied with their work. This dissatisfaction may arise from perceived
insults, slights and envy. Other staff are perceived to be denigrating the bully, or doing
better or sabotaging his/her efforts by not performing as the bully wishes. Some bullies
seem to keep the bullying behaviour to one area of their lives, for example some people are
bullies at work and appear to have ordinary relationships outside work. Others are bullies
at home, and regarded by everyone else as charming pleasant people.

Bullies achieve satisfaction only through the domination of other people. They have no
respect for other people. They do not see the effect of their behaviour on others, or if they
do see it, believe that the victim deserves it or asked for it. Bullies see other people joining
their group/gang as evidence of their popularity and success. They do not see these people
as motivated by fear. It is difficult for bullies to change their behaviour. They see no reason
to because it is successful. Change is also difficult because the bully has constructed a
lifestyle and way of operating based on bullying behaviour, there is therefore too much to
lose.

DISCRIMINATION, BULLYING AND HARASSMENT 

It is helpful to consider the distinction between discrimination, and bullying and harass-
ment. At the same time, we must recognise that there are also some similarities.
Discrimination can be defined as when a person is treated less favourably (without justifi-
cation) because of his/her sex, disability, or membership (or presumed membership), of a
racial group. This discrimination can be for example, in terms of employment, training, and
access to goods and services. Thus sexual harassment and racial bullying can be seen to fit
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into this definition. However, bullying and harassment are not necessarily focused exclus-
ively on the members of one distinct group. 

Discrimination and harassment are sometimes found together in legislation. For example,
the two directives arising from Article 13 of the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) stated that
‘harassment on the grounds of ethnic or racial origin which creates a hostile environment
should be regarded as a form of discrimination’. In some legislation, harassment is seen
as a subset of conduct within the broader definition of discrimination, for example the
Race Relations Act 1975 and racial harassment in the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. The
main Acts in UK law that make it illegal for someone to be discriminated against on
account of their sex, racial group or disability are: the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and
1986, the Race Relations Act 1976 and 1995 and the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.
The origins and nature of discrimination are discussed in the chapter on values, attitudes
and beliefs.

Legislation relating to the prevention of bullying and harassment

There are two aspects to consider in looking at the legislation that relates to bullying and
harassment in the UK and the European Union. The first is legislation that protects us
directly from bullying and harassment by another person, the second is the duty of the
employer to protect employees from risk and of schools to protect pupils from bullying. The
kinds of behaviour that constitute harassment and bullying can be any one of several
offences and be covered by several Acts.

Summary of legislation against harassment
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ACT OFFENCE BEHAVIOUR

Offences Against the Threats to kill Making a threat to 
Person Act 1861 another, intending the

other would fear it would
be carried out, to kill any
person

Offences Against the Actual or grievous bodily Actual bodily harm or 
Person Act 1861 harm good medical evidence of

psychological injury

Public Order Act 1986 Intentional harassment, or Threatening, abusive, 
intentionally causing alarm insulting words, behaviour, 
or distress signs etc within hearing or

sight of person likely to be
caused harassment, alarm
or distress
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ACT OFFENCE BEHAVIOUR

Public Order Act 1986 Fear or provocation of Being threatening, abusive,
violence using insulting words,

behaviour, signs etc with
the intention of causing a
person to believe that
immediate unlawful viol-
ence will be used or to
provoke such violence

Telecommunications Improper use of Using public 
Act 1986 telecommunications system telecommunications to

send a message or matter
that is grossly offensive,
indecent, obscene or
menacing for the purpose
of causing annoyance,
inconvenience or needless
anxiety

Protection from Putting people in fear of A course of conduct that 
Harassment Act 1997 violence causes another to fear, on

at least two occasions,
that violence will be used
against him/her

Protection from Causing harassment A course of conduct that 
Harassment Act 1997 amounts to harassment of

another

Malicious Communications Sending letter or articles Sending grossly offensive 
Act 1998 with intent to cause letter/article intended to 

distress or anxiety cause distress

Crime and Disorder Causing racially aggravated A course of conduct that 
Act 1998 harassment amounts to harassment of

another and is racially
aggravated

Crime and Disorder Causing racially aggravated A course of conduct that 
Act 1998 fear of violence causes another to fear, on

at least two occasions,
that violence will be used
against him/her, and that
is racially aggravated



The 1997 Protection from Harassment Act

The 1997 Protection from Harassment Act ‘makes provision for protecting persons from
harassment and similar conduct’. It is often referred to as the anti-stalking Act, however, it
has a much wider remit. The Act defines two criminal offences: harassment of another
person and putting a person in fear of violence. Both are punishable by prison sentences,
fines or both. The offence of harassment is punishable by imprisonment of up to six months;
for the offence of putting people in fear of violence the sentence can be up to five years.
The Act also gives the plaintiff the right to seek civil remedy for damages for, among other
things, anxiety and financial loss caused by the harassment. 

Harassment occurs when a person pursues a course of conduct which either ‘amounts to
harassment of another’ or ‘which he or she knows or ought to know amounts to harass-
ment of the other’.

The prohibition on harassment does not apply during the prevention or detection of a crime.
This means that police actions are excluded. Also the Act excludes circumstances when
such behaviour was ‘reasonable’ and was complying with some other legal directive. 

The offence of putting people in fear of violence occurs when a person pursues a course of
conduct ‘which amounts to harassment of another’ or ‘which he knows or ought to know
amounts to harassment of the other’.

The Act defines what is meant by several of these terms.

◆◆ ‘Course of conduct’ means that the behaviour must have been done on at least two
occasions.

◆◆ ‘Conduct’ includes speech.

◆◆ ‘Harassing’ a person can include alarming a person or causing personal distress.

◆◆ ‘Ought to know amounts to harassment of another’ is defined as ‘if a reasonable
person in possession of the same information would think the course of conduct
amounted to the harassment of the other’.

Case study
Mike was a lecturer in the geography department of the local university and year tutor to
the first year of the degree. He enjoyed the job, especially seeing the way first-year stu-
dents grew up during the year. In November 1995, he began to receive anonymous printed
notes through the post at home. They said such things as ‘You were a long time on the
phone last night. Have you a girlfriend at last?’ He was thinking of changing his car, and
spent one weekend going round car showrooms. Soon after a note arrived that said ‘You
would look good driving a BMW’. Mike began looking over his shoulder when he went out,
to see if he could spot someone following him. He didn’t tell anyone because he felt a bit
silly.

There was a lull over Christmas and Mike hoped whoever it was had got tired of the game.
However, in January, not long after term started, he began to get silent phone calls and
more notes. In February he put some tubs planted with bulbs outside his kitchen door. The
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tubs could only be seen if you were in the house or had come into the back garden through
the high garden gate that was kept bolted. Mike got a note saying ‘I like the tulips and daf-
fodils outside the kitchen’.

This really frightened Mike. The person must have gone into his garden, probably looked
into his house, and he began to make sure that he drew the curtains as soon as he got
home. Then he began to feel angry at himself and at whoever was doing it. The break over
Christmas convinced him that the stalker must be a student.

Mike told his head of department who suggested that he contact one of the university’s
harassment advisers. Mike did, but at first he felt embarrassed that he, a grown man, should
be so unnerved by this, and had let it go on for five months without doing anything.

The adviser got Mike to tell her the whole story. She heard and saw his ambivalence about
his own response to the situation: anxiety, fear, embarrassment, anger, his sense of power-
lessness. He didn’t know who was doing this to him, what they wanted and what they
might do next. She asked him to go back and tell her everything from the very start, and
asked if he had kept any of the notes. They then looked at strategies for dealing with it:
what Mike could do and how to identify the person responsible. Mike would keep a log of
all future notes, calls etc and keep these with the previous notes he had kept. He would
approach BT for their intercept service for nuisance calls. 

That weekend Mike bought some wine in a supermarket and caught sight of one of his stu-
dents there. On Monday a note arrived ‘Three bottles of wine is a lot to drink on your own.
Be careful.’ Mike asked the head of department to see the student and ask her if she was
responsible for the note. He didn’t feel able to deal with it himself. He was frightened of
what he might do if the student admitted it.

At the meeting, when the student was asked if she was responsible for the notes and phone
calls, she immediately said that she was. She was bored she said, and this made life inter-
esting. It was a game she liked playing. Only ‘little people’ got upset by it. The head of
department was rather nonplussed by this response. He decided to discipline the student
and warned her that the behaviour must stop or she would be asked to leave the course.
He suggested that she might like to use the counselling service. Her reply was that she did
not have a problem. 

The student did not repeat the behaviour with any other staff or students and left at the
end of the first year. It later emerged that she had behaved in a similar way to a presenter
of a local radio station in her home town.
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◆◆ At the date that these events took place, 1995/96, with what if any offences could
the student have been charged?

◆◆ Would more recent legislation change the responses and behaviour of Mike, the
head of department and the harassment adviser?

◆◆ Find out what service BT offers to people receiving nuisance calls

ACTIVITY



1998 Crime and Disorder Act
In this Act the government recognised that racial harassment had an impact not only on
the immediate victim, but also on the victim’s family and eroded ‘the standard of decency
of the wider community’ (Crime and Disorder Act 1998, Home Office Race Equality Unity
1998). This Act added to the two offences from the Harassment Act the possibility that
each might be racially aggravated and introduced heavier penalties. In the Act racial group
means a group of persons defined by reference to race, colour, nationality (including citi-
zenship) or ethnic or national origin.

