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Chapter 7 

TALK It Over with 

Someone 

Each of us faces significant challenges of life daily. Such challenges 

may be identified generally as ‘usual’. This includes everyday 

difficulties at home, school and work; challenges we have as we 

interact with family, friends, colleagues, acquaintances, and others. 

We may include also in this general listing challenges we experience as 

we seek to live the Christian life – spiritual challenges.  

Is such a summary comprehensive? No, definitely not. Beyond that list 

we face more difficult challenges – unusual challenges – many 

unexpected and some even traumatic.  

However, whatever the "usual" or “unusual” challenge, everyone will 

benefit from talking it over with someone. When we talk about our 

problems or challenges with someone, we can do so in an informal, 

semi-formal/semi-professional or formal professional setting. This 

involves a process of “counselling” as we seek healing and/or positive 

solutions. This chapter encourages all of us to talk it over with 

someone whenever we are facing life’s difficulties. 
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CONCEPT OF COUNSELLING 

What is counselling? 

It is a process of communication whereby the person listening assists 

the person sharing, to better reflect on and understand oneself’’; one’s 

values; and one’s contextual relationships and environment. To be 

able to evaluate these aspects of our lives is necessary to process and 

to determine systematically what best to do in order to solve problems 

or challenges and grow as a person. We can seek counselling at three 

levels: (1) informal; (2) semi-formal or semi-professional; and (3) 

formal or professional. 

 

1. Informal Counselling  

Persons providing this kind of counselling include relatives, friends, 

fellow- students, co-workers, church members and even 

neighbours.  We call this “peer helping” or “peer counselling”. It is 

very basic counselling and often deals with ‘usual challenges’. Much of 

this kind of counselling is done “on the spot” and is readily available to 

all of us if we only ask for help. In fact, we all have the capacity to be 

informal peer counsellors to each other. If possible, we should seek to 

get some basic training to help us to be  better equipped to be such 

counsellors. When choosing an informal peer counsellor, we should 

exercise wise judgment when deciding if a potential counsellor is 

mature, confidential and genuinely empathetic.  
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2. Semi-Formal or Semi-Professional Counselling  

 

This kind of counselling is useful for non-serious ‘unusual’ difficulties 

we may face in the organizations or communities in which we live and 

so function normatively. Semi-formal counsellors are ‘Helping 

Professionals’ such as teachers, generalist trained social workers, 

pastors, physicians and lawyers.  

These persons, while not professionally trained in counselling, can 

assist because of their wisdom and practical knowledge that come 

from their general life experience, leadership and professional training. 

Their organization, church or community may designate them as semi-

formal counsellors and provide them with appropriate training 

accordingly. 

 

3. Formal or Professional Counselling 

 

To effectively meet the severe nature of our ‘unusual’ challenges, 

some of us may need to consult with clinically trained professionals. 

Clinically trained professionals provide counselling services to various 

degrees in several institutions including schools, churches, mental 

health centres and private counselling practices.  
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Why Seek Out Counselling? 

 

Some of us may feel tempted to keep all or most of our experiences to 

ourselves. This is dangerous. Stress (emotional pain) will arise and 

build up to intolerable levels.  Stress is toxic to the whole person – 

body, mind, and spirit – consequently affecting our personal 

relationships and how we relate to the environment.   

If we do not ventilate about stress and those factors that cause stress 

(stressors), then we will be less able to do the reflection and problem-

solving that will enable us to remove or cope with our stressors and 

thus, becoming more stress free. Neglected stress is a contributor to 

over 80% of physical illnesses as well as to emotional disorders and 

attempted or successful suicides. Thus, to talk it over with someone is 

the most important step in living healthier, living better and living 

longer. It is also an important key to happiness!  

     

 

How to Make the Best of Counselling? 

