Week15 – Challenging


The Nature of Challenge

Some times we can be empathic, discerning and hearing from God; but it's not enough. Clients need to be invited to change. Sometimes our gentle loving approach can leave the client as stuck and passive as before they started. They need challenge. Jesus challenged people, often hard, e.g. the rich young ruler. We often underestimate people's resilience and inner resources; they have lived with a problem, often for a long time.

Jesus used to challenge and very often the person challenged was uncomfortable. A good example is the man who said what he had done over following the law and what more could he do. Jesus challenged him to sell everything he had and to follow him. He didn’t. Don’t expect people you challenge to do what you pray for.  

Goals of challenge

1.Thinking and understanding.


Blind spots > new perspectives. Many names for this, but the idea is that the client has a distorted and unproductive view of reality and the counselor helps them to see in a different, more objective way, or gain new insight. This is not an end in itself but leads to choices and behavior.


Example, ask them to consider how things should be, the way families should be etc. Quite often you will suddenly see the ‘lights go on’. But this has just exposed the lies. They now need to make changes.

2.  Choices and behavior.

     This means work for both client and counselor.


 Even though they have the revelation, they may not want to change.

What needs challenging

Failure to own problem

It's always someone/thing else's fault. Help the client to put the `I' back into the equation. This goes beyond empathy and forces personal responsibility. One of the keys to the reality of someone's conversion in prison is their willingness to accept their part in why they're there. Also need to own opportunities: often passivity or fear prevents a person from grasping opportunities offered.

-
Interestingly with some people they own someone else’s problem, especially in abuse cases.

-
Awareness of owning your past. When people say ‘… happened’, put the I back in. 

-
Owning opportunities. Need t see why the fear, why the panic. Are they a risk avoider? For Christians as Risk avoiders, are they committed to the safety of Christ, is that why they are Christians? Show people that usually the outcome of avoidance is negative. Ask what are your dreams? What stops them? Is it due to upbringing, e/g/ a dysfunctional family that spent all the time having a go about failure, therefore so worried about failure they never actually achieve anything.

-
Grown up without boundaries. No sense of self, no sense of being. Basically grown up in survival mode unable to interact with people around them. When with people like this, no likes/dislikes, therefore no dreams. Start to build a sense of self for such people by asking what colour they like. What food they like.

Failure to define problem in terms that can be solved:

The `poor me' syndrome. Blaming the present on the past. `Since the past cannot be changed, the present is unsolvable. The counselor, while being empathic, can point out the natural consequences of such thinking, gently challenge the `cant’s' when they're really `won'ts' and point the client towards new perspectives and

Possibilities. 

-
People saying ‘all because of the family I grew up in’. Therefore blamed on past. Another problem in this area is the opposite as can’t be solved. People saying I am going to show them. This can be just as dangerous as they will never show them enough.

-
Sometimes need to shock people. If they say, ‘I might as well be dead’, ask well why haven’t you. You are here so I assume you don’t really want to die.

-
Agree with them as a challenge instead of feeding their sense of self-pity. If someone says ‘I’ll never achieve’ say that’s true!

-
Show them the effect of dead end thinking

-
If someone says, ‘I can’t’.. CAN’T

-
Risk, say whatever you do will involve risk.

Faulty Interpretations:

Sometimes clients interpret situations, behavior or feelings wrongly. They may interpret a relationship as loving and generous when it is calculating. They may see their gentle behavior as weakness, or their arrogance as assertiveness. When ill, they may be naturally frightened of death, but be ashamed of such feelings. It is useful to look at self-talk and see what messages the client is succumbing to. These may reveal faulty belief systems. (See notes on self-image) e.g.: `My girlfriend has dumped me, I'm unlovable.' This is dangerous because it is a static lie, an unchanging state. AA calls this `Stinking thinking!'

-
May be about themselves or someone else

-
With Christians being humble. Could be they are letting people walk all over them.

-
Correct interpretations. Someone may think his or her partner is assertive. You may need to tell them they are actually being arrogant. Or someone may be seen in a relationship as loving whereas they are actually being manipulative. Tease out how they think they are being loving; enable you to see their self-talk tape.