The offence of racially aggravated harassment is when a person pursues a course of racially
aggravated conduct ‘which amounts to harassment of another’ and ‘is intended to amount
to harassment of that person’ or ‘occurs in circumstances where it would appear to a rea-
sonable person that it would amount to harassment of that person’ or ‘acts in a manner
which is racially aggravated and which causes, or is intended to cause, a person alarm or dis-
tress’.

The second offence is one of racially aggravated harassment putting people in fear of
violence. This offence requires that the offender knows or ought to know that their course
of conduct was likely to cause the victim to fear that violence would be used against
them.

For the purpose of the Act, a course of conduct or action is racially aggravated if ‘immedi-
ately before, during or immediately after carrying out the course of conduct or action the
offender evinces towards the person affected malice and ill-will based on that person’s
membership (or presumed membership) of a racial group’ and ‘the course of conduct is
motivated partly or wholly by malice and ill-will towards members of a racial group based
on their membership of that group’.
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If you are faced with dealing with bullying or harassment that seems to fit with descrip-
tions given in the Acts, then you are dealing with a criminal offence.

Does this change the way you should behave?

ACTIVITY

Legislation affecting schools
The Race Relations Act 1976 gives schools and governing bodies the duty to ‘ensure pro-
cedures are implemented to eliminate unlawful acts of racial discrimination and harassment.’
School governors and head teachers have legislation of their own to comply with in this area.
The 1998 School Standards and Framework Act specified the responsibilities of governors and
head teachers with regard to discipline. One clause specifically mentions bullying:

Head teacher shall determine measures (which may include the making of rules and provision for
enforcing them), to be taken with a view to . . . encouraging good behaviour and respect for others
on the part of pupils, and, in particular, preventing all forms of bullying among pupils.



This presented a problem to head teachers of schools under local authority control with
regard to the bullying of homosexual pupils. The Local Government Act of 1986 prohibited
local authorities from ‘intentionally promoting homosexuality, from publishing materials
with that intention, or from promoting the teaching in maintained schools of the accept-
ability of homosexuality as a “pretended family relationship” ’. 

There appeared to be two contradictory pieces of legislation. How could a school protect
its homosexual pupils from bullying without falling foul of the 1986 Act? The government
recognised the problem and in the Local Government Act 2000 amended the clause in the
1986 Act by adding a note of clarification (Section 104, 252) that ‘this does not prevent
head teachers, teachers or governors of maintained schools from taking steps to prevent
bullying’.
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Legislation affecting employers
Employers have a legal duty under the health and safety at work legislation to ensure that
employees are not made ill by their work. It is accepted in the legislation that stress, of
which bullying and harassment are major causes, can make employees ill.

Where stress is caused by or made worse by work and could lead to ill health, an employer
is obliged by law to assess the risk. S/he must assess the risk by looking at the pressure that
could cause the stress, decide who might be harmed by it and decide whether he/she is
doing enough to prevent the harm. If necessary the employer must take reasonable steps
to deal with the pressures. The Health and Safety Executive’s publication Help on work
related stress – a short guide for employers makes it clear that both bullying and racial and
sexual harassment fall within the definition of stress in the workplace. 

STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES FOR DEALING WITH BULLYING AND

HARASSMENT

This section looks at how you can use the knowledge and skills in this book in dealing with
harassment and bullying. It is divided into two sections: strategies and approaches to be
used with and by the individual (either as a victim or as someone dealing with bullying and
harassment), and those to be employed in schools, organisations and the community. Some
of the approaches outlined are helpful to both children and adult victims.

Strategies for individuals

All the strategies for dealing with bullying and harassment are based on the victim taking

How could a headmaster address the bullying of gay and lesbian pupils and at the same
time not promote homosexuality?

ACTIVITY



back some power and control to him/herself, which has been systematically removed by the
bully. 

Being the victim of bullying or sexual harassment can be a terrifying and disempower-
ing experience. Sometimes an individual who is being bullied needs common-sense
advice about what to do and concrete strategies to use. Organisational policies and pro-
cedures and an anti-bullying environment can be as important as personal support and
the acquisition of assertiveness skills. Other people need more support to rebuild confi-
dence. Any individual who is being bullied or harassed, adult or young person, needs sup-
port and encouragement to regain some self-esteem and control. However, when the
bullying is well established and persistent, in many cases, the individual needs more than
this to be able to cope with and survive the bullying. Sometimes the victim needs an
advocate. This requires a careful balance to ensure that acting on behalf of the victim of
bullying is not reinforcing their sense of powerlessness. It is important to work ‘with’ not
‘for’ the victim.

Bullying, especial covert bullying, needs first to be recognised and owned. Bullying and
harassment thrive in secret. Many victims say nothing because of a sense of shame, and
thus inadvertently perpetuate a bullying culture. Becoming the target of a bully is nothing
to be ashamed of. Being at the receiving end of unpleasant and frightening behaviour such
as harassment does not make you a less worthwhile person.
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Practical strategies

Strategies for dealing with harassment and bullying revolve around empowering the victim
to take back some control. These do not have to be psychological help or training in
assertive interpersonal skills, many are very simple everyday activities. 

Recognise and name the behaviour
A first step is for the victim to recognise and name what is happening to them. This can
take adult victims a very long time, because it is so unexpected, and feels shameful to
admit.

Keep a log
The victim should keep a log of events, conversations etc, to provide concrete evidence of

If you have ever been a victim of bullying and harassment, ask yourself the following ques-
tions.

◆◆ Is there anything in your past that makes you vulnerable to this behaviour?

◆◆ Is there anything in your current circumstances that makes you a likely target? 

◆◆ What stops you from changing in order to deal with the bullying better?

ACTIVITY



the behaviour to which they are being subjected. It is advisable to log and date every
encounter: physical, phone, written. Log what happens, when it happens and if there were
any witnesses present. 

Collect evidence
It is advisable to keep copies of all correspondence including emails. If professional com-
petence is under attack, copies of previous appraisal reports on performance, references etc
which show previous efficiency and competence are useful evidence. An additional benefit
to keeping a log and collecting evidence is that it can be a helpful first step towards
empowerment.

Learn and practise assertiveness skills
It is a good idea for someone who plans to challenge a bully, to rehearse that statement
they wish to make, in advance with a trusted friend. The words should be congruent with
the non-verbal behaviour. The bully will respond to body language that shows anxiety, or
tone of voice which lacks confidence.

There are assertiveness techniques that can be very useful in these situations. These
begin with the active listening skills you have already learnt in this book and add other
specific skills and techniques. Assertiveness classes are held in many colleges, and pro-
vide a safe place for victims to learn and practise the skills needed to deal with bully-
ing.
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Tell someone about it
Persistent demeaning criticism will lead to anyone beginning to doubt the quality of their
work. Sometimes bullying undermines the victim’s self-confidence so much that they are
no longer sure they are competent to do the job, or that their work is good enough. In these
circumstances it is helpful and supportive to show the work and the bully’s comments to a
trusted friend or colleague, and ask for their opinion.

Pretend you are going to challenge someone of whom you are frightened. Write down
what you want to say. Then say it in front of a mirror. How are you standing? Record your
voice or ask a friend to give feedback. How does you voice sound? How do you feel? What
could you change to look and sound more confident?

◆◆ the words you say

◆◆ the way you say them

◆◆ the way you are standing.

ACTIVITY



Challenge the bully’s behaviour
This may be a sensible tactic in some circumstances but in others it is not. If someone sus-
pects they are being stalked, it is unwise to challenge or have any direct contact with the
alleged stalker. Any such contact is likely to reinforce the obsessive behaviour. Challenging
a bully calls for a degree of courage and strength that many people do not have when at
the receiving end of persistent bullying. If you are going to challenge a bully’s behaviour
face to face, think carefully about the best time and place to do this. If the bully always
needs an audience, then the best place would be to find them when they are alone, lack-
ing in the support of cronies.

The bully should be confronted with the specific behaviours and asked that these stop. In
brief the victim should:

◆◆ state the behaviour they want stopped

◆◆ focus on the behaviour of the bully not on the bully as a person

◆◆ say they find the behaviour offensive, demeaning, etc

◆◆ state that there will be serious consequences if the behaviour does not stop, and that
the senior manager will be informed

◆◆ follow up the meeting with a written memo stating the same thing.

Sometimes this is enough and the behaviour stops or at least moves on to someone else.
The approach of confronting the perpetrator with the specific behaviour that you want
stopped, often works in cases of sexual harassment, especially if the perpetrator is genu-
inely unaware that the behaviour is offensive.

BULLYING AND HARASSMENT 173

What are the advantages and disadvantages of challenging a bully in the following places?

◆◆ in a private place, for example in his/her office

◆◆ in a public place, for example canteen, office corridor or car park.

ACTIVITY

Get support and help
It may not be possible for someone to challenge and confront the bully themselves. It may
seem too hard, or feel as if it is demanding too much. It may be too frightening to con-
template. The victim may not want to risk the bully seeing that their behaviour is upset-
ting, in case this reinforces the bullying. If this is the case, then help can be sought from
someone such as a trade union representative, personnel officer, equal opportunities offi-
cer or welfare adviser, if the organisation has one. This person can be asked to speak to
the bully on behalf of the victim. The disadvantage of having a third party intervene is
that the victim will not have the same sense of having taken control back, and the feel-
ing of empowerment that this brings. In this case, the victim is likely to need further sup-
port.



