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Chapter 1

Therapeutic Counseling and Ethics

What is therapeutic counseling?
Professional therapeutic counseling is the process whereby a trained individ-
ual assists another individual, or group, in some type of personal problem
resolution or desired personal growth. But is that all therapeutic counseling
is? I think not, and I hope not. In order for change to occur there needs to
be a particular interaction between the counselor and the client, based at
least partly on the will and intent of each. If the client does not want to par-
ticipate in counseling, effective counseling cannot occur. Likewise, if the
counselor does not have the will to help, counseling will be of diminished
value.

The desire to be a counselor is not one shared by all individuals. During
training, I have heard various accounts of the reasons students decide to
become counselors. One common account is, “It seems like I am always
helping people with their problems, so I thought I might as well make it a
profession.” I have found, almost without exception, that students in coun-
seling see the profession as more than a way to earn income: they see it as a
way they can help others. There is something about helping others that
appears to fulfill some of their own needs.This desire to help appears syner-
gistic, since studies have shown that clients who believe their counselors care
about their improvement make the best progress (McCabe and Priebe,
2004).

Therefore, counseling seems to be more than a mere exchange of conver-
sation and professional techniques. Speaking in terms of individual counsel-
ing, two people come together, one with a desire for change and the other
with a desire to help facilitate that change. At least in part, the interaction
created by this common desire seems to be important in the outcome, the
amount the client is able to make desired change (McCabe and Priebe,
2004).
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One of the hardest clients to have, and one of the hardest to help change,
is the client whom someone else has talked into coming to counseling.
Unless the client wants to be there, is ready for change, and is ready to
engage with the counselor, it is difficult for any counselor to be of assistance.

So, for the most effective counseling to occur, there needs to be the com-
ing together of two people with a common goal, one to change and one to
help in that change. The client has taken a sometimes large step in coming
in to see the counselor. The motivation for change has become greater than
the reticence to come in, the expense and the time. Often, the client will
arrive in a vulnerable state, unable to understand or see a way forward. The
client may fear sharing what is inside, while hoping to have the courage to do
what is necessary to feel better or grow.

The counselor is a person who has chosen the helping profession because
it helps to fulfill something that is needed. The counselor has the opportu-
nity to be invited into the inner world of the client. It is an honor to be
trusted enough for inner fears to be shared. Almost to a person, the coun-
selor earnestly wants to take on the mandate of helper and be of real assis-
tance to the client.

Counseling, while focused on the issues of the client, is a working together
of two people for the benefit of both.The will of both has importance to the
final outcome. Still, beyond wanting to help, it is important to have power-
ful and effective tools to facilitate change. It is hoped that the tools offered
in this book will assist counselors in a real way toward achieving the positive
outcomes they want for their clients.

Ethical issues
Adhering to appropriate ethical principles is the responsibility of every coun-
selor. The counselor is a person who is given information and insights into
the inner life of the client. The client is often vulnerable and trusting, and
rightfully looks to the counselor for direction on ethical issues as they pertain
to the counseling setting. Determining the appropriate ethical course of
counseling is not easy, and cannot ever be fully delineated in any text. Often,
context must be considered in the choice of the most ethical course of action.

While this section on ethics is not intended to be a thorough overview of
ethical principles, it would be remiss not to highlight some of the most
important ethical considerations. These considerations are divided into five
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categories below, the ethical person, confidentiality, maintaining boundaries
in therapy, dual relationships, and duty of care.

The ethical person
Ethical guidelines must be interpreted and applied to real situations and real
people. It is my belief that before a counselor can truly be ethical, he or she
must do more than merely attempt to logistically apply guidelines to coun-
seling situations. Contextual interpretation is often necessary, and only an
ethical person can make interpretive judgments in an ethical manner. The
ethical or honorable person will be able to seek and choose what is internally
deemed “right” over “personal gain”. Personal curiosity, need for power,
desire for money, need for relationship, or any other self-serving need should
be relinquished in favor of “doing the right thing”.The ethical person has an
inner sense of honor and peace and a positive knowledge that “Who I am” is
more important than “What I want”.The ethical person will be able to honor
the client and make appropriate distinctions in difficult decisions. It is also
important to understand ethical guidelines and to be able to discuss with
another appropriate professional ethical dilemmas.