Evasions and Distortions:

These can keep clients bogged down. E.g. daydreaming or blaming. Note: do not seek to strip someone of his or her defenses. Once they have developed new perspectives and overcome blind spots, the old defenses will disappear. Often you will notice discrepancies;

     How they view themselves v. other's view of them.

     How they are v. how they wish to be.

     They will say one thing, believe another thing, and do something else again.

They may say they don't care, but their actions suggest they care very much. `I don't care' was once a useful emotional protection, but is now a hindrance to developing deep relationships. Transference is a form of distortion, but a client will also distort another's characters in order to justify his unloving actions. "My wife

Doesn’t understand me!"

-
Example. If someone says they are ugly ask who says they are. If you look in a mirror what do you hear people saying, what do YOU see. 

-
Distortions, my wife doesn’t understand me is often a distortion to justify wrong behavior. 

Playing Games:

People play games and make smoke screens to maintain control and avoid reality. If they have succeeded in the past they will continue into the counselling room. Such games must be challenged or the counselor can get sucked into the lie and their responses restricted and made ineffective. The communication itself can

Become a game of hide and seek. Often such games signify an underlying fear of change. Avoid giving advice. It allows the client to come back with a `yes, but.' By exposing game playing, it's like `spitting into the patient's soup'. (Adler) They can go on eating but it doesn't taste so good!

-
Examples if someone says ‘I like your approach to counselling’ ask why are you saying that. Maybe because they want a lot of control.

-
Careful when in a question if someone says something like ‘well what is the truth’. The game may bring you into the lie.

-
Often if they are playing games it could mean that you are getting near to something that hurts. Don’t tear down the mask, but do expose the game. 

The Victim:

By playing this particular game, the client 

-
Gains attention and sympathy

-
Is not responsible

-
The other person is always cast as the villain

-
Often gains psychological control i.e. they're not a victim.

Self-pity is very destructive; it keeps people in passivity and isolation:

Excuses:

Clients push responsibility away from themselves to avoid work or consequences.

This is almost universal but can be very destructive. 4 categories:

1. Complacency: failing to recognize the seriousness of a situation


Not a problem, don’t need to change

2. Rationalization: we can always find good reasons for doing what we want.

3. Procrastination: putting off decisions or hard work. This can happen within the counselling situation if a counselor allows it.

4. Passing the buck: Someone else's job, problem or fault.

Exploring the Consequences

By discussing the consequences of belief and behavior, the destructive and self-defeating nature of it can be exposed.

-
What’s going to happen next?

-
What will be the result of my doing this?

-
May need to develop activities to change their actions before they change their belief and the way they think. Try getting them to do something for 6 weeks to challenge the behavior and self-belief.

Challenging Clients to Act

The ultimate goal of counselling is to change understanding/beliefs such that there is a change in behavior by

-
 Starting activities to overcome problems or develop opportunities

-
Continuing/increasing problem management.

-
Stopping self-defeating behavior.

Practice: Ask for a counselor and client - role-plays:

John - age 22, homosexual, HIV+. Blames his lifestyle and its consequences on a school friend who seduced him at age 13. How might you challenge John to own problem?

Sarah - "My life is a mess. My dad was drunk and abusive and my mum didn't care. I know I could have done well at lots of things if I'd been shown some love and affection".

Client response:

Challenging a client can cause a certain amount of discomfort or some sort of crisis; maybe a sense of inadequacy which can open them up to movement. However it can cause them to dig their heels in and resist:

l.
Seek to discredit the challenger; (a counterattack.) e.g.: "It's all right for you..." If this happens, it's good to take a `reality check' - are the client's concerns valid or has the counselor been heavy-handed?

2.
Try and get the challenger to change their mind; don't get into an argument. Look at consequences.


Say ok, if I’m wrong, lets look at the consequences if you continue in this manner.

3.
Try to devalue the issue; be clear what are the important issues.


Remember why they are here. When challenging you can lose sight of the issue.

