Chapter 6 Workplace Counselling and Personal Development

Chapter Overview

Counselling overlaps with psychotherapy insofar as counselling models may be applied with a therapeutic thrust and in that most forms of psychotherapy involve the use of ‘counselling skills’. Also the terms ‘counselling’ and ‘therapy’ are often used interchangeably, and many counsellors are also psychotherapists. In the main, however, counselling can be distinguished from psychotherapy, insofar as it is largely pursued within an action-oriented, problem-solving framework. Behavioural, cognitive and cognitive-behavioural forms of therapy are also action oriented, but they are built around a particular set of assumptions about human nature and explanations of human disturbance. 

Career counselling has moved from being oriented to diagnosis and prescriptions for job–person fit at the point of entry to work, to being concerned with development, in particular the development of occupational identity. Differentialist, cognitive-behaviourist, developmental and constructivist forms of career counselling are compared and contrasted. The growing emphasis on ‘development’ is consistent with the philosophy of ‘personal development’ taken up by many contemporary organizations in recognition of the need to harness people as valuable assets. Personal development (not just of graduates, managers and high fliers) is synonymous with corporate development. Career counselling is thus only one of the many different types of activity that can be used to help individuals with their career development. 

Stress and its intervention must be understood as requiring attention to both individual and organizational facets. It is too easy to ‘individualize’ stress and to locate responsibility in the individual, yet the problem may be fundamentally organizational (for example, a reflection of an organizational dysfunction and/or organizationally-induced). The stress management literature points to the importance of both individual and organizational assessment as part of the intervention strategy. 

Stress intervention at the individual level of analysis is largely multi-modal, based on an assumption that the stress response has a cognitive and perceptual basis, that the way in which an individual copes with stress is fundamental to whether stress is prolonged, and that the experience of stress is unique. To this extent, stress counselling must be tailored to the individual, draw on a number of different techniques, and addressed to issues of how an event is perceived, appraised and coped with. Current models of ‘best practice’ in stress counselling emphasize the importance of a theoretical basis (for example, model of stress, model of effective helping) and an integrative approach (that is, systematic and theoretically based eclecticism). Non-systematic ‘consumer-led’ eclecticism is deemed problematic. Current models integrate ‘humanistic/person-centred’ considerations with a ‘cognitive-behavioural’ problem-solving approach.

Counselling conducted in the ‘helping’ framework is described with reference to two models: ‘the skilled helper’ model and the ‘workplace counselling’ model. Both models assume that the client is responsible for problem definition and solution or management. All models build on an assumption of the importance of the therapeutic relationship as a base line for effecting client change. All models also progress the counselling process with an action focus. Carroll’s (1996) model emphasizes in addition the administrative (establishing, running and evaluating counselling provision) and organizational dimensions (that is, organizational influences on the counselling service, organizationally-induced client problems and conflicts of loyalty and interest) of counselling.

The skills of helping are divided up into those concerning the development of a therapeutic relationship and working alliance and the techniques of listening and questioning. The ‘organizational’ roles, responsibilities and potential contributions of the counsellor are increasingly recognized (for example, as an agent of organizational change, as having a responsibility to tackle stress at an upstream strategic as well as a downstream individual level). However this raises various unique ethical and professional dilemmas for the counsellor, for which as yet there are few best practice ‘solutions’ or guidelines for dealing with them.

