November 2010 
Essay 

How do I make use of counselling skills and knowledge in helping interactions and/or in helping work? 
In this assignment I intend to define ‘counselling skills and knowledge’ and then show how I actively employ these qualities during my everyday life. These include informal helping interactions with family and friends, in a supervisory capacity at work and during skills practice sessions as part of my counselling course. Finally I’ll analyse the effects that these helping interactions have on me personally and the various ways in which I deal with those effects. 

Firstly it’s important to distinguish between using counselling skills and being a counsellor. From my own research I think the distinction revolves around the fact that a counsellor has formal qualifications and is bound by a code of ethics and professional practice – what the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) calls the ethical framework. In contrast, anyone can use counselling skills in a non-counselling situation – be that as a nurse, line manager, social worker, neighbour or friend. The BACP states that counselling skills are being used when “There is an intentional use of interpersonal skills, which reflects the values of counselling and the user’s primary role is enhanced without them taking on the role of counsellor, and the recipient perceives the user as acting within their primary professional caring role, which is not that of being a counsellor.” As a non-qualified counsellor myself I’m going to explore the ways I use counselling skills and knowledge across a number of ways during my everyday life. As Gerard Egan points out in his book The Skilled Helper (1984), in the majority of cases, helping skills, including counselling skills, are provided by people who are not counsellors. 

As a trainee counsellor I can only offer limited experience and knowledge of counselling skills, what Pete Sanders (2002) refers to as ‘helping in a counselling way’ or ‘basic helping’. But what exactly are these counselling skills? Carl Rogers (1961) proposed that six conditions were necessary in a helping relationship. For the purposes of this essay I’m going to concentrate on three of them – that the helper experiences empathy through listening, that the helper is congruent or genuine and that the helper experiences unconditional positive regard. 

I’m going to start with empathy. Pete Sanders describes it as “trying to see the world of another person from their point of view. It involves trying to understand their world, their meanings, their life…The emphasis is on not only understanding, but also on doing this gently and sensitively…” (First Steps In Counselling, 2002 p.68). From personal experience it seems apparent to me that you can’t have empathic understanding without listening. Almost all counselling approaches today agree that listening is the backbone of counselling therapy. “Listening is by far the most important skill in counselling.” (Hough, 2010 p.40) I am often referred to as ‘a good listener’. In the past however, I may have listened to the problems that my friends and family brought to me and I would have felt that the best way to help was to offer advice or try to come up with solutions. It is only since doing the course that I’ve come to realise the value of listening as an isolated skill. In fact the skills and experience that I’ve picked up have been incredibly useful in enhancing my qualities as a friend, neighbour and colleague. Pete Sanders says “As we work through the values, qualities and skills of good helping, you will see these build up to being a more fulfilled person and responsible citizen.” (First Steps In Counselling, 2002 p.10) Whereas before I would have tried to ’fix’ my friends and family when they came to me with their problems, I am now much more aware of sitting back and listening to their concerns. I try to listen ‘actively’ which means filtering out the normal blocks that might have affected my ability to really be in the moment with the person who’s sharing their emotional concerns. As Hough says, “When we don’t listen to people, we fail to make any real emotional connection with them.” (2012, p.40) 

I’m also more aware of the use of open-ended questions which enable the person talking to identify and clarify their experiences and feelings in relation to the problem that they’re dealing with. I’ve noticed how useful they are in giving the speaker freedom and choice about where they want to go with their story. They don’t demand a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response so the speaker can explore further and doesn’t feel pressurised into offering a definitive answer. Closed questions do have a part to play in a helping interaction – for example when it comes to clarifying certain information – but they don’t help someone to move forward in the exploration of their concerns. 

Reflecting, paraphrasing and clarifying are now almost a natural response to me when I’m talking to people. For me they are a real signal of empathy as the person who’s talking has a strong sense that they are being truly listened to and understood. With my sister I’ve learnt the importance of active listening and using reflecting and paraphrasing techniques in order to get her to open up more and focus more clearly on her concerns. It means I’m less likely to jump in and offer advice or take control of the situation. I’ve come to realise that, despite being incredibly close to her, I don’t always know best and so I shouldn’t be offering advice and solutions. 

I’ve also noticed that my counselling knowledge is useful with my three year old daughter. Having read about the organismic valuing process (Dave Mearns and Brian Thorne, 2007), I’m much more inclined to praise more and criticise less. I’ve realised the importance of support during childhood and how detrimental criticism can be to a child’s and then an adult’s self esteem. More than anything else I want my daughter to grow up having a real strong sense of self-worth and self-identity, which will hopefully in turn enable her to make decisions and trust her instincts. As a counterbalance there are still plenty of times when I am a parent and not an active user of counselling skills. I think this stems from an increased understanding of being ’genuine’ or what Rogers refers to as congruence. 

The most comprehensive use of my newly acquired counselling skills is during triad sessions as part of my course. This is where I get to try out my skills with people who I don’t know or with whom I have had little helping contact before. Here I’m faced with people from all sorts of backgrounds, many of whom have very different outlooks on life from me. It is these differences that make putting unconditional positive regard in place most challenging. What I have learned, however, is that a greater sense of self-awareness is the most useful tool in overcoming prejudice. It is only by becoming aware of differences that I am able to put them to one side and be genuinely non-judgemental. I’ve come to use this recently when I encountered a woman who was incandescent after being accused of shoplifting in my local supermarket. I had to put myself in her shoes to understand that she was angry at what she perceived to be a racist incident. Previously I’m afraid I might have just written her off as being paranoid but my new understanding and knowledge helped me to be more open-minded and see things from her point of view. 

With any kind of helping interaction it’s essential that I keep myself safe. I need to be very aware of my limitations, something that became very apparent when a friend recently started talking about suicide and depressive thoughts – two areas that are way outside my knowledge. I also need to make it clear to people that even though I’m involved in a counselling course, I am by no means qualified to take on extreme issues or even act as a qualified counsellor. My experience is still very limited and it requires extensive development and research. I have become aware that listening to people’s problems can be draining. As a result I’ve had to make my boundaries clear with a relative who wants to share with me more and more frequently. It’s simply a case of not always being in the right place at the right time to be able to listen to her effectively. Confidentiality is a huge concern as I often feel the need to off-load on my partner but need to remember who I’m talking about and what I’m revealing to him about that person. Taking all of these things into consideration though, I feel I am really getting to grips with using my newly acquired skills and knowledge. 

In conclusion not every person who uses counselling skills is a designated counsellor. It’s important to see helping interactions or helping work as separate from therapeutic counselling. But it’s also important to see how beneficial it can be for someone to talk to another person who has some command of counselling skills. Alongside this, anyone who is putting their counselling skills and knowledge in place needs to be aware of the demands that these can have on them personally and the importance of managing helping interactions within the confines of their own limitations. After all, no one can be of any help to others if they’re not in a good place themselves. 
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