Getting the Most from Available Counselling 

It is human to experience the need to share our lives (including our 

concerns, problems and challenges) with our friends, relatives, and 

associates at school, at work, in church and community. As previously 

stated, these individuals often function as informal counsellors. All of 
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us should learn the art of knowing whom we can trust to share ‘what’ 

with as well as ‘when’, ‘how’ and ‘where’, in order to achieve positive 

outcomes.   

Informal counsellors may offer support in respect of the following 

normal life crises and adjustments:  

 

• 1. New job 
• 2. Retirement 

• 3. Getting married 
• 4. Buying a house 

• 5. Career moves and choices 
• 6. Self - identity 

• 7. Getting a job promotion 
• 8. Offspring leaving home 

• 9. Independence from parents 
• 10. Dealing with the opposite sex 

• 11. Parents coping with teenagers 
• 12. Mid-life and old age challenges 

• 13. A young person going to a tertiary institution 
• 14. Pupils facing the high school entry examination 

• 15. A child or teenager adjusting to new school environment 
challenges 

 

The above listed life transitions or challenges   provide justifiable 

reasons for engaging in informal counselling as individuals, couples 

and families.   

We may be able to share “unusual” experiences and feelings that 

cause significant stress and emotional pain such as bereavement, 

illness, difficulties in marriage, financial problems, job burnout and the 
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trauma of crime or abuse with our relatives, friends, associates or 

other persons. However, we may need to be referred to a semi-formal 

counsellor or a professional counsellor.  

Counsellors in semi-formal settings will provide confidential listening, 

empathy and understanding as well as help with basic problem-

solving, if needed. This would relate to general non-technical life 

issues, psychological “first aid”, matters of general wisdom from 

experience and issues relating to the particular professional or 

community expertise that the counsellor may have.  

Where semi-formal counsellors are not competent to handle particular 

stressors and crises, they will refer us to a formal or professional 

counsellor. 

Trained, professional counsellors use their expertise to assist us to 

have a deeper understanding of our “unusual” difficulties and to 

develop our own solutions. Counsellors in formal settings are equipped 

to manage the stress of ‘unusual’ problems and are able to identify 

readily and competently associated ‘red flags’ such as:   

•  Insomnia  
•  Irritability  

•  Palpitations  
•  Lack of drive  
•  Demoralization  
•  Muscle tension  
•  Feeling anxious   
•  Loss of appetite  
•  Excessive appetite  
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•  Diminished concentration  
•  Nausea or stomach discomfort  
•  Physical and mental exhaustion  
•  Increased vulnerability to most health conditions 

 

Also, formal/professional counsellors are capable of recognizing the 

following symptoms as the manifestation of stress in our lives: 

•  Decrease in performance at school, on the job, at home 
and in one’s everyday responsibilities  

 
•  Resorting to potentially dangerous substances such as 

alcohol, cigarettes, illicit drugs, excessive food, non-
prescribed sleeping tablets or tranquilizers to relieve 
anxiety or other emotional pain 

 
•  Showing behaviour that is unwise or risky  

 

Let us watch out for stress!   Talk it over!  Talk to someone every day 

about the normal, little and big things in our lives! It will keep us 

healthy and happier.  

 

Overcome the Fear of Talking It Over with Someone 

There are several reasons why some of us may not share our concerns 

with a counsellor in either the informal, semi-formal or formal setting. 

A few of the common reasons include, but are not limited to, the 

following: 
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1. We may not wish it known… 

 

We may not wish to be identified as having a problem out of the 

ordinary. In our community and organizational settings, it is often not 

routine for individuals, couples or families to seek counselling in a 

semi-formal or formal setting. We fear that if we visit the professional 

or semi-professional counsellor for ‘unusual’ problems others will 

perceive us as being weak or even a bit ‘crazy’. In our minds, this 

provides scope for labelling, stigmatisation, gossiping and alienation. 

There may also be the fear that not only persons around us, but that 

the minister, lay leader, a helping professional or formal counsellor 

may see us (the individual, couple or family) who are a ‘special 

problem case’ and subsequently develop a lower opinion of us.  