Confidentiality
One of the most important aspects of ethics and counseling is confidential-
ity. Clients often share with their counselors information and aspects of
themselves that they either rarely share, or have never shared, with another
person. It can be very frightening to open oneself, however fragile, trust, and
tell it like it is. It is tragic if clients, after trusting, hear their story from some-
one else. It is often this fear that prevents clients from sharing their inner-
most feelings. It is appropriate to explain to a new client what confidentiality
means in therapy, and to assure the client that there exists the utmost respect
for maintaining that high-level confidentiality.

Breaching confidentiality
It is good to outline to the client when confidentiality might ever be
breached, and when it would never be breached. Generally, it is the respon-
sibility of the counselor to breach confidentiality if clients, in the professional
opinion of the counselor, are at real threat of hurting themselves or someone
else. For example, if the client is determined to commit suicide, and it is the
professional opinion of the counselor that this danger continues to exist, it is

Therapeutic Counseling and Ethics
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Chapter 4

Advanced Counseling Skills
and Techniques

The chapter on basic counseling skills covered aspects of listening and
attending.This one provides instruction in how to speak with individual ego
states and introjects, and it begins by providing instruction relating to the
therapeutic value of these techniques. Being able to gain direct access with
the part of the client that has the problem is a powerful tool in counseling.

While what ego states are, where they come from, and their lasting nature
has been discussed earlier, in order to best understand the techniques for
communicating with ego states it is useful to review an aspect of the nature
of ego states. Each ego state is a part of the personality, and, while executive
(conscious and out), each state thinks of itself with ego identity, that is, it
thinks it is the person. Therefore, talking to a single ego state is like talking
to an individual. It is important to speak respectfully to each and every ego
state that is spoken with. If any ego state believes, or feels, that you, the coun-
selor, do not like or respect it, it will not work with you in a positive way, and
it may even hide or not speak with you. Speaking respectfully to all states will
be discussed further, while the first instruction will be provided in terms of
how to access and speak with each state individually.

Accessing ego states
It is not difficult to access individual ego states and speak with them sepa-
rately. It is important to learn to recognize ego-state switching so individual
states can have a better opportunity to express themselves more fully. For
example, if a client says that there is a part that would really like to quit
smoking and another part really enjoys smoking, two parts are evident. The
counselor can be aware of which of the two parts is speaking by watching the
content of the words and the expression of the client while the client is talk-
ing. Statements such as “I know I really have to quit: my health’s suffering
and it’s stupid, the amount of money that I’m spending on smoking” obvi-
ously indicate that the state that wants to quit has the executive. If the client
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then says, “But, I really enjoy a cigarette, and when I’m with my friends who
smoke it’s really hard for me to turn down an opportunity to smoke with
them; a cigarette is also really good after a meal,” the counselor can see that
the client has switched to the state that enjoys smoking.

A good way to begin talking with ego states individually is to use multiple
chairs. For example, the counselor might say to the above client, “While
you’re in this chair I want to hear only from that part of you that wants to
quit smoking. When you change to the other chair, I will have an opportu-
nity to hear how you like to smoke, but in this chair I want to hear only from
a part of you that really wants to quit.” If, while speaking from the quit chair
the client begins telling a reason why smoking is good, the counselor should
stop the client and say, “Remember, in this chair I only want to hear how you
want to quit, and you’ll be able to tell me the good things about smoking
when you sit in the other chair.

In working with ego states, it is very important for the counselor to con-
tinue to monitor the client so that each ego state can be heard individually.
This way, each ego state will be able to be heard, and will be able to have its
needs met. As the counselor gains more proficiency in noticing ego-state
switching, a number of chairs may be used so that all ego states involved in
the presenting concern of the client can be heard.

Continuing with our example, the counselor should talk with the ego state
that wants to quit smoking until it has had a good opportunity to express all
the reasons quitting is good. Then, the counselor can say something like,
“OK, now I want you to sit in this chair [pointing to the other chair] and as
you sit in this chair, I only want to hear the good things about smoking. I
want to hear only from the part of you that smokes.” Conversation with the
smoking state should continue until this ego state has a full opportunity to
express itself. Every state needs to be able to express itself fully for the best
outcome to occur.

It may be the case that more than one ego state will share the same opin-
ion. For example, when the client is talking about reasons to quit smoking,
the counselor may notice that, while the reasons are about health and fear of
dying (emotive), the client has a different affect than when the reasons are
about saving money (intellectual). It is best, when this is the case, to set out
another chair so both the emotional health-conscious state and the intellec-
tual money-conscious state may be fully expressed. This is especially impor-
tant when determining whether each state is satisfied with the conclusion. If
multiple states are talking from the same chair, one state may express satis-
faction while another would not.
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