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Discuss and describe the counselling knowledge and skills that will be required when working with a particular client group
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[bookmark: _Hlk6237714]People understand the world from their own frame of reference.  And often, because the very notion of existence is almost impossible to comprehend, it is sometimes religious text that people depend upon to make sense of their own lives and the complexity of the world around them.  However, it could be argued that a set view point on life, whether that be derived from Christianity, Islam, Scientology or any other religious faith, could be both helpful and problematic within a therapeutic setting.  This essay will explore the array of counselling knowledge and skills that would be required of a counsellor working within the socio-cultural perspective of clients who have devout religious beliefs or are of a deeply spiritual disposition.

 Although it may not be immediately obvious to those who do not study Psychology or Philosophy,  Counselling and Psychotherapy in part originates from religion.  People lived by religious principle prior to the eighteenth century, this was partly due to the fact communities were much smaller and more rural (McLeod, 2013, p.18).  

There was a movement known as ‘the cure of souls’ which was a form of religious healing.  A key element of this form of therapy was the confession of sins within the Catholic Church, followed by repentance (McNeill, 1951).  There are countless other multi faith examples of counselling skills being used.  However, it could be argued that many of the practises were, and potentially still are, unethical in nature.  

These days of course, Counsellors and Psychotherapists are governed by codes of conduct;  the BACP (2018) by way of example, is an excellent framework by which practitioners can be guided when working with set client groups. The core conditions outlined within it clearly demonstrate how it can be adapted to anyone, irrespective of race, religion or gender.  It is important to note that therapeutic alliances can be formed within any client group, providing there are three components present; acceptance, empathy and genuineness (McLoed, 2009, p.179).   Religious client groups are no exception to this, however there are set skills and knowledge that would prove useful. 

Despite there now being far more structure to the practice of counselling, it is still challenging when working with a client of any devout faith.  As such it is pivotal that counsellors keep themselves up to date with all matters of current and cultural/religious affairs. It is not possible to be an expert in all aspects of faith, culture and politics; however, a little knowledge of such matters will go a long way when faced with counselling a person of a religious disposition; whether that be a Christian, Buddhist, Muslim, or any other faith group client. 

 It could be suggested that the knowledge and skill set of a counsellor spreads far wider than the ability to be congruent, empathic and to lend a professional trustworthy ear.  In order to work to an exceptional standard within the socio-cultural perspective of religious clients, one must, at the very least have an understanding of, and also keep up to date with, different faiths and cultures.  It is of particular importance that a counsellor be self governing and responsible for their own awareness in this regard because it is widely acknowledged within Western psychoanalysis and counselling, that talking therapy was not originally formed or moulded  in a way that took cultural differences into account (Feltham & Horton, 2006, p.50).  To all intents and purposes, it was, and still is to a degree a white, middle class therapy, and therefore is tailored to a specific client group.  White, middle class, and likely to be of a mainstream faith.

Humanistic counselling,  however, encourages healing from the persons own frame of reference (Mearns & Thorne, 2008), and is person centred, it doesn’t discriminate.  However, if the clients frame of reference is formed by religious scripture, then adaptations may need to be made by the therapist.  As outlined by the BACP (2018), client autonomy is key.  However, it would be useful for the counsellor to be aware of the red flags or blind spots of some religious ideologies; as some scripture if taken literally can be hugely detrimental to the mental health of a client, and could even inhibit the healing process altogether.  

So although it is absolutely imperative that the counsellor does not in anyway redirect the persons own autonomy, it is also important to pay close attention to a key core principle as outlined by the BACP (2018), which is that of beneficence.  If the clients own autonomy is evidently damaging to their own wellbeing, then the counsellor would be required to use their skills and knowledge, and demonstrate beneficence for the greater good of the person.  Knowing how and when to engage in an internal therapeutic battle of beneficence/autonomy is a skill that would potentially be crucial when working within the socio-cultural perspective of devoutly religious clients, and this can only really be addressed on a case by case basis, with possible supervisory advice.