Helping someone who is a victim of bullying and harassment
You may find yourself involved in a formal capacity, helping victims of bullying and harass-
ment, as a member of a voluntary welfare advisers team or in your employment role. If you are
calledupon toaddress anddealwith complaints of bullyingandharassment, the skills andatti-
tudes you have learnt from this book will stand you in good stead. Bullying, because it can be
complex, includes a wide range of behaviours and is often covert. It is, therefore, more diffi-
cult to identify and deal with than racial or sexual harassment. In all bullying and harassment,
it is the reactions of, and impact on the victim that is important, rather than the intention of
the perpetrator. Alleged perpetrators often defend themselves by saying such things as, ‘It was
only a joke’, ‘He/she always takes things too personally’. If cases are taken to formal or legal
procedures, and it emerges that the alleged perpetrator was told of the impact of their behav-
iour on the victim and persisted in the behaviour, then the intention to bully and harass is clear.

When dealing with the victim, it is important to listen empathically, to clarify what has hap-
pened, how the victim feels and what they wish to do. Sometimes a victim does not want to
take any action, the very fact of sharing the secret with someone who listens and accepts is
enough. This may leave you seething and wanting to deal with the bully. However, many
people who have suffered persistent bullying cannot act in the same way, with the same
energy and confidence as you. You will need to recognise that the desire to confront the bully
directly, in no uncertain terms, at this stage belongs to you, and not the victim. In your role as
trusted friend, colleague or adviser, it is for you to help the victim to decide what he/she wishes
to do and then support them in whatever course of action or inaction they choose. It is also
necessary for you to be fully aware of the legal position with regard to yourself and the victim.

If you are called upon to investigate a complaint, you need to bear in mind that sometimes
complaints are malicious, and sometimes the victim can turn out to be the bully. You will
need to listen carefully to both complainant and alleged bully, using the skills from
Chapters four and five of listening empathically, clarifying, paraphrasing, summarising.
Encourage both parties to use ‘I’ statements and be concrete about what has happened. 

It is important to be empathic but not sympathetic with the victim, and to guard against
identifying with either party, especially if you have had a similar experience yourself. It may
be more difficult to listen with acceptance and empathy and be non-judgemental when
interviewing the bully. However, this is essential, if you wish to find out what really hap-
pened in the relationship, and also to have any chance of encouraging the bully to look at
their own behaviour. Sometimes it comes down to whose story you believe, and in these
cases you need to be very sure that you have identified your own bias and put it to one side
before reaching a decision.

Case study
Alice has been the head of a social service team for six years and had already had one
period of maternity leave and returned successfully. Six weeks after her return from the
birth of her second child, Alice was sent for by the department manager and told that
serious accusations of bullying had been made against her by her staff team. Alice was
devastated, none of the staff had ever given any indication that they disliked her style
of management. She regarded herself as fair but firm. She had been at great pains to be
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sensitive to her return, especially since one of the team, had been acting head in her
absence.

The department manager had received written allegations from six of the seven staff in the
team. The longest list of allegations came from Fiona, the person who had been acting head
and who was Alice’s deputy. 

The department manager investigated the allegations with the head of personnel and inter-
viewed all the staff individually. All of the team said they had been asked by Fiona to put
in a complaint to add to her own. When two people had replied that they had no com-
plaints about Alice, Fiona had said ‘Surely you can think of something you don’t like about
her management. Go away and think of something’. One remembered that someone had
told them that Alice had once told someone off in such a way that she burst into tears, and
so wrote that. In one letter Alice was accused of bullying another member of staff by crit-
icising their performance at a time when Alice was actually absent on maternity leave.

The department manager and head of personnel decided that Fiona had orchestrated mali-
cious allegations against Alice and had bullied the other staff.
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◆◆ What made Alice particularly vulnerable to this attack?

◆◆ What might have motivated Fiona?

◆◆ If you had been a member of staff in this team approached by Fiona to support her
complaint which of the following responses would you have made? 

◆◆ Refuse to support her and challenge Fiona about her behaviour.

◆◆ Refuse to support her and do nothing.

◆◆ Support her, write a letter but try to cover yourself by saying Alice has never
bullied you but you had been told that she had bullied someone else.

◆◆ Support Fiona, write a letter of complaint putting in every time Alice had
commented on the work you’d done, your appraisals and how bullied and put
down you felt.

◆◆ What might be the consequences for you of responses one and two, if Fiona became
the head of the team?

◆◆ How might you feel if this happened?

◆◆ What might be the consequences for you of responses three and four if the
complaint against Alice was disproved and Alice remained head of the team?

◆◆ How might you feel if this happened?

◆◆ If you were the departmental head what help and support might you offer to:

◆◆ Alice

◆◆ Fiona

◆◆ the staff team?

◆◆ If you were the personnel officer what actions would you take after the investigation
to try to ensure that this kind of false accusation did not happen again?

ACTIVITY



STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH RACIAL AND SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Racial and sexual harassment are unacceptable behaviours in the workplace and well docu-
mented as such. Most people know what is meant by racial and sexual harassment. In the
case of sexual harassment, labelling it as a socially unacceptable behaviour has helped to
address it. The strategies that can be used to address these two forms of harassment are
similar to those used to address bullying: 

◆◆ name the behaviour

◆◆ describe it 

◆◆ say you find it offensive

◆◆ ask the perpetrator to stop it.

Men and women have different perspectives on what constitutes sexually harassing behav-
iour. At the extremes both sexes would agree that stalking, not taking no for an answer,
unwanted groping and touching, persistent unwanted suggestive remarks, could fit under
the label of sexual harassment. Other behaviours such as telling blue jokes, making personal
remarks with sexual connotations, ‘nude pin-up’ calendars in the office, are likely to be inter-
preted differently by men and women. A woman might see a nude calendar as a deliberate
display of pornography, intended to be offensive to all women in the office. A man might see
it as a pleasant sight during a stressful day and in no way related to the women with whom
he works. Similarly, some people think it is acceptable to make racist jokes because ‘they
don’t really meant it’ and ‘some of my best friends are from Trinidad/Pakistan/ Croatia’. This
kind of behaviour shows clearly the underlying racist or sexist prejudices of the speaker.

Case study
Maria began a new job in an advertising agency in a rambling Victorian building in the town
centre. The photocopiers were in a basement room and used by all the staff. As the newest
and most junior member of staff, Maria did most of the photocopying. She was eager to
please and to make friends as she had just moved into the area. Many of the staff were about
her age, in their twenties and thirties. One day in the basement, Neil came in and they began
chatting about the town and where to go for a drink and a good night out. He was a good
six inches taller than Maria and she noticed that he stood so close to her that she had put
her head back to look up into his face. She instinctively stepped back, but Neil just followed
her. This happened again in the basement. Not only was Maria getting a stiff neck, she also
became more and more uncomfortable when Neil was around. She began to make excuses
to leave the photocopying whenever he came in, but sometimes she was in the middle of a
job and couldn’t get away. Then he began to come into the kitchen when she was there.
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◆◆ What could Maria do to deal with this situation?

◆◆ How would you deal with this situation?

◆◆ What do you think motivated Neil’s behaviour? 

◆◆ Are your answers to the last two questions linked? 

ACTIVITY



Impact on victims

Some adult victims of bullying and harassment are able to use their experience, and learn
and ‘grow’ as a result. This is especially true if they have received help and support to look
at their own behaviour, coping styles and fears in order to understand why this has hap-
pened to them. If this is combined with learning new strategies, the victim is less likely to
find themselves in such a powerless position again. Some victims already know that they are
vulnerable to bullying, and the sense of powerlessness is of such long standing that it is very
difficult for such people to break the pattern without outside help. Some victims have been
trapped in this pattern since childhood. The majority of bullies are in positions of power over
their victims, either organisationally, that is as a supervisor or manager, or psychologically,
for example, they may have been in the organisation longer. In situations like this, there is
often no good outcome for the victim of workplace bullying. Many victims who confront
bullies or lodge formal complaints find that it is they, the victims, who have to leave the job.
Senior management, even if they found the complaint valid and the victim vindicated, will
often move the victim rather than the bully. Many victims accept this to save their sanity.
Senior managers often do not support staff against a manager, especially if the bullying
manager is seen as successful in meeting company targets. At present, the main hope for
victims is that taking steps to address bullying, using the strategies outlined, may go some
way towards restoring the confidence and self-esteem so damaged by the bully.

In the area of racial and sexual harassment in the workplace, it is different, and many per-
petrators change their behaviours when challenged about it. It may be that if and when
workplace bullying is defined and described, is generally accepted as socially unacceptable
behaviour, and when such behaviour is no longer rewarded by senior management, then the
outcomes for victims and victims who complain may improve. The evidence suggests that
currently this is not the case. The overlooking of, or tacit support for, bullying behaviour by
managers is often justified as a ‘manager’s right to manage’. Senior management also often
see it as their duty to support supervisory staff in their dealings with subordinates, regard-
less of the behaviour involved.