4.
Seek support elsewhere; (this is less easy to do in a therapy group.)

5.
Agree but fail to act; need to pursue.


Homework. Needs to be done. If they are not doing it and continue in that vein then say lets not have an appointment next week until you have completed the homework. When you are ready give me a ring.

Always link challenge to action:

We often think that the `Aha' moment, the revelation is enough. For some this is the case, but many need to follow understanding with an exploration of and commitment to action. Sometimes action can result in a new perspective and understanding. If the Lord has brought understanding, ask for plans of action to follow.

Our reluctance to challenge:

We hate to be bringers of bad news, and a reluctance to challenge is not a bad position to start from, but if we like supporting people but are less comfortable with changing them we must look at the possible reasons for holding back.


a. I don't challenge others. My style is be-and-let-be, I don't want to intrude.



b. I'm afraid of the reaction; I may get hurt or abused.



c. I may get a taste for confrontation.



d. I don't want to cause hurt, and I've seen heavy-handed confrontation do a lot of damage.



e. If I delve too deep, I may get out of my depth.



f. My client may no longer like me.

Reluctance is a good place to start from because it shows we have the compassion and grace to challenge. Remember that not to challenge is sometimes unloving.

Skills & guidelines to challenging

Lets look at some of the skills to challenge clients to see new perspectives.

A) Information Sharing

Sometimes clients are limited by lack of knowledge, e.g., the process of grieving or culture shock, an understanding of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome; and explaining these processes can alleviate anxiety. Learning from other’s experience is also key and here often bible study is useful; what did Jesus do; what does God say about this; how did Job respond. Often people will have wrong information and need to be

corrected. It may be that you need to read up on an area, and get the client to do research as well to reinforce the information.

  If you are sharing new information, you need to be clea
r, concise and relevant. 

  Be careful not to overload the client.

  As far as possible, avoid giving advice.

  Keep the decisions with the client.

Example with grieving, you need to alleviate the anxiety, correct wrong thinking, and inform that they need to go through it, there is no way round.

B) Accurate & Advanced Empathy

What is empathy? (Entering into another’s feelings or motives). What are some of the skills we employ in accurately understanding a client?

Reflecting feelings Mirroring words Listening to the "melody".

Examples of Empathy

1. Client: This week my wife has been in bed with the flu. It's half term and the children are at home. The weather has been awful and they've been indoors all week charging round the place. When I have managed to get into work there's such a pile of stuff on my desk and I've been trying to get a report to my boss that was due last week.


Counselor: It's been a horrible week all round.


Client: It's been awful. There's no peace at home or at work. I just want to leave.

2. Client: Dad's always getting at me; he says I'm lazy and not worth anything. Last night he told me how he loved me and that I'm all right. I don't know what to believe. He really gets cross because he says my room is a dump. Well, so is my sister's and he doesn't get at her. And with my mum; sometimes he's really kind and says nice things. Then he'll change and say something sarcastic or cutting.


Counselor: You're finding it hard that your dad is so inconsistent.


Client: I just don't know where I stand with him. Every time I go home I have to stop and listen in the porch to try and tell what sort of mood he's in. I hate going home.

Often we get it wrong and need to retune:
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However we can employ more advanced empathy, listening to the melody and harmony, sensing meaning or underlying feelings of which the client is scarcely aware, things they are half-saying or not saying, things about which they are confused; the message behind the explicit calling for challenge.

Look for inconsistencies:

Voice: Tone: pitch, sadness, anger etc., speed, pace. , Breaks, lack of breaks, pauses. Voice saying ok?

Face: Expression, Twitches, trembling lip.                                                                     Body saying "No”?
Body: Posture, gesture, movement and mannerism.

Presence: How big, small. (How do you feel in their presence?)

Look at these three examples Discuss how the bass line may tell a different story from the melody.

·  Client is describing how much suffering her aged mother experiences and how little she can do for herself now. It will make death a merciful release.


As we look for a baseline, we see first ambiguity in the term `merciful release'. For whom? The client or her mother? Saying one, she may be feeling the other. Secondly, though there are expressed feelings of relief, we would expect other feelings of sadness, and maybe guilt at having and expressing such thoughts.