By way of example, there is a scripture within Babylonian literature called ‘The Theodicy’, which is a dialogue between a man suffering from life’s challenges and his friend.  Within this dialogue the ‘sufferer’ is informed that God rewards the good and punishes the evil, and that this is the reason he is suffering mental anguish. (Williams, 1997, p.109).  This form of ideology is surprisingly mainstream throughout a number of different faiths, and if taken literally this notion could potentially be one of the major stumbling blocks with regards to client autonomy.  It attributes blame in many respects for the onset of conditions such as depression and anxiety, which could further perpetuate the suffering of a client.

It is important that counsellors are aware of the guilt which can sometimes be attached to mental health issues within certain faith groups, which can stem from scriptures such as the Babylonian example.  And although it would never be appropriate to amend an individuals frame of reference, it would be important for a counsellor to be aware of any possible pre conceived ideas such as this.  Therefore attaining a greater understanding of where the client is coming from, and how best to hone the client’s own autonomy to self heal in a healthy, non detrimental manner.  Seeing the bigger picture is absolutely essential when working with this particular client group. 

 Individuals brought up in devoutly religious communities occasionally exhibited ‘negative automatic thoughts’ due to their ingrained belief systems (Douglas et al. 2016. p.300).  It would be worth mentioning therefore, that should a client, using their own autonomy, wish to change their negative automatic thoughts, then Cognitive-behavioural methods could potentially be useful (McLeod & McLeod. 2011. p.214).  A counsellor with skills and knowledge within this branch of counselling could prove invaluable within this client group.  However, only if they themselves express a wish to change any negative patterns of thinking they perceive themselves to have.  

Another noteworthy point to make in relation to this specific client group would be that of confidentiality and data protection.  Skills and knowledge of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) are essential.  This legislation must be adhered to in line with BACP (2018) guidelines with all client groups.  However, it cannot be emphasised enough how crucial it is within this particular client group.  GDPR (2018) legislation replaced the Data Protection Act of 1998, and has implications to national security and immigration.  Why is this particular knowledge more important when working with this client group? Well, the answer is both complex and dark in its nature.   Research has found that 58% of victims of honour killings worldwide were actually murdered for resisting or disobeying cultural and religious expectations (Chester, 2010, p.3-11).  There is a possibility that a breach of data protection and confidentiality in such circumstances could result in the death of a client.  

Although it is important to make an internal mental note of possible pre conceived ideas due to a clients religion, it is equally important for counsellors to not project such ideologies onto a client.  Unless a client were to bring such notions out into the open through talking therapy, it would be inappropriate, and possibly wildly inaccurate to make assumptions. To work with such a client group, counsellors would have to be very careful not to bring their own preconceived ideas about a said religion into a therapy session.  Not only would this be unprofessional, but there is a chance it could cause great offence.  Therefore, the important thing to note here would be that a picture should emerge through therapy, and unless a client were to specifically express their beliefs, then it is not appropriate to project such views onto them.  This notion in itself is both a skilful and knowledgeable attribute to have as a counsellor within this client group, and may possibly be the one of the most important points to make.  

Everyone sees the world from their own frame of reference.  Some may be at odds with their faith, others may be totally at home with it, either way, it’s personal autonomy.  The most difficult skill for a counsellor to establish within this setting would to be to leave their own bias completely at the door.  That said, they do also have a duty of care, and as such must envelope themselves completely within the BACP (2018) ethical framework and current data protection laws, thus ensuring no harm comes to the client, even shielding them from harm if deemed necessary via the correct authorities.  Knowledge and understanding of culture, religion and politics would be useful when working in this client group, and it would also be integral to keep abreast with social and political developments.  But above all, the most valuable knowledge and skills a counsellor could bring to the table for this client group would be the same skills and knowledge they should always adapt across the board anyway;  acceptance, empathy and genuineness.   
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