Impact of strategies on bullies

Bullies in organisations may be challenged about their behaviour, informally or through
formal procedures. However, if they are successful in supervisory or management positions,
the chances are that they will not have to look at, or consider changing their behaviour. If
it is made clear that the behaviour is unacceptable, the bully will stop that behaviour in
that setting. However, they may resort to other forms of bullying, or the bullying may
become more extreme. A bully when faced with a victim employing the strategies outlined,
will often defend themselves with even more aggressive attacks on the victim. If these fail
to work, the bully is likely to become confused. In a confrontation of this kind, the bully is
not in control, therefore their strategies have failed. One response may be for the bully’s
behaviour to become more and more extreme and overt, and therefore no longer perceived
as successful by the organisation. Other bullies will move on to new victims.
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Support for bullies

In much of the work and guides on this subject, the bully is talked of in terms of being
identified and encouraged to change their behaviour. It is recognised that for many bul-
lies, the behaviour is deeply entrenched and is a successful coping strategy. For these
people, behaviour change is very difficult. Bullying behaviour is often deeply embedded,
and resistant to change, even if on the surface the bully wishes to be different. Bullies
tend to change their behaviour only when that behaviour ceases to work for them and the
consequences of continuing in the same way have become unbearable. Such people who
wish to change need to be provided with support, training and the opportunity for coun-
selling. The main success in changing a bully’s behaviour comes from the internal motiv-
ation of the bully themselves. Most bullies are happy to talk about the situation as long
as they feel heard and accepted. When dealing with a bully, therefore, it is important to
try to empathise and to communicate on equal terms, rather than from a position of supe-
riority. Showing an alleged bully anger or indignation over their behaviour will make the
situation worse. It is better to allow the alleged bully to tell their story and to challenge
by the use of reflection and summary, so that the bully hears their own account given back
to them. It is crucial to try to confront the behaviour whilst at the same time accepting
the person.

Organisational strategies for the promotion of anti-bullying and harassment
policies and procedures

This section looks at the strategies that can be successfully adopted in the organisation and
environments in which bullying and harassment take place; for example schools, the work-
place and the community. There are some common features to effective interventions in all
these settings:

◆◆ the involvement of the whole community or organisation in the strategy, with an
emphasis of collective responsibility in both preventing bullying behaviour and
responding to it when it happens

◆◆ a clear understanding of what constitutes bullying and harassing behaviour, and that
these behaviours are socially unacceptable, and what to do about it 

◆◆ consistent prevention and response strategies.

Approaches to bullying in schools
A great deal of work has been done in schools to develop a culture where bullying is not accept-
able. It is widely accepted that when bullying does occur, it should be recognised and dealt with
quickly. The incidence of bullying in schools had been reduced in some schools by the way the
problem is approached. Social relationships are at the heart of bullying. The aim of addressing
the social relationships within the school, is to influence the wider ethics and behaviours of the
school and community. There are often direct links between school and community bullying
when the behaviours and values of the community are imported into the school. Therefore the
active involvement of parents in school anti-bullying policies is critical for their success.
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In schools, there are three main strategies which will help individual victims, if the bully-
ing is already well established:

◆◆ the acquisition of skills to enable them to become more assertive

◆◆ the knowledge that it is all right to seek help from peers and adults

◆◆ the ability to escape the bullying situation as quickly as possible.

These strategies for the individual can be strengthened by the involvement of the whole
school community, and in particular the peer group and parents. The active involvement of
the peer group can have an immediate effect, if the student group is taught simple ways
to challenge the bullying behaviour. Telling the bully to leave the victim alone, standing
beside the victim, walking them away from the bully and telling an adult, are effective
strategies.

However, if the bullying relationship is already well established, it is unlikely that the victim
will be able to bring about change on his/her own and will need a combination of inputs,
actions and support. Similarly, bullying is an entrenched behaviour in the bully, so there
needs to be regular monitoring to ensure that the behaviour has stopped. Whole-school
approaches are therefore necessary.

Successful approaches in schools have two features in common. First, the whole community
is involved in a consistent approach. Bullying is defined as socially unacceptable and the
behaviours that constitute bullying are set out. Peers trained in basic skills and responses
seem to be especially successful and reinforce the fact that bullying is socially unaccept-
able.

Second, the bully or bullies are not openly identified, thus avoiding the risk of a
retreat into defensiveness and aggression by either the bullies or their parents. Two
separate methods have been employed successfully in UK schools the ‘no blame’
approach and ‘the method of shared concern’ (Sharp and Cowie, 1998). When used in
an anti-bullying project in Sheffield schools the ‘shared concern’ strategy was effec-
tive in 75% of cases. These two strategies have in common a problem-solving
approach rather than a blaming approach to both alleged bullies and their parents. In
the ‘method of shared concern’ an adult in the school works with the children
involved both individually and in a group. The fact that bullying is happening is
openly acknowledged, as is the fact that a particular pupil (or pupils) is a victim. The
pupils are then asked to think of ways to help and support the victim and thereby to
change the bullying behaviour. At no stage is any pupil named as a bully. These
undertakings to change are followed up to see if they have been implemented and
maintained.

Case study
Richard was a year four teacher in a primary school, in an inner-city residential area that
had a high proportion of ethnic minority families. In recent years, houses had tended to be
bought by Muslim families. When walking home after school one day, Richard saw a group
of year five boys calling two of his class names. He heard ‘go home Paki’ and ‘Paki bastard’,
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and then saw the group begin to chase the two younger boys. He wasn’t sure if any of the
children had seen him. The next day Richard tried to provide an opportunity for his two
pupils to talk to him, but they didn’t. He wasn’t sure if it would be helpful for him to raise
it with them. Richard didn’t usually go that way home so he had no idea if this was an
everyday occurrence for them, or a one-off. Richard raised the matter in the weekly staff
meeting and said that obviously the school policy against bullying and racism wasn’t work-
ing.

Some of the staff disagreed with him and said that it had probably only been a game.
Others were very surprised, especially Stella, the year five teacher, because year five had
spent some ‘circle time’ on racism and bullying last term. In a class survey, most of the chil-
dren had expressed a strong dislike of bullying and held anti-racist views.

The headmistress decided to look at the school’s behaviour and bullying policies, to see if
more could be done. However, she wasn’t sure what the school could do about behaviour
outside the school grounds, unless she called in the police.
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What could you do if you were Richard? For example:

◆◆ How could you encourage the two pupils to talk to you?

◆◆ Would you consider talking to their parents?

◆◆ Would you do anything that involved the whole class?

What could you do if you were Stella the year five teacher? For example:

◆◆ Would it be important to identify the bullies?

◆◆ How could you encourage the bullies to talk to you?

◆◆ Would you consider talking to their parents?

◆◆ Would you do anything that involved the whole class?

What could you do if you were the headmistress with regard to:

◆◆ The children who had been at the receiving end of racist bullying?

◆◆ The bullies in year five?

◆◆ The safety of pupils travelling to and from school?

◆◆ The members of staff who did not seem to take this seriously?

ACTIVITY

Approaches to bullying and harassment in the workplace

Employees should feel secure in the workplace. Employees should be treated with dignity,
respect and valued as people by employers. Good management will endeavour to avoid
appointing potential bullies to the workforce, and will encourage open communications



through the organisation. In organisations such as this, there will be an anti-bullying and
anti-harassment environment, and policies and procedures to deal with this behaviour if it
occurs. Staff will be aware of what constitutes these forms of anti-social behaviour and
will know what to do about it when it happens.
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This kind of good management of the working environment is legally required by the 1974
Health and Safety at Work Act. It is also in the interests of employers to make harass-
ment and bullying unacceptable, because bullying in the workplace is costly to organis-
ations in the long term. A workplace culture of bullying results in lower productivity,
higher rates of absenteeism, higher staff turnover – resulting in higher recruitment and
training costs, and low staff morale. An organisation risks damage to its reputation and
prosecution. An individual bully may be seen as effective, but if the effect of their behav-
iour is to diminish the effectiveness of other workers, then there is a net loss to the
organisation.

Many organisations would claim to be against bullying and harassment in the workplace.
At the same time, bullying and harassment is one of the major causes of stress at work. A
survey for the BBC in 1995 found that one in eight employees had been bullied at work. It
seems obvious that more could be done, or done more effectively. One use for the skills and
knowledge gained from this book can be in addressing bullying and harassment in your
workplace.

Many companies have policies and procedures that are unintelligible and therefore dusty
from lack of use, and cynical staff who say laughingly, ‘If you tried to use that, they’d just
get rid of you’. Policies and procedures should be clear and simple and supported by firm
action. Bullying and harassment thrives on secrecy. Naming and describing the behaviours
that go under these headings is a step towards dealing with them. All allegations should
be investigated promptly. Many company policies include lists of unacceptable behaviours,
so there is often no excuse for ignorance. As in schools, although the behaviour is secret
from those in authority, most employees, like most children, know the bullies in the work-
place. This does not mean that victims find it easy to recognise and own up to what is hap-
pening to them.

Case study
Carol worked with long-term unemployed people who had emotional, psychological or
physical difficulties. It was her job to assess her clients for appropriate help and then
plan a programme with them over a one- to two-year period. Initial assessment and
progress reports were required for each client. Carol and her colleagues had undertaken
training in mental health problems, counselling skills and disability assessment. They

If you were being bullied or subjected to sexual harassment at work to whom would you
go for help? What policies and procedures are in place in your workplace? Are they used?

