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HIGHGATE COUNSELLING CENTRE 

WHAT IS COUNSELLING? 

Definition of Counselling 
(The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy) 
 

Counselling takes place when a counsellor sees a client in a private and confidential 
setting to explore a difficulty the client is having, distress they may be experiencing 
or perhaps their dissatisfaction with life, or loss of a sense of direction and purpose.  
It is always at the request of the client as no one can properly be 'sent' for 
counselling.  

By listening attentively and patiently the counsellor can begin to perceive the difficulties 
from the client's point of view and can help them to see things more clearly, possibly 
from a different perspective.  Counselling is a way of enabling choice or change or of 
reducing confusion.  It does not involve giving advice or directing a client to take a 
particular course of action.  Counsellors do not judge or exploit their clients in any way.  

In the counselling sessions the client can explore various aspects of their life and 
feelings, talking about them freely and openly in a way that is rarely possible with 
friends or family.  Bottled up feelings such as anger, anxiety, grief and embarrassment 
can become very intense and counselling offers an opportunity to explore them, with 
the possibility of making them easier to understand.  The counsellor will encourage the 
expression of feelings and as a result of their training will be able to accept and reflect 
the client's problems without becoming burdened by them.  

Acceptance, genuineness and respect for the client are essentials for a counsellor and, 
as the relationship develops, so too does trust between the counsellor and client, 
enabling the client to look at many aspects of their life, their relationships and 
themselves which they may not have considered or been able to face before.  The 
counsellor may help the client to examine in detail the behaviour or situations which are 
proving troublesome and to find an area where it would be possible to initiate some 
change as a start.  The counsellor may help the client to look at the options open to 
them and help them to decide the best for them.   

To keep the client safe, boundaries for both the client and the counsellor are necessary.  
Boundaries include confidentiality, restrictions on behavior and limits of time.  
Counsellors have to sign up to a code of ethics. 
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Models of counselling 
Counsellors use a range of theories to help them understand and feedback to clients 
what is going on in the client’s story.  Although there is considerable consensus about 
the core content of a counselling course, there are nevertheless distinct methods of 
counselling.  Most courses start from a theoretical base - typically humanistic, 
psychodynamic, cognitive or behavioural.   

Counselling or psychotherapy? 
It is not possible to make a generally accepted distinction between counselling and 
psychotherapy.  There are well founded traditions which use the terms interchangeably 
and others which distinguish between them.   

If there are differences, then they relate more to the individual psychotherapist's or 
counsellor's training and interests and to the setting in which they work, rather than to 
any intrinsic difference in the two activities.  A psychotherapist working in a hospital is 
likely to be more concerned with severe psychological disorders than with the wider 
range of problems about which it is appropriate to consult a counsellor.   

In private practice, however, a psychotherapist is more likely to accept clients whose 
need is less severe.  Similarly, in private practice a counsellor's work will overlap with 

that of a psychotherapist.   

What is therapy? 
Therapy is time set aside by the client and the therapist to look at what has brought 
the client to therapy. This might include talking about life events, (past and present), 
feelings, emotions, relationships, ways of thinking and patterns of behaviour. The 
therapist will do their best to help the client look at the issues, and to identify the 
right course of action for you, either to help resolve the difficulties or help find ways 
of coping. Talking about these things may take time, and will not necessarily all be 
included in one session. The number of sessions offered may be limited, for example, 
brief therapy or short term therapy might provide a maximum of 6, 8, 10 or 12 
sessions. 
 
Why people choose to have therapy: 
Usually individuals choose to have therapy because they are experiencing difficulties 
and distress in their lives.  Sometimes people can be isolated but at other times, 
even where an individual has the most supportive family and friends, they can find it 
difficult if not impossible to explain why, for example, they may be feeling anxious 
and or depressed.  Or it may be easier to talk about personal, family, or relationship 
issues with a person who is independent of friends and family.  Other life issues and 
events which can be very difficult to deal with include bereavement, divorce, 
redundancy, health issues, bullying and so on.   
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Contracts and boundaries: 
Therapists should establish clear ‘boundaries’.  This is a framework where the client 
and the therapist have agreed a contract covering the following: 
 

 dates and times of therapy sessions 
 how and when the therapist and client can be contacted 
 agreement about the limits of confidentiality 
 clarification of the nature of the relationship, i.e. that it is a professional one, 

where the therapist  will not be a personal friend  

Some therapists provide written contracts for clients to take away, usually in their 
first meeting, stating the agreement you have made to work together. 

What counselling is not: 
Counselling is easier defined by what it is NOT rather than what it is.  Counselling is 
not about: 
 

 providing advice 

 providing guidance  

 befriending  

 exploiting the client in any way  

 ‘curing’ or ‘healing’ someone 
 
 
 
 

 

 


