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[bookmark: _GoBack]How do we cope with change in our lives? Do we embrace change or shy away from it?  Is it easier to remain in a familiar landscape or to embrace a journey to a new, exciting and uncharted territory of new possibilities?  It may depend a great deal on whether an individual views change as a challenge rather than a threat. Clients ask for help and approach a therapist because they desire change.  In order to cope with change, clients need support to help them work through it.  If a therapist is afraid to change, considers change a negative thing or has unhelpful ways of reacting to change in his or her own life, this may diminish and distort the support they are able to offer the client.  Few changes in our lives approach the intensity and complexity of coping with bereavement and I am reminded of a CRUSE client who in the midst of raw and overwhelming grief for the loss of their life partner and personal isolation during lockdown, expressed their wish that George Floyd would not die for nothing.  My client’s compassion reminds me how our lives are always interconnected, and how our collective awareness of social and racial injustice and the need for change exists now in a way that did not before the Covid-19 pandemic.  In his essay on Perpetual Peace, Kant (1795) proposes that: “… the community of nations of the earth has now gone so far that a violation of rights on one place of the earth is felt by all.” This essay will examine the transition from face-to-face to telephone counselling, the process of change, theories of communication, transition, creativity and grief, together with their strengths and limitations.

The change from face-to-face to telephone counselling felt a little like being a fledgling who, having just spread its wings, now has to learn to fly through a sudden impenetrable storm. The initial feelings of anger, resentment, fear of the unknown and what felt like the loss of skills acquired in face-to-face counselling training, slowly led to a level of acceptance of different, creative skills. Even with the absence of visual cues and body language, during telephone counselling my sense of hearing became more acute and more attuned to listening to ‘the music behind the words’, to what the client is not saying, the emotion, hesitation or aggression in the client’s voice.  I learned to listen for moments when the client’s voice is higher than usual generally indicating distress, the client struggling with emotion.  It is still possible to encourage clients’ personal expression using imagery, metaphor, poetry and music and explore their bodily sensations.  CRUSE’s (2020) online telephone support training for volunteers emphasises its theory of para-verbal communication – the tone, pitch and rhythm of your voice needs to model the client’s voice.  The volunteer’s voice needs to be calm, slow, clear and low.  I notice that creating a safe therapeutic space, particularly for clients who find it difficult to express feelings, takes more time and patience with telephone counselling.

During telephone counselling my somatic response to silences is something that is a lot less uncomfortable now, I no longer try to comment or ask questions and feel more at ease giving the client the space to reflect and formulate their thoughts.  As telephone work can be intense I am aware that at times I become physically tired and can have moments where I lose interest.  Is it possible to be congruent with all clients all of the time?  My client responds in a small, sad voice and her sadness resonates somatically in my chest.  Occasional laughter seems to act as an antidote to sadness and it is wonderful to share this with the client. CRUSE (2019) advises volunteers to normalise any emotions – anger, fear, depression, sadness - that arise for clients in terms of their bereavement.  After initially deflecting my client’s anger, I become aware of my response and consciously acknowledge their anger and explore it further with the client.  I notice that I am more comfortable now supporting clients who struggle to express their emotions and feelings through using immediacy and being congruent in the session, just being with whatever comes up for the client moment by moment, no longer feeling I have to suggest or do something.  The prospect of change and risk-taking used to engender a familiar visceral feeling of anxiety and at times my body would be flooded with a feeling of dread.  In initial sessions for new CRUSE clients I noticed butterflies in my stomach and my increased heart rate.  In light of the many changes imposed on us by the pandemic in a short space of time, I am aware of a shift in my somatic responses.  I notice I am now physically calmer, less tense, learning to be less fearful, less resistant to new ways of working. 

In the process of change, “Nothing is static.  Nothing is permanent.  Life is always in process.  Change is occurring all the time.” (Sills, Lapworth and Desmond, 2012, p 73).  In ‘A Way of Being’, Rogers (1980) describes persons for whom change represents something threatening, painful and uncertain, and consequently wish to always maintain the status quo.  Conversely, Rogers discusses persons for whom the one certainty in life is change, who are always in the process of changing, risk-takers who feel vitally alive in the way they approach change. I am aware that staying in my comfort zone may have made me feel safe and protected on ‘autopilot’ but inhibited my personal growth, spontaneity and learning.  It has also eroded my sense of self in the long term and undermined my self-confidence.  Undertaking higher education is challenging but I love learning and the entire process makes me feel alive, hopeful and gives my life meaning.  Samuel (2020) maintains that change is difficult and complex and it is important to normalise this for clients, to encourage clients to understand their response to change and how to develop coping mechanisms.  The counsellor can offer this support within the therapeutic relationship by holding what is intolerable for the client at the time, by encouraging the client to sit with uncomfortable feelings.  In discussing a theory of creativity, Rogers (1961) suggests that the capacity to be open to experience and to be aware of what is happening moment by moment, allows a person to find creative solutions.

Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition incorporates three distinct stages: an ending; a neutral zone; a new beginning.  This theory of personal development regards transitions as a natural process of a person’s disorientation and their re-orientation that signify the markers in their path to personal growth.  The cancellation of a graduation ceremony to mark the culmination of three years’ work for her undergraduate degree left my eldest daughter with a lack of closure, and a feeling of not being able to make sense of it.  For her and her boyfriend the global pandemic meant giving up plans to live together and find work in the city after graduating and having to come to terms with and accept that loss.  Currently in her ‘neutral zone’, she is developing coping skills, ie, online training, self-care routines and supporting her friends online, alongside dealing with a level of frustration and anger trying to obtain full-time employment. A new beginning may not be clearly defined for some time and she appears to accept the uncertainty of the future and the need for flexibility and adaptability in terms of work. This theory could be described as more circular and cyclical rather than linear.