ACTIVITY



prided themselves on being a client-focused efficient team. A new manager called Jean
was appointed to the unit. Almost immediately Carol’s reports were returned by Jean
with red ink all over them and comments such as, ‘Not up to the standard required’, ‘Not
thorough enough – rewrite this’. The manager rewrote sentences that changed the
whole meaning of the assessment of the client, without ever meeting the client. Carol
asked for regular meetings with Jean, for guidance on how, as the new manager, she
wanted the reports presented. The consistent reply was that Carol’s work was not good
enough, that Jean was having to spend weekends rewriting the reports to get them up
to scratch. Carol was mortified . She checked and cross-checked the reports and wrote
several versions before sending them to Jean, but they still came back as not good
enough.

Then, Carol discovered that the other staff were also receiving the same responses. As a
group, they asked the personnel officer to intervene, since individually they had got
nowhere with Jean. The personnel officer read several of the criticised reports. He decided
that Jean’s changes and criticisms were largely trivial and a matter of personal style.
Sometimes Jean’s corrections were ungrammatical, and some changed the entire meaning
of the report.

The personnel officer arranged a meeting with all the staff and the manager. At this meet-
ing, the personnel officer outlined the problem. Jean’s initial response was that the per-
formance of all the staff in the unit was poor, and their complaint was just a way to cover
that up. The personnel officer stated that he had read several of the reports in question and
he considered that Jean had been excessive in her criticisms. It became obvious to him
during the meeting that Jean knew nothing about the professional aspects of the unit’s
work and felt too threatened to admit this.

After the meeting the criticisms of the reports stopped. However, soon after, Jean increased
the case load of each member of staff by 20% and often refused to authorise holiday
requests, citing the high level of demand as the reason. After three months, one member
of the unit went off sick with stress and one left for another job. Carol and her remaining
two colleagues went back to the personnel officer for help.
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If you were the personnel officer what actions would you take with regard to

◆◆ Carol and her colleagues

◆◆ Jean the manager

◆◆ The organisation’s policies and procedures on bullying and harassment?

ACTIVITY

What can employers do?

As Sharp and Cowie (1998) wrote, ‘Bullying is difficult to prove, easy to overlook and resis-
tant to change’. So what can employers do? Given that bullying is common and deeply



entrenched in the individual and cultural change is difficult to bring about, there are no
quick fixes to dealing with workplace harassment and bullying.

Employers can take a two-strand approach to addressing and dealing with workplace
harassment and bullying. They can put in place policies and procedures to address bullying
and harassment when it occurs. They can ensure that it is dealt with quickly, fairly and in
accordance with the policy whoever the alleged perpetrator. One of the key principles in
addressing harassment and bullying is that the behaviour is defined by the reactions and
perceptions of the recipient of the behaviour, not by the intentions of the perpetrator. 
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Employers can work to create an environment and culture in which bullying and harassing
behaviour does not occur. This can be done through careful selection and recruitment, staff
training and leading by example.

These are some of the strategies that can be used:

◆◆ training for managers, and staff in supervisory positions in: listening and responding
skills, the management of change, conflict resolution and effective communication,
and team building 

◆◆ training in the recognition of bullying and harassment and strategies for dealing with it

◆◆ awareness raising of bullying and harassment and of the organisation’s own policies
and procedures, so that employees know what constitutes anti-social behaviour and
what to do about it, both personally and in terms of the policy and procedures.

Approaches to bullying in the community 

Most bullying is carried out by people with some sort of authority or power over others. In
other words there is often some obvious power imbalance in the relationship at the outset,
whether it be a supervisor over a subordinate or an older pupil over a new ‘boy’. In the com-
munity, the reason for the power imbalances that exist in bullying relationships is less clear,
and may well go back generations. The origins may be lost. All that may remain is the sense
in both bullies and bullied that the one group or family is less worthy than the other and,
therefore, it is alright to bully this group. This power imbalance may well be accepted by
both sides, and may be connected to social or cultural norms. This relationship imbalance
can be addressed by assisting the bullied group to recognise what is happening, and their
own part in it, and by supporting and introducing strategies to change the balance of
power. A problem-solving approach can be successful, with the aim running through the
whole process of enabling and empowering the bullied group to see itself as capable of

Do you think that defining bullying by the reactions of the victim is fair? Are there other
ways in which such behaviour could be defined?

ACTIVITY



solving their problems by their own interventions, aided and assisted, when necessary, by
professional support. The key first stage in this kind of approach is for the bullied group to
recognise and accept some responsibility for the situation. The underlying approach of the
empowerment of the victim and the redressing of the power balance is then the same as
that for individuals.
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INTRODUCTION

You will find the ability to use counselling skills extremely beneficial if you become involved
in mentoring. Whether as mentor (the person providing the mentoring) or mentee (the
person receiving the mentoring), using counselling skills will enable you to act effectively
and with clarity. This should result, hopefully, in a successful outcome for all parties.

This chapter is designed to provide you with a basic understanding of the concept of men-
toring and will be divided into three sections. The first section will describe what mentor-
ing is. It will cover: the functions of mentoring; the different styles of mentoring; the
different situations, or contexts, in which mentoring can take place; and the benefits of
mentoring to all participants.

The second section will examine the mentoring relationship. This will include: the different
characteristics of a mentoring relationship; the range of possible commitments for those
involved in a mentoring relationship; the range of activities which may take place in the
mentoring relationship; what constitutes a good mentoring relationship; and the potential
difficulties arising from the mentoring relationship.

Finally, the third section is designed to act as a stepping stone, from which you may decide
to embark on a mentoring relationship – either as mentor or mentee. The qualities of a good
mentor and the qualities of a good mentee will be covered in sufficient depth for you to
recognise good practice and develop in a mentoring role.

Throughout the chapter some activities are included. They are designed to help you under-
stand the concepts associated with mentoring, and their application. 

9

Mentoring – Sally Rigby



WHAT IS MENTORING?

The Ancient Greeks introduced mentoring as a concept, although the contexts in which
it is applied have changed. Rather than being an adviser, whose position evolves from
friendship, a mentor is now used in a variety of circumstances, to facilitate develop-
ment. Clutterbuck (1991) asserts that mentoring is an efficient form of developing
talent, not only by the mentee, but also by the mentor. He suggests that a good men-
toring programme should help people to recognise their abilities and limitations, help
them to seize opportunities and come to terms with the reality of their career poten-
tial.

Mentoring is, in most circumstances, a one-to-one relationship and it is this one-to-one
aspect of the relationship that allows the development of trust – particularly when
issues under discussion go beyond the transfer of skill or knowledge. Group mentoring
does take place in some contexts and can be just as effective in terms of encouraging
personal and professional development, however one-to-one mentoring will be the focus
of this chapter.

Functions of mentoring

Individual advancement
Mentoring, broadly speaking, has two main functions. The first is related to the advance-
ment of the individual – usually in the workplace. This involves a number of different men-
toring activities. Teaching is one such activity, during which time knowledge and experience
is shared – for example the mentor may explain to the mentee about procedures and pro-
tocol. Coaching is another activity, involving, for example, the mentee being taught about
how to set priorities, and develop interpersonal and core skills. The mentor may also give
the mentee guidance on how to deal with problems relating to people, and encourage them
to learn from experience.

Other activities may include the mentor arranging challenging assignments for the mentee,
with a view to them putting into practice the skills they have developed. The mentor may
also provide the mentee with exposure and visibility to those who might control their
advancement, and generally act as a sponsor and champion for them.

Personal needs
The second function of mentoring relates to the personal needs of the mentee. Once again,
there are a number of mentoring activities associated with this function. In some instances
the mentee will go to their mentor if they have a problem in either their personal or pro-
fessional life. A qualification in counselling skills will help the mentor deal with this, and
also enable them to realise when the person should be referred on to someone else – for
example a specialist counselling agency.

Another activity the mentor may be engaged in is providing advice and guidance. The
mentee may, for example, approach the mentor for guidance and support in career plan-
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ning. The mentor may also be approached to act as an independent arbiter if the mentee
becomes involved in a situation that they cannot resolve.

Links with the organisation
In respect of both functions the mentor’s prime concern should be with their mentee. They
should not see their role as acting primarily on behalf of the organisation in which they
work. It is important that management within the organisation recognises this and does
not try to compromise the mentoring process.

Styles of mentoring

There are different styles of mentoring and the one in which the mentor is engaged will
determine, in part, in which of the activities discussed he/she will be involved. Research
into mentoring has divided the styles into four broad categories, or models.

Apprenticeship corporate
The apprenticeship corporate style of mentoring, as put forward by Maynard and Furlong
(1994), relates to the advancement of the individual. This involves the mentee learning
through emulating the example set by his/her mentor. This links with Parsloe and Wray’s
(2000) description of corporate mentoring. Corporate mentoring takes place in the work-
place and the aim is to facilitate the development of the individual, in order to develop the
organisation further. Parsloe and Wray (2000) describe the corporate mentor as someone
who:

acts as a guide, adviser, and counsellor at various stages in someone’s career from induction through
formal development to a senior management position and possibly into retirement.