However, these fears may involve some pride and mistrust on our 

part.  Despite these fears, wise persons recognize that it is a sign of 

health for anyone to seek help.   

 

2. We may adjudge our problem wrongly…. 
 

Some of us may feel that our relatives, friends, employer, minister, 

church/community leader, or even the counsellor may consider our 

problems too trivial and as such, we are wasting his or her time. 

Sometimes this comes out of low self-esteem such as “I don’t deserve 

such attention”.    
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At other times, we may genuinely feel that the problem is minor and 

that it will eventually ‘blow away’. We may also use certain defence 

mechanisms to avoid facing our difficulties and the associated feelings. 

These include denial (‘nothing is really wrong’) or suppression of 

feelings (‘I don’t feel strongly enough to talk to someone about my 

problem’ or ‘It’s not that important anyway …’).  

Each of us is very important. We have worth and dignity, as we are 

created in God’s image. We all deserve love and care.  All counsellors 

– informal, semi-formal and professional – want to help with even the 

smallest of problems. We must get the help we deserve!  

 

 

3. We may not know the prospective counsellors….. 

 

We may not know the prospective counsellors well enough to trust 

them. As such, we all feel vulnerable when we seek counselling. We 

also fear being ridiculed, not taken seriously, judged or that 

confidences may be broken.  Most of all, we may question the 

counsellor’s ability to understand, care, and truly help. These fears are 

frequently unconscious and may simply manifest themselves as “just 

not feeling drawn” to talk with these particular individuals.   

We should get to know our relatives, friends, associates, community 

leaders or other helping professionals better before we ‘bare our souls’ 
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to them. Look for evidence that they can be trusted. Be open, but be 

wise regarding informal and semi-formal counsellors and always 

research professional counsellors.  

Also, do not be afraid to seek out references in respect of professional 

counsellors or to find out about their qualifications and experience 

prior to making an appointment.  Remember, when it comes to 

professional counsellors, seek help only from persons who possess 

competence, caring attitudes, confidentiality and a respectable 

reputation. 

4. We may believe the crisis has simmered down...   
 

By the time we have mustered up the courage and energy, or get an 

opportunity to talk with an informal, semi-formal or formal counsellor, 

we may think that it is no longer necessary to explore the crisis. 

However, our anxiety levels decrease when difficult or stressful 

situations dissipate. When our anxiety levels increase and/or remain 

unaddressed we begin to use our defences of denial and suppression 

to cope with the stressors. Eventually, we even revert to ‘life as usual’. 

Very often when a crisis comes and is allowed to pass without 

attention, we fail to benefit from new learning and growth 

opportunities which resolution affords. Thus, similar crises are likely to 

recur at a greater intensity in the future.  Alternatively, we may be left 

with scars which hinder our ability to adequately cope with future life 

events and/or challenges.  
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Healthy, happy and successful people take action once the problem or 

crisis begins and ‘strike while the iron is hot’. There is no time like the 

present!  

 

5. We may not have clear expectations about counselling  

 

We may not be used to seeing persons formally to discuss our 

personal problems. Many of us are clear about why we go to a doctor 

or a nurse, but have not thought of why we should talk about our 

“personal” concerns with a potential informal counsellor, a semi-formal 

or formal counsellor. We might ask, “What do these persons actually 

do that can be of any help to me or my family?”  

We should educate ourselves as much as possible about what to 

expect from the counselling process. Do not be shy to ask designated 

semi-professional and professional counsellors about what it is they 

actually do. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE COUNSELLING PROCESS: HOW DOES IT 

WORK? 

 

A major focus of any counselling process is to assist us in “becoming 

well by growing whole”. Inadequate lifestyles make us vulnerable to 

developmental changes and unexpected stressors. In many cases, one 

or more aspects of our lives may be affecting the quality of our well-

being in another area. Thus, assessing and addressing the inter-

relations amongst our body, mind, spirit and relationships through 

counselling is pertinent to building a healthy life style.   