Clarkson (2014) describes supporting people through periods of significant transition in their lives as the heart of the therapeutic process. In Gestalt therapy, Clarkson (2014) describes the ‘fertile void’ between endings and beginnings that could be equated to Bridges’ (2017) ‘neutral zone’.  It demands a willingness from the therapist and client to stay with and tolerate uncertainty and confusion.  If a therapist fears change and, in particular, this stage of the transition process, they may be unable to help the client.  Bridges (2017) describes the neutral zone as a time of emptiness and a feeling of being lost.  A period, it seems, everyone has to negotiate as we let go of past experiences before engaging with new experiences.  No longer being a carer for my mother, and having my children leave home for university meant my identity was in transition. My roles as carer, both imposed and voluntary, were now relinquished.  This felt like a little like being lost in a desert with no familiar landmarks, I felt disengaged with life and disconnected from others.  Finding meaning and direction with the experience of learning counselling is similar to finding a welcome oasis where I can replenish body and soul with some purpose.  I need to re-connect to those wounded parts of me. The journey never seems easy, I stumble and fall, and am filled with doubt but feel happy to stay on the path.  

The non-linear pattern in the theory of transition can also be seen in models of grief.  Kübler-Ross’ (1969) grief cycle incorporates denial, anger, depression, bargaining and acceptance, stages that in later life she stated were not meant to be seen as a predictable, linear progression.  These stages appear familiar to me as my father who died from cancer appeared to move between all of these stages at some point in his illness and I also experienced them myself.  Clarkson (2014) asserts that clients coming to the end of their counselling relationship can sometimes have feelings of incomplete or avoided grief for people they have lost in the past.  I feel that the dreams I have of my parents in my family home of long ago may be due to the fact that I didn’t allow myself enough time and space for mourning after my father died.  This seems to highlight for me the interweaving of beginnings and endings in a person’s life.  In terms of my anticipatory grieving for my mother as she comes to the end of her life, I am aware that it affords me the opportunity for personal development and a way to find meaning and closure. 

Criticism of Kübler-Ross’ model of grief appears to centre on the lack of empirical evidence and research to support the stages described by her.  Bonanno (2019) concludes from peer-reviewed research that a natural psychological resilience is a central component of grief and that there are no stages of grief to get through. According to some social scientists there are theoretically-based, scientific perspectives that better represent the course of grief and bereavement including the Dual Process Model devised by Stroebe and Schut (1999).  I feel this process resonated with me after my father’s death – spending time on loss-oriented activities (thinking about my loss, looking at old photos), and then getting on with restoration-oriented activities (cleaning, shopping, going to the cinema with friend) that allowed me to get on with daily life and afforded me a small break from focusing on the pain.  I am aware that my grieving process for both my father and my sister was uncomplicated.  Longford, Samuel & De Zulueta (2020) suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic may increase the risk of complicated or complex grief for the following reasons: sudden and traumatic death with no opportunity for the bereaved to see of touch their loved ones before or following their death; depersonalisation due to mass burials where a loved one becomes a statistic; little or no opportunity for community support, religious or cultural practices.  Van Deurzen (2020) suggests that in the current existential crisis of COVID-19, it could take many years to cope with the shock of losing loved ones under these circumstances.  Frankl (1946) states that a human being’s capacity for decision making and freedom of attitude can allow them to survive the most painful conditions, and that in giving meaning to suffering it becomes endurable.

In terms of what Berne (1964) describes as the adapted child ego state, I realise that although my defense mechanisms helped me to survive as a child, they also distorted my perspectives on life and relationships, and limited my capacity for spontaneity and creativity as an adult.  In line with BACP’s (2018) good practice, I need to continue to nurture my sense of self and my inner child with compassion, validation and kindness.  Defined as existential touchstones by Mearns and Cooper (2017), the sadness of not belonging, not being accepted, the shame of wanting to be seen, heard and held, a depth of understanding and connection to bereaved clients, these are some of the experiences that enhance my ability to meet and empathise with clients.  In my process of change, I am learning to embrace my vulnerabilities without the need to deny parts of myself, and to meet whatever emotions come up with compassion not self criticism.  In learning to be mindful of uncomfortable emotions – grief, sadness, fear - I am open to what they have to teach me.  Alongside feeling anxiety and uncertainty in a global pandemic, I feel grateful for the support of my family and how fundamentally important it is now to show kindness and support others.

We cannot change or control the fact we are currently living in the shadow of a global pandemic with increased anxiety around job losses and fear of losing loved ones. However we can learn to recognise our own capacity to control our responses to the lockdown.  We can learn coping mechanisms, learn to eat, sleep and exercise well, stay connected and build in simple pleasures.  By reframing stressful circumstances and events in more constructive ways we can help bolster our resilience.  Change means coming to terms with loss, a willingness to let go and accept both good and bad feelings associated with that loss.  The process of change involves imagination and introspection – the capacity to look back as well as to look forward.  We need to be prepared to review past changes to work out new ways to meet our future living with the challenges of a world pandemic.  Hopefully it will offer us a new perspective, greater clarity and a better way of living alongside each other and with nature. Whether we initiate change or whether change is imposed upon us, what does seem apparent is how important it is to be continually learning, because if we are not prepared to change and grow in our ideas, we cannot in fairness expect our clients to do so.
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