(Parsloe and Wray, 2000)

Competency qualification
The second style of mentoring put forward by Maynard and Furlong (1994) is called ‘com-
petency based’. This involves the mentor becoming a systematic trainer, coaching the
mentee in specified competencies. This links with Parsloe and Wray’s (2000) description of
qualification mentoring. Qualification mentoring is very often a requirement of NVQs or
other externally set courses. Parsloe and Wray (2000) describe the qualification mentor as
someone who is:

required by a professional association or government-sponsored agency to be appointed to guide a
candidate through their programme of study, leading to a professional qualification or National
Vocational Qualification (NVQ).

(Parsloe and Wray, 2000)

Reflective
The third style of mentoring identified by Maynard and Furlong (1994) is termed ‘reflective’.
This involves the mentor encouraging the mentee to critically reflect on his/her perform-
ance and to discuss the outcome. The mentor becomes a ‘co-enquirer’ and can give the
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mentee feedback, both positive and negative, to enable them to examine the things that
go wrong and move forward.

Community
The fourth, and final, style of mentoring is a relatively new, and important, development.
Community mentoring, as outlined by Parsloe and Wray (2000) is mentoring that takes
place in a variety of situations, where:

the individual may be disadvantaged or in an actual or potentially distressful position.

(Parsloe and Wray, 2000)

Community mentoring is very different from the other three styles, because the focus of
the majority of programmes is to help those who have no qualifications and do not work.
These community mentoring programmes developed as a direct result of the government’s
policy on social exclusion. The government has created the learning mentor post in the edu-
cation system, with a view to helping those in deprived areas, raising standards and reduc-
ing truancy and exclusion.

Mentoring situations

Mentoring can take place in different situations or contexts. In a business or work setting
mentoring can occur in a variety of ways. Sometimes people from one business will mentor
someone from another. For example, a mentor from a large organisation may mentor some-
one from a small or medium-sized organisation.

Banks, or agencies such as ‘business links’, may provide an organisation with a mentor to
help with the development of the business.

Chief executives and company directors often seek mentoring from outside their organis-
ation. This is known as executive mentoring and is similar to other types of mentoring,
although the mentor does need to have credibility in the business world, together with suf-
ficient knowledge and experience of the sector.

Organisations may have internal mentoring schemes to support specific people within the
organisation. These may include: people who have recently joined the organisation; those
about to embark on a career change or redundancy; and graduate trainees.

Mentoring is often used for career development. Organisations may appoint someone to
provide career and personal development support for their employees. Career mentoring
can also take place in schools and colleges.

Benefits of mentoring

If undertaken appropriately, mentoring can be extremely beneficial for everyone involved. Both
mentor and mentee can benefit in a number of ways, depending on the style of mentoring being
undertaken. Some benefits are specific to a particular style, whereas some apply to all styles.
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Apprenticeship/corporate
If the apprenticeship style is adopted the mentee will benefit in the following ways. They
will learn the organisation’s protocols and procedures quickly and this will enable them to
settle into the job and, hopefully, be effective as soon as possible. Furthermore, this style
of mentoring increases knowledge and understanding, which will reduce the stress associ-
ated with starting a new job. 

The apprenticeship style also benefits the mentor. Self-esteem can improve, particularly
when the mentoring relationship is deemed successful. It also gives the mentor the oppor-
tunity to learn from shared experience, as a mentee can very often provide a fresh per-
spective on issues. Also, mentoring enables the mentor to develop themselves, for example,
in the use of communication skills.

Competency/qualification
If the competency style of mentoring is in place the benefits are as follows. The mentee’s
knowledge and understanding will increase. This should result in their performance improv-
ing in respect of the competencies being tested. They may also learn, from their mentor,
new and effective ways of undertaking tasks.

The mentor will benefit from the competency style because they are given the opportunity
to clarify, to themselves and the mentee, what they do. By doing this the mentor can eval-
uate current practice and, possibly, find different ways of doing things.

Reflective
The reflective style can be very beneficial to the participants. The mentee, through personal
contact with their mentor, can discuss ideas relating to the job and their personal devel-
opment. It also enables them to build, with their mentor, a solid relationship based on trust.
The mentee’s self-esteem may improve, particularly as they self-develop. Furthermore,
having the opportunity to reflect on performance, identify ways to improve and discuss
anything giving them cause for concern, can lead to a reduction in stress – which is a fea-
ture of many working environments.

The mentor can also benefit from this style. They too can develop themselves, particularly
in terms of communication skills and problem solving. They may also learn to approach
issues in different ways. Finally, as with the mentee, being able to build a relationship based
on trust is most beneficial.

Community
The community mentoring style not only benefits the mentee and mentor, but also has an
impact on wider society. The mentee, as with the other styles, will develop his/her self with
this style of mentoring. They will also increase their self-esteem, as their life chances
improve. Furthermore, they will develop their self-awareness and an acceptance of their
strengths and weaknesses. All this will lead them to taking more responsibility for them-
selves and their actions.

Although community mentoring can be very challenging for a mentor, it can also be
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extremely beneficial. The mentor may develop both personally and professionally from
working with such a diverse range of people. They will also be able to learn from the
mentees’ situations and share experiences with them.

There are a number of benefits for society from this type of mentoring style. If successful,
the mentoring will help reduce social exclusion. In other words those people who, for what-
ever reasons, are excluded from the world of work and qualifications will be helped, in order
that they can be included. Possible ways of doing this are as follows: removing barriers to
learning, which may include, for example, previous experiences, learning difficulties and
family situation; encouraging self-development; reducing truancy; raising standards; and
raising skill levels. 

Any programme aiming to reduce social exclusion, therefore, might include: identifying
those who need the most help and working with them and their schools (if relevant) on a
programme designed to encourage development.
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MENTORING RELATIONSHIP

Whatever style of mentoring is adopted, it is widely accepted that most mentoring involves
the pairing of a more skilled or experienced person with someone who is not so skilled or
experienced – with a view to developing the less skilled person in particular agreed-upon
ways. This pairing can involve a peer or some other appropriate person, a manager or
trainer, for example. Hankey (1999), in her review of a staff development project, points out
that peer mentoring provides a useful framework for reflective practice. Other appropriate
people might be used in those contexts where training is required, for example the com-
petency model.

Mentoring relationship characteristics

However, it is important to note that, irrespective of who undertakes the mentoring, or the
context or adopted style, the most successful type of mentoring relationship (in terms of
learning) is one in which the process is two-way. Parsloe (1995) further adds that unless the
balance of personal qualities is right, effective mentoring will not be possible. Establishing the
right balance, however, is not easy, because the mentoring relationship is complex and varied.

Your employer is thinking about scrapping the organisation’s mentoring scheme, because
he doesn’t think it is valuable. He asks your opinion and you say that it can be a worth-
while investment. He then asks you to prepare a presentation, to give to senior managers
at their next meeting, outlining the benefits of having a mentoring scheme. Either on your
own, or with a partner, prepare the presentation and present it to the rest of your group.
Your presentation should not last more than 15 minutes. 
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Garvey (1994) put forward a model of the dimensions contained within such relationships.
He described the elements as points on a continuum:

open . . . closed
public . . . private
formal . . . informal
active . . . passive
stable . . . unstable

(Garvey, 1994)

If a relationship is open then the participants will feel free to discuss any topic,
whereas if it is closed there are only specific agenda items and certain issues are not
mentioned.

A public relationship involves other people being aware of the relationship, and some topics
discussed may also be discussed with another party, subject to the agreement of the par-
ticipants. However, a private relationship is one of which either no-one, or only a few
people, are aware.

Within a formal relationship there are agreed appointment times and venues. The content
is not necessarily formal, rather the organisation of the meetings is grounded in rules of
good conduct. An informal relationship is managed on a more casual basis, and works par-
ticularly well when the participants work in close proximity – enabling them to ‘pop in’ and
see one another. As in the case of a formal relationship, this refers to the structure of the
meeting and not the content.

An active relationship involves both participants taking some sort of action following the
mentoring discussions. For example, the mentor intervening on behalf of the mentor, or the
mentee undertaking a change in behaviour. A passive relationship, on the other hand, pro-
duces very little action from either side. There may even be a lapse in contact between the
parties. It is possible to have a mentoring relationship where one party is passive and one
active – which more often than not will result in it being ineffective.

A stable relationship involves both parties feeling secure, and there being a consistent and
regular approach to meetings. Both parties are committed to the relationship and trust one
another – an important aspect of any effective mentoring relationship. An unstable
relationship is the opposite, both insecure and inconsistent. This element can produce some
negative outcomes – no trust and little commitment. 

Garvey (1994) points out that, because each mentoring relationship is unique, these
elements can be found in a variety of different combinations. He further adds:

Time plays a crucial dynamic role in the mentoring process for, as time progresses, the relationship
may alter and different dimensions may emerge or come to the fore as a result.

(Garvey, 1994)
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Mentoring relationship commitments

There are a number of potential commitments for those involved in a mentoring relation-
ship and these should be considered by all participants – before agreeing to become
involved in a mentoring scheme.

Time
Both mentor and mentee will need to allocate time to the relationship. Time for meetings
is required, usually between one and two hours per meeting – sometimes longer. It is
necessary, at the outset, to decide who will be responsible for making the necessary
arrangements for a mentoring session. These arrangements may include booking a venue
that is free from interruption and conducive to free and open discourse; obtaining permis-
sion from relevant people – for example the line manager; arranging cover, if required; and
deciding who will produce any action notes.