 In addition, it is necessary for counsellors to help us manage life’s 

stressors.  Our stressors and resulting stress responses are inevitable; 

we along with the counsellor will need to anticipate, combat and 

strategize about how to control them where possible.   

The counsellor may be able to assist us with this by promoting self-

direction through:  

•  life planning (including goal setting);  

•  time planning;  

•  work planning; and  

•  renewal planning (such as: meditation, reflection, 

reviewing priorities, spiritual growth retreats) 
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EFFECTIVE COUNSELLING 

  

Now that we know the general purpose of the counselling process, 

below is a brief list of expectations to guide us when we seek to talk it 

over with someone:  

 

A. What Counselling is NOT  

1. Counselling is not simply giving advice or telling persons what to 

do.  The approach of counselling assumes that most people can 

decide for themselves once they understand the problem.  In 

addition, counsellors may give the wrong advice!  Counsellors can 

give practical information, suggestions or various options to reflect 

on but we need to think and choose for ourselves.   

2. Counselling is not lecturing to or preaching at persons and doing all 

the talking. Generally, enough of this is done in our everyday lives.  

In counselling, we want to be heard; we want to be listened to; we 

want to do the talking.  

3. Counselling is not a matter of issuing judgments. When a counsellor 

adopts a judgmental stance towards us, it only serves to increase 

our pain, lower our self-esteem and create feelings of resentment. 

As a result, counsellors might contribute to heightening a conflict or 

difficult situation rather than assuaging it.  
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B. Broad Goals of Counselling 

1. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE OVERCOME negative feelings such as 

anxiety, guilt, anger, depression, resentment, etc.  

2. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE DEVELOP confidence and a positive self-

esteem so that he or she will be able to exercise their neglected 

abilities and express self-worth;  

3. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE PRACTICE more effective decision-making 

skills in respect of life-choices and to coping with life-challenges.  

 

C. Specific Objectives of Counselling 

1. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE PHYSICALLY – develop and maintain 

healthy living habits  

2. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE PSYCHOLOGICALLY – identify and grow 

their inner strengths and character, particularly by changing 

negative assumptions about self, others and the world, so that they 

are empowered to become problem-solvers and make their own life 

decisions  

3. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE SOCIALLY – build or strengthen support 

networks, interpersonal relationship skills, positivity, 

communication, etc. in all spheres of personal life (family, work, 

friends …).  

4. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE SPIRITUALLY – develop hope, faith, 
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values and a sense of life meaning and purpose with clarity and 

conviction.  

5. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE IN THEIR CAREER DEVELOPMENT – 

establish career goals, gain employment, cope with unemployment, 

seek training, access government and other services, improve on-

the-job performance, and engage in sound financial planning.    

6. TO HELP THE COUNSELEE RELATIONALLY – learn how to establish 

mutually satisfying relationships with others.  

 

D. Communication Techniques used by the Counsellor 

The lay, semi-professional or professional counsellor will need to use 

certain techniques or approaches in order for us to achieve the goals 

and objectives of counselling. These techniques will enable us as 

individuals, couples or families to carry out the necessary tasks of 

exploring our challenges and ventilating our feelings. Having done this, 

it becomes easier to move to the final step of planning for whatever 

action is necessary to deal with our difficulties, whether usual or 

unusual. 

 

Techniques for Exploration and Ventilation 

There are certain skills and techniques that enable exploration and 

ventilation resulting in a better understanding of the various aspects of 
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the problem. 

1. Listening 

The foremost duty of any counsellor is to listen.  As human 

beings, the more we can talk about our problems and express our 

feelings, the better for us. The counsellor will indicate to us that 

they are listening when they do the following:- 

i. Attend fully to what we are saying. Sit or lean forward, 

make eye contact, and avoid any outside distractions. 

ii. Paraphrase by repeating what we said in their own words.  

