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Defining Counselling:

In an effort to provide more clarification of the nature of counselling, the following resolution was proposed at the 6th September BAC 1996 AGM:
“The overall aim of counselling is to provide the opportunity for the client to work towards living in a more satisfying and resourceful way.”

The meeting agreed by a clear majority “to approve the principle of a definition and the wording currently suggested is intended as a starting point.” During discussion, “the proposer agreed that there is a lot of work to be done on the actual definition.”

So, let’s get down to work.. First problem; this “overall aim” would be equally acceptable to many other groups, agencies, professionals, or would-be professionals. For example, educators and every category of care staff also, surely, want their clients to be more satisfied and resourceful? So, the definition includes too many other activities. Less obvious, given the values and assumptions that permeate contemporary society, even this unavoidably vague account excludes and presupposes too much. 

For example, what if we were to change it to:

“The overall aim of counselling is to provide the opportunity for the client to work towards living in a more honourable and dignified way.”?       Or disciplined and mature? Or courageous and committed? Co-operative and supportive? Cohesive and compassionate? Insightful and accepting? ((Or refined and cultivated? Or, for fashion-conscious clients, with style and attitude?))   

All these, too, are worthy aims and, arguably, more worthy than ‘satisfaction’ and ‘resourcefulness’. And what about dissatisfaction? Is there anything intrinsically wrong with that? We may feel more dissatisfied than is ‘good’ and ‘healthy’ for us. But what about the opposite; a surfeit of satisfaction, ie. pride, smugness, complacency? 

We may have good reason to feel dissatisfied. Perhaps, if we were more brave, awake, or energetic, we would feel more dissatisfied, more often than we do? Dissatisfaction can sometimes be masochistic and self-defeating. It can sometimes also produce stronger, wiser, deeper, smarter people. If we were too endlessly balanced, satisfied and serene we might still be balancing somewhere in a tree.. 

“I can’t get no satisfaction, though I’ve tried and I’ve tried and I’ve tried” Maybe a change in strategy would produce a better result? Maybe not. Given many people’s circumstances, it is hardly surprising that they feel less than satisfied with the way they are living.

What about resourcefulness? Is there anything wrong in facing up to our lack of resources and our need for support from others? Moreover, although we all tend to want to be more resourceful, can’t we, sometimes, be too resourceful for our own or other people’s good? Criminals can be resourceful. Corrupt politicians, wheeler-dealer-schemer-hustler-slick-spin-spiv operators will all show great resourcefulness. Is that always OK? Do we really always want to make people more resourceful? Surely it depends on the ends, purposes, intentions to which they are directing their resourcefulness? Assessing all this, of course, requires that we be clear about our own values, which means we can say goodbye to the idea that we can be value-free and non-judgmental.

What I am trying to make clear, then, is that implicit within even BAC’s most vague description of the aim of counselling is an ethic that is far more hedonistic and individualistic than it ought to be. Keywords offered are ‘satisfaction’ and ‘resourcefulness’ but I, for one, would prefer any of the other combinations I have suggested above. Even then, there would not be much value in sticking to just these keywords, however worthwhile and all encompassing, since the art of living, surely, is always going to be a little more complicated, contrary and contradictory than that?

I cannot see why we should be giving so much priority to increasing satisfaction at the expense of so many other would-be virtues. I would prefer greater ‘understanding’ even if this is sometimes a threat to our level of satisfaction. I fear that, for example, the entire counselling movement is generally more satisfied with itself than it ought to be. If it understood more about the scale of the task it imagines it can embrace, then its members would feel much less satisfied and much more unsure and uncertain. And a good thing too. 

Nor do I see why we put so much value on client resourcefulness. We would be much wiser, I suggest, if we paid more attention to community, collective, family, co-operative resourcefulness since most of the problems we face are not greatly amenable to individual solutions and require that we work together within associations, families, organisations, political parties, neighbourhoods, networks and alliances of every kind. By focusing on individual resourcefulness we, too often, imply that individuals can achieve more than they can in fact manage on their own. Their consequent failure leads them to feel quite inappropriate levels of guilt and low self esteem and diverts energies away from more constructive, co-operative and collective remedies.

We face enormous structural problems of inequality of employment, income, opportunity and material insecurity. Inequality, relative deprivation, social exclusion have grown in the past decade faster in the UK than at any time since records were first kept. 
 The people who suffer most from the consequent disparity and injustice do not so much lack resourcefulness; they lack resources! The destructive consequences are etched into the lives and experiences of tens of millions of individuals, their families and (what’s left of) their communities. In response governments and the more comfortably situated engage in collective denial, or focus on individual ‘inadequacy’ and ‘resourcefulness’. This is ultimately cruel, confusing and disempowering. 

Perhaps the problem of defining counselling and its place in society might be more easily dealt with if we added a few adjectives. For example, bereavement counselling. A person loses someone close to them. How are they to come to terms with this? Philosophers, artists, novelists, theologians, poets have grappled with this problem for millennia. How much philosophy, art, literature, theology, music, dance, poetry can the counsellor offer? How much is included in counsellor training? 

Whole cultures have sought various ways of grappling with the meaning of our lives and deaths. Yet here come the counsellors, with no sense of history as a part of their agenda, in the privacy of the counselling room, quite disconnected from our personal contacts, our collective past, culture, art, science, offering.. what?  A few hundred of hours of (whatever) theory and practice? Any theory? Any practice? And then we will become more ‘satisfied’ and ‘resourceful’?

Perhaps, far from being a solution to our problems, the explosion of the counselling movement is itself an expression of narcissistic, infantile individualism resulting from our fracturing society? Human contact and compassion become packaged, like everything else under the sun, into marketable consumer products, supervised by a rainbow coalition/cacophony of quasi-professionals. Counselling thereby becomes a symptom of our social and spiritual rootlessness, rather than a solution to it. 

The underlying philosophy, with its focus on ‘growth’ (as opposed to growing up), ‘satisfaction’ (as opposed to self-discipline), ‘resourcefulness’ (as opposed to social responsibility), is naive, shallow and unseaworthy when it confronts the pain, suffering and tragic dimensions of human existence. Greater ‘satisfaction’ and ‘resourcefulness’? It is banal. It won’t do. If counselling deserves a future it has got to do better than this. It has got to do much better than this.
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