· 
The client is sharing his discontent with his son's schooling. He feels he is receiving a poor education and the atmosphere in the school could lead him astray.


As well as the expressed anger there may be anxiety about his son's future in general terms, maybe his own expectations of his son's success, together with feelings of helplessness over his character development.

· 
Your client comes with a moral problem. Her boyfriend is pushing her to have a full sexual relationship, and she doesn't feel this is right. She talks disparagingly about her friends who slip into sexual relations so easily.


Listening to the undercurrents; is she somewhat envious of her friends' freedom to act without restraint? Is she feeling a pressure not only from her boyfriend, but also from her other friends around, and her own desires? Is she looking for strength to stop or permission to jump?

We need to challenge but at the same time be supportive;

We can use open questions; Get the client to say what is behind their words

Examples

.
Body:     What is your body saying?   I'm noting that.... If it could speak, what would it be saying? Mirror the actions: When you said that, you did this...

.
Speech:   Is there anything you're not saying? Bring inconsistency to client's notice: I've noticed that you said... I'm wondering what that's about.

The most basic form of advanced empathy is making the implicit explicit. Challenge clarifies the issue more fully and the need for different action. It calls on the client to dig deeper and needs respect, understanding and rapport

It also includes helping clients identify themes and self-defeating patterns of behavior, thoughts and feelings. The client must recognize these themes as part of their experience to be useful. Similarly, a counselor can help clients connect together seemingly isolated events; we tend to compartmentalize our lives, unaware of the effects one part has on another.

C) Transference

Occurs when a client transfers past experiences of a key person on to you (Hurding, Roots and Shoots). Most usually seen when the client's `inner child' comes to view you as a substitute for their original parent. (Stewart, Transactional Analysis Counselling in Action)

More generally, the client could have had a bad day at work; got shouted at by the boss, and off loads their frustration and anger on to you as the `authority’.

How to respond be aware of the dynamic of the counselling relationship so you can pick up any unnatural shifts, expectations or demands

1. Ignore and see if it continues

2. Point out what is happening: "You seem to be getting angry with me....."

3. Or express your own feelings: "I'm feeling attacked. Where is it coming from?"

4. Ask how the client expects you to react. (Probably as their parent did.)

D) Counter Transference

Sometimes we can react unconsciously but very strongly to a client. It may be the client subconsciously seeking to evoke a reaction, or it maybe something intruding from our past that we project on them.

Often our feelings are a mirror of the client's. They may not be aware of their feelings but we are of ours.

Often we can come to a place of feeling contrasting emotions from those of the client:

In control   vs   Out of control

Jealous      vs   Content

Angry        vs   Calm

Happy        vs   Sad

Bored        vs   Excited

Confident    vs   Anxious

We can ask the client: "I find /'m feeling...... What about you?"

Transference can be useful in gaining understanding of a client. Counter transference can also help but can be dangerous. Because of the potential power and authority a counselor has over a client, make sure that you discuss the situation with your supervisor.

E) Awareness of self

.
Ask yourself, "What's happening with me?  What are my feelings? Are they mine or are they the client's?” 

.
Can't teach it, you need to grow it!

.
Our rich complex inner life of thoughts, memories, feelings,' beliefs and desires is the key to our behavior. Usually we, like the client are unaware of it.

.
Are we willing to be?

.
What do we usually do with it? Ignore it? Project it?

.
Two rules: Be respectful and compassionate to yourself Check for accuracy

.
Why? As counselors we need to know ourselves well


It’s fundamental to change and growth.


To model openness and commitment to wholeness. Like parenting


So we don't confuse what's ours and what we are picking up from the client.


To be able to be immediate in sessions, using our awareness of the `now' in a therapeutic way.

.
How?  Almost anything can serve as a vehicle for increased personal insight if we want it. Questions like:


What's my usual role in a group? This group? My family?


What people do I attract?


Who am I attracted to?


What's happening now that I feel uncomfortable? Why?

.
As Christians, hopefully we have a head start, Living open and honest lives. As a `temple', what's in their matters? We're more used to stillness. Listening to God within us. Writing a journal. Being in accountable relationships. None of these