This will let us know that we have been heard. 

iii. Clarify to ensure a common understanding and to establish 

their desire to be accurate.   

iv. Check out their perceptions (“Perception Checking”).  

In other words, when the counsellor is genuinely listening 

they will check periodically that what they perceive we are 

saying is what we are actually saying. 

 

2. Leading 

  Not only must we start to talk in order to be helped, but we will 

need to talk as much as is possible.  This involves the counsellor 

leading us in ways that will encourage us to share further. The 

following skills will aid in this process.  

i. Indirect leading is an open and valuable approach 
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that enables us to pursue the direction that is most 

important to us. For example, the counsellor may say to 

us, “Tell me more” without specifying the direction we 

should proceed on.   Other ways of indirect leading are 

simply to say “yes”, “mmm”, “hmm”, or to nod one’s 

head. 

 

ii. Direct leading becomes necessary at times when the 

counsellor wants to explore specific details.  Thus, for 

example, they may say, “tell me more about what is 

happening to your daughter”.      

 

iii. Open-ended questioning is asking a question in such 

a general way that it allows us the freedom to choose 

the response that is more meaningful to us. For 

example, the counsellor may ask “how is your family 

doing these days?”.  When not necessary, they avoid 

close-ended questions such “are you enjoying being 

with your family”.   This question calls for a “yes” or 

“no” answer and often makes it easy for us to avoid 

facing the problem. 

 

3. Eliciting feelings 

Eliciting feelings is an important part of counsellors helping us to 
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ventilate.  This is especially so when we tend to suppress 

negative feelings.  The following are ways that counsellors use to 

elicit our feelings: 

i. Questioning about feelings will enable us to become 

aware of our feelings and be able to name the feelings. This 

will allow for appropriate ventilation. For example, the 

counsellor may simply ask, “How did that make you feel?” 

 

ii. Identifying feelings and reflecting them to us are also 

crucial.The counsellor identifies a feeling from something we 

said or the way in which we spoke.  For example, they may 

pick up that the feeling is one of frustration.  Then they will 

reflect the feeling back to us (as a mirror reflects the image) 

by saying, for example, “you seem to be frustrated because 

of how your husband treats you” or “judging by the way you 

are speaking, you seem to be frustrated”. 

When we are obviously upset, it would be neglectful to 

ignore our feelings.  Questioning or identifying feelings 

almost invariably will stimulate us to express more 

feelings sometimes to the point of tears.  This is good 

for us!  Women, and more so men, need to cry to be 

healthier. Identifying feelings shows that the counsellor 

understands and empathises and this will help us to feel 

better. 
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Techniques For Planning and Action 

 

I. Summarising 

 
After enabling adequate exploration and ventilation, the 

counsellor will seek to summarise for us the details that we 

expressed about problems and our feelings about those 

problems. This pulling together of details will help to make the 

issue clearer for both us and the counsellor and will guide our 

thinking on the best way forward. The counsellor will check the 

accuracy of their summary with us to ensure that we are both 

“on the same page”. 

 

II. Interpreting 
 

An interpretation involves giving insight or reasons as to why 

we might be experiencing the problem and why we might be 

reacting in a particular way. Basically, most of our problems 

and reactions to them are caused by two factors: 

- Life stresses coming from the environment and 

our relationships. 

- Our own personality problems, that is, the way we 

relate to others and to stresses (e.g. being too 

shy, aggressive or too independent).  This relates 

to our upbringing. 
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It is important that we be asked first to make our own 

interpretation. Then the counsellor would add their own 

insights. Both the counsellor and ourselves must agree on a 

common understanding and interpretation at this point. 

 

III. Aiding Problem Solving 

 
The end stage of counselling involves planning for action.  The 

counsellor will ask us what we think we should do about the 

problem.  This is in keeping with the goal to help us find our 

own solution.  Usually this is more possible after exploration, 

ventilation, summarising and interpreting have taken place.  All 

these have aided understanding, and with a better 

understanding more effective action becomes possible. 