It is important for any actions resulting from the meeting to be undertaken, and time is
needed for this. This may involve the mentor or mentee doing some research; investigating
ways of doing things; or changing a behaviour pattern. Time is also needed to prepare for
meetings. This may necessitate the mentor and mentee looking back and reviewing past
action notes to see whether or not the actions were completed; the mentor undertaking
research into the quality of the mentee’s performance; and preparing topics for discussion.
Finally, time should be allowed by both participants to reflect overall on what has happened
in the intervening period between the mentoring sessions – taking into account perform-
ance, action points, research and preparation.

Boundaries
An issue in many relationships, not just mentoring, is that of boundaries. Both mentor and
mentee need to be clear about what the boundaries are. An example of this is the issue of
a person being both manager and mentor to someone. As a mentor, a person’s priority
should be the development of the mentee. However, as a manager the basic responsibility
is to the work. If discipline and monitoring is the responsibility of a manager this can inhibit
the development of a trusting relationship, which is an integral feature of an effective
mentoring relationship. 

There can also be boundary issues if a mentor and mentee are friends and have other
mutual friends. The mentor must not discuss any aspect of the mentoring relationship and
its outcomes with the friends. Also, the mentor and mentee, if they are friends, need to be

Think of three different relationships you have with, for example: colleagues, managers,
supervisors. Classify each relationship in terms of the characteristics put forward by
Garvey. Are they all different? Are some of them similar? Think about the similarities and
differences between each set of relationships. How can you account for this?

ACTIVITY



careful to stick to issues within their mentoring remit and not drift into conversations more
associated with their relationship as friends.

Finally, the mentor must be clear about where the mentoring relationship should end and
when to refer the mentee on to someone else, should the need arise. For example, the
mentee may require specific career advice that the mentor cannot give and isn’t able to
access via research.

Confidentiality
For a mentoring relationship to be effective, all parties – particularly the mentor – should
treat discussions as confidential. This will help establish trust between the mentor and
mentee. There may be occasions when someone else needs to be informed about an issue.
This is fine providing both parties are aware that this will happen and have agreed what
information will be disclosed.

If confidentiality is breached, and trust lost, it can severely damage the mentoring relation-
ship, sometimes irreversibly. Trust is something that is established gradually, and once lost
it is very difficult to regain.

Financial
There are financial costs associated with mentoring, which are usually met by the mentee’s
organisation. These include travel costs, if the meetings are held away from the office or if
the mentor is from another organisation, for example executive mentoring. The organis-
ation will also finance any cover required during the mentee’s absence. In the case of
executive mentoring, or the mentoring of a small organisation by someone from a large
organisation, the mentor may be paid an hourly rate – the amount of which will be deter-
mined by the skills and expertise the mentor has.

Contractual
Clear contracting is important for a successful mentoring relationship. Mentors must agree
with their sponsors what their role entails and what they will not undertake. For example,
it should not be the role of the mentor to discipline their mentee, rather they should be
looking at ways the mentee can develop.

Once the mentor has agreed their role with the sponsor, it is necessary to enter into a con-
tractual relationship with the mentee. This should involve discussing the format of the ses-
sions, their duration and any costs involved. 

MENTORING 193

Discuss with members of your group any difficulties that may arise from the possible com-
mitments involved in a mentoring relationship. Brainstorm ways of dealing with them.

ACTIVITY
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Mentoring relationship activities

There are a range of activities which can take place within a mentoring relationship and
these can be explained as follows.

Teaching
Mentors teach their mentees by demonstrating procedures or lessons. They also provide the
link between theory and practice and will assess and give feedback on performance. A good
teacher can make all the difference to someone’s success, as our past experience will verify. 

Advocacy
Often the mentor will act as an advocate for the mentee. This may entail representing the
mentee at higher levels; for example suggesting their expertise is used for a particular pro-
ject. It may involve writing a reference or, in the case of a community mentor, working with
senior management and teaching staff in a school to provide a programme of learning for
the mentee.

Support
The mentor can provide different types of support for their mentee. They can support them
by being willing to listen, being warm and caring, and making themselves available in times
of need or during potentially distressing situations. They can also support job applications
and promote career development. They can offer support and encouragement when the
mentee is undertaking fresh challenges, or in their everyday work.

Informing
The mentor, particularly in the early stages of a relationship, will inform the mentee of the
protocols and procedures employed by the company. It is important that this is undertaken
because it will facilitate a quicker settling in period and take away some of the stress
involved (as mentioned previously).

Advising
If mentors provide specialist advice they must be clear about what they are doing, because
the mentoring role is not one of adviser. The mentee must explain to the mentor that they
are stepping out of the mentor role and becoming an adviser. The mentee can then deal
with the advice accordingly.

Features of a good mentoring relationship

A suitable pairing
A successful mentoring relationship does not happen by chance; it involves detailed con-
sideration of a number of issues. Paramount is finding a suitable pairing. To do this con-
sideration must be given to individual needs, which will be determined by a number of
interacting factors, such as the mentor and mentee’s role in the company, their experience,
knowledge and ability to take on board new ideas.



Training
Training is also important. Research by Daresh and Playko (1992) found that, even if men-
tors have all the characteristics deemed desirable for the post, to be effective a mentor
needs training. This training should particularly include interpersonal skills, as the need to
have strong interpersonal skills is very important. Little (1995) suggests that both the
mentor and the mentee should have training which, at the very least, should comprise an
initial meeting, at which a basic description of the role is discussed and a guide for men-
toring given to both the mentor and mentee.

Equal participation
Another feature of an effective mentoring relationship is equal participation. Both mentor
and mentee should commit themselves to the relationship and be prepared to participate
fully. This is not just attending meetings, but also doing the necessary preparation before-
hand and undertaking any agreed actions. The process should be a two-way communication.

Trust and empathy
Finally, effective relationships are characterised by mutual trust and empathy. Both the
mentor and mentee should feel able to discuss any issues without fear of reprisal or being
made to feel foolish. The mentor, in particular, should be able to empathise with the
mentee’s situation and support them accordingly.
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Imagine you are going to be allocated a mentor. List the characteristics, knowledge and
experience you would need, for it to be a suitable pairing. Give reasons for each point on
the list. Compare your list with another member of your group and note any similarities
and differences.

ACTIVITY

Potential difficulties with the mentoring relationship

There are a number of difficulties that can arise with the mentoring relationship. These can
be broadly categorised into ‘institutional’ or ‘interpersonal’.

Institutional
Coleman (1997), when reporting on the mentoring of newly qualified teachers, points out
that senior management needs to recognise the time commitment involved in mentoring.
They also need to ensure that the practice of mentoring is consistent across the whole
organisation. Little (1995) found inconsistency existed even when mentoring was an inte-
gral part of organisational procedures.

A further institutional difficulty is linked to training. Kram and Bragar (1991) argue that it
is better not to introduce a mentoring programme, than to implement one that costs very
little and prepares or informs participants inadequately.



Gay (1994) echoes this, when pointing out that three of the most common problems
in planned mentoring programmes are: assuming anyone has the ability to mentor;
not enough suitably qualified mentors; participants who are not sufficiently prepared.
He adds that it is easy for people to believe they will make a good mentor because
they have been asked to be one – and that their job is to act as a role model.
However:

mentoring is about the development of autonomous individuals; it is not about cloning.

(Gay, 1994) 

Gay and Stephenson (1998) also point out that in instances where the role of mentor is
included in the role of ‘supervisor of practice’, for example student nursing, then this:

may be at odds with their responsibility to be the assessor of performance.

(Gay and Stephenson, 1998)

Interpersonal
As previously mentioned, there is a potential difficulty in relation to the compatibility of
the two roles of mentor and manager. As Jowett and Stead argue:

Conceptually, they are distinct: a mentor’s priority is the development of the learner, while a man-
ager’s basic responsibility is to the work . . . Nevertheless, discipline and monitoring remain sub-
stantive responsibilities of managers and, at the same time, a central element of the mentor/learner
relationship is trust.

(Jowett and Stead, 1994)

It is possible, therefore, to conceive of potential role conflict for a mentor.

Other difficulties presenting themselves to mentors, are highlighted by Garvey (1995), in his
research into a health service mentor scheme. Of those surveyed 45% found pressure of
time a serious problem, 18% found dislocation (moving job) a serious problem, 36% found
achieving a focus for the relationship a mild problem.

This can be compared with the mentees, who experienced the problems differently. Of
these, 20% found time pressure a mild problem, 27% found dislocation a serious problem,
27% found achieving a focus for the relationship a serious problem, 20% found misunder-
standings or resentment of other people outside the relationship a mild problem – some-
thing mentors did not highlight.

Garvey (1995) responds to these difficulties by stressing the importance of developing a
culture which incorporates mentoring into senior management activity. He believes that
this will reduce the pressure of time – which does not facilitate learning.

Other interpersonal difficulties relate directly to the relationship between the mentor and
mentee. Coleman (1997) points to the potential problems that can arise when the mentor
is a senior member of staff, who is unapproachable. 

Berkeley (1995) examines the suitability of mentors generally, within the mentoring
relationship, and concludes that
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An inappropriate mentor, unable or unwilling to satisfy the expectations and needs . . . is infinitely
worse than no mentor at all.

(Berkeley, 1995)
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MENTORING PROCESS

This section will examine the mentoring process in respect of the qualities required to make
a good mentor or mentee. Some of these qualities are generic and apply across all styles of
mentoring. Some, however, are more pertinent to specific styles: apprenticeship/corporate,
competency/qualification, reflective and community.