 

The counsellor will help us to commit to action by guiding each 

person concerned through the following problem-solving steps: 

i. What are the results or outcomes that I wish to achieve? 

ii. When would I like to see these results in place? 

iii. What are the alternative courses of action that I can take? 

iv. What might be the consequences of each alternative? 

v. Commit to a specific plan of action that indicate the best                  

outcome 
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The counsellor may assist by giving relevant practical 

information and referring us to other sources of help. Especially 

in crisis situations, there is a place for providing comfort, 

encouragement, reassurance, genuine hope and tips for de-

stressing.  

Once we have taken action as necessary, the counsellor may 

arrange to see us again to evaluate the outcome. Where 

corrective measures are needed or goals were not achieved, 

other approaches or alternatives may be assessed and outlined 

for action until success is reached.  At times, referral to a more 

expert counsellor or another type of professional will become 

necessary to deal with more difficult problems. 

 

 

E. Qualities of an Effective Counsellor 

The following are personal qualities that we should look for in any 

counsellor. These qualities have been proven to foster trust, sharing, 

self-understanding and growth in a person: 

1. EMPATHY – This refers to the counsellor’s ability to feel our feelings, 

and to see the world and life from our perspective. That is, the 

counsellor’s ability to put themselves in our shoes. This enables the 

counsellor to better maintain objectivity without being caught up in 
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our subjective feelings.   

2. CARING – They are able to demonstrate genuine warmth, care and 

friendliness through their attitudes and actions.  

3. NON-JUDGMENTAL RESPECT – They are proactive in adopting a 

non-judgemental attitude and posture. They respect our 

individuality and human dignity regardless of how we look, behave 

or even smell! 

4. CONCRETENESS – Though we may stray from the matter at hand, 

become lost in our confusion or cloud the issue, effective counsellors 

have the ability to help us stick to the subject and be specific. 

5. GENUINENESS – The effective counsellor is comfortable being 

themselves and possesses the ability to express some of their own 

feelings and experiences with diplomacy, authenticity and honesty. 

Such counsellors do not put on a ‘phony’ role of niceness or 

superiority and as a result, are able to elicit our feelings from us. 

6. CONFRONTATION – This skill requires the counsellor to be brave 

enough to point out our inconsistent, illogical or inappropriate 

behaviour in a gentle and/or caring manner.   

7. CONFIDENTIALITY – Effective counsellors keep our counselling 

sessions/discussions confidential. They obtain our consent prior to 

sharing our details with, for example, governmental agencies or the 

court. They know that betraying our trust causes disillusionment, 

hurt, and creates more difficulty in our willingness to seek help in 
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the future.  

CONCLUSION 

We have shared with you about the types, the 'what' and the 'why' of 

counselling. We have explained how it works and what will take place. 

Scott-Peck (2003) begins his book, “The Road Less Travelled” with the 

words “Life is difficult …”. The Bible says “Yet man is born to trouble as 

surely as sparks fly upward” (Job 5:7 NIV). Thus, we all will 

experience problems in one form or the other, whether “usual” or 

“unusual” be it on a daily basis or sporadically. Also, do not be 

deterred by the stereotypes or myths associated with meeting with a 

formal/professional or other counsellors. It is not beneficial for us to 

wait until we have significant stress symptoms, an emotional disorder 

or have suicidal thoughts and/or tendencies. It may be too late.  

Instead, feel free to “talk it over with someone”, seek counselling 

(informal, semi-formal and formal) immediately in order to gain: 

1.  Pain relief 

2.  Emotional support 

3.  Expressive opportunities 

4.  Reduction of stress levels 

5.  Mental trauma/disorders addressed  

6.  Equipment with strategies for handling problems  

7.  Positive strategies for improving self physically and socially.  
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8.  Spiritual empowerment 

The more we are able to achieve all of the above, the more we will be 

guaranteed personal inner happiness and success. 

 Happy talking! 
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