A good mentor

Essential characteristics
A good mentor should aim to help the mentee recognise their abilities and limitations.
It is also important for the mentor to encourage the mentee to seize opportunities and
make a realistic appraisal of their career potential. Berkeley (1994) modifies an NHS model
of mentoring to identify certain ‘essential characteristics’ possessed by successful mentors,
although they do not apply to all mentoring styles. The characteristics are as follows.

The mentor should be a model, who the mentee can look up to, value and admire; and may
also wish to emulate. They should also be an envisager, giving a picture of what it is like to
work in the company and be enthusiastic about the opportunities or possibilities. It is also
important for them to be an energizer, who is enthusiatic about working for the organis-
ation. Another characteristic is that of being a teacher–coach, who can help in the devel-
opment of interpersonal skills and in developing the most effective working methods. 

The mentor should also invest a lot of time in the mentee and be able to spot potential and
capabilities. They should offer support, be willing to listen and be there in times of need. It
is also important for them to challenge the opinions and beliefs of the mentee and con-
front any myths or misconceptions. This should enable the mentee to reflect on decisions
and develop a maturity in their outlook. This is linked to the characteristic of the mentor
being an ideas bouncer, who discusses any issues, difficulties and goals, allowing ideas to
be bounced off them. They should also help the mentee develop these new ideas and create
ways of using them that will benefit the organisation.

Other characteristics include the mentor being a feedback giver, who gives both positive
and negative feedback, thus enabling the mentee to examine both successes and failures.

Think about the organisation in which you work. Describe a possible difficult situation that
you might encounter when acting as a mentor. Describe the things you can do to manage
this situation.

ACTIVITY



The mentor also should encourage the mentee to take an active interest in new develop-
ments and help them understand organisational policies and strategic plans. Finally, the
mentor should encourage the mentee to meet the required standards, either those that are
externally set or internally set ones.

Underpinning skills

Non-judgemental
Underpinning these characteristics are a number of skills. The mentor should be non-judge-
mental in their approach. The mentee may have different values, attitudes and beliefs from
the mentor, which may stem from, for example, the culture they have been bought up in,
or their age, or their gender. It is important for the mentor not to let these differences
affect their relationship with the mentee, as this will create a barrier between them and
the mentoring process will not be so effective.

In respect of the community mentor this is particularly important, as is evident in the gov-
ernment’s newly created post of learning mentor. One of the key skills required is

The ability to engage constructively with, and relate to, a wide range of young people and famil-
ies/carers with different ethnic and social backgrounds.

(Parsloe and Wray, 2000)

Good motivator
The mentor also needs to be a good motivator. To be a good motivator the mentor must
first understand that not all people are motivated by the same things. Some people are
motivated by external rewards; such as pay, promotion, praise and status symbols. Some
people, however, are motivated by internal factors, such as a sense of duty, self-satisfac-
tion or a sense of responsibility. The mentor would not be so effective, therefore, if they
highlighted the potential monetary reward for the mentee if that wasn’t important to
them.

Good negotiator
Good negotiating skills are needed by the mentor, not only when dealing with the mentee,
but also when championing the mentee to other, often more superior, people in the organ-
isation. These skills involve being diplomatic, so that the mentee will accept what is said
without being affronted or hurt; being assertive so that the mentor can put across their
point of view without being aggressive; being able to identify what the mentee’s needs are,
through listening and asking questions, and communicating how the mentor can help meet
them.

Good teacher
The mentor, particularly in the apprenticeship/corporate style, or competency/qualification
style, should be a good teacher. This involves them being able to advise and instruct the
mentee without interfering. They should also be able to recognise when to interrupt the
mentee and when to let them continue.
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Perceptive
The mentor should also be perceptive. They need to be able to identify changes in the
mentee’s behaviour, or be aware when situations have the potential to become problem-
atic. The mentor should also be able to analyse their relationship with the mentee, ident-
ify the issues and situations arising, and take appropriate action to keep things on track.
The learning mentor, for example, is expected to have the:

Ability to identify potential barriers to learning and jointly engage in strategies to overcome these
barriers.

(Parsloe and Wray, 2000)

Establish a good and professional relationship
Finally, the mentor needs to have the skills to establish a good and professional relation-
ship. This can be achieved by being sympathetic, accessible and knowledgeable about the
mentee and their area of interest. Good interpersonal skills are required, including listen-
ing and questioning, which are an integral part of this and are discussed fully in section
two of this book. Other interpersonal skills are the ability to relate to and really get to know
the mentee, encouraging confidence and establishing rapport. It is also important for the
mentor to be open, so that the mentee feels more comfortable – which also helps to pro-
mote the establishment of trust.
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The choice of mentor is a very important one, needing a lot of consideration. Imagine you
are looking for a mentor. What qualities would you look for? Write a list of these quali-
ties. Compare your list with that of another member of the group.

Are any of the qualities you want similar to those wanted by the other group member? Are
any of the qualities you want different? What reasons can you think of to account for
these similarities and differences?

ACTIVITY

Now imagine that you are going to start mentoring someone. What qualities do you have
that will help you? Write a list of these qualities. Compare your list with that of another
member of the group. Do you have any qualities that are similar to the other group
member? Do you have any different qualities? What reasons can you think of to account
for these similarities and differences?

ACTIVITY

A good mentee

Most discussions on mentoring focus on the mentor and the knowledge and skills they 
need to facilitate an effective mentoring relationship. However, as previously mentioned, 
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mentoring is a two-way process and both the mentor and mentee need to feel that they
are gaining something from the relationship.

It is important, therefore, for the mentee to possess certain qualities – that will enhance
the relationship and help move it forward.

Open to learning
The mentee shouldn’t embark on a mentoring programme unless they are willing to take on
board new ideas and try new ways of working, however strange they might first appear.
They should be prepared to have their beliefs and attitudes, in respect of their work, chal-
lenged and be able to justify their approach. 

Reflective
The mentee should be able to reflect on their performance, both on their own and with the
help of the mentor. This reflection should involve looking at what went well, and what
didn’t go so well. Then the mentee should be able to think about why some things went
better than others – what was it about the mentee’s behaviour that led to some things
being successful? The mentee should then be able to use the strategies employed when
successful to improve areas that weren’t.

Ability to listen
A good mentee should listen to, and observe, their mentor. The skills developed in the
second section of this book should provide the tools with which to do this. A useful tip is
to remember that far more is learnt by listening than talking.

Motivated
For a mentoring programme to be effective both mentor and mentee should be motivated.
Not only should the mentor understand what motivates the mentee, as previously dis-
cussed, the mentee should know their own motivation.

Spend 15 minutes thinking what motivates you in the different aspects of your life: home,
work, friends, leisure. Are you motivated by the same things in all parts of your life? Or do
some things motivate you in some situations and not others? Ask a friend, or member of
your family what motivates them. Compare the things that motivate them with the things
that motivate you. Note any similarities and differences.

ACTIVITY

Fulfilling responsibilities

It is imperative that the mentee is willing, and able, to fulfil their responsibilities, if the
mentoring relationship is to be effective. It is very disheartening for the mentor if the
mentee doesn’t commit themselves fully to the relationship and undertake all that is
required of them.



These responsibilities include:

Meetings
The mentee should always turn up for any pre-arranged meetings. If, due to any unfore-
seen circumstances, it is not possible to attend, the mentor should be informed. As much
notice as possible should be given to the mentor and a new date arranged as soon as poss-
ible.

Preparation
The mentee should be willing to prepare fully before each meeting. This can entail reading
through past notes, preparing an agenda or reflecting on what has been achieved over the
intervening period.

Undertaking actions
It is usual for both mentor and mentee to leave the meeting with some actions to complete
before the next meeting. The mentee should always undertake these, otherwise the men-
toring process will be compromised. Occasionally, often through no fault of their own, the
mentee may not be able to complete an action. If this happens, the mentor should be
informed of the reasons why and, if appropriate, a new deadline set. 
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has focused on the theory behind mentoring, identifying what mentoring is,
the nature of the mentoring relationship and the qualities required to make a good mentor
and mentee.

You should now be in the position to take the knowledge you have acquired in this chap-
ter, together with that from throughout the book, and embark on a mentoring relationship
– as either mentor or mentee.

The main thing to remember is that each mentoring relationship is unique and could develop
in a number of ways. This development is, in part, determined by the style of mentoring
being adopted. If an apprenticeship or corporate style is adopted then the relationship
focuses very much on the workplace and doing the job as effectively as possible. If
it is competency or qualification based, the focus is on standards and achievement. The

Think about your current work or home situation. If you were a mentee what do you con-
sider might prevent you from being able to fulfil your responsibilities? What could you do
about this? Discuss your difficulties with a member of the group. See if you can help each
other come up with any other ways of dealing with your difficulties. Repeat this exercise
as if you were a mentor. Are the difficulties the same? How would you account for the
similarities and/or differences?

ACTIVITY
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reflective style, however, is much more to do with the development of the individual in terms
of interpersonal skills and personal relationships. Finally, the community style is specifically
about helping those in the community, who are, for whatever reason, at a disadvantage.

The other important determinant in the development of the mentoring relationship is the
nature of the pairing. If the pairing is right both mentor and mentee will feel as if they are
gaining from the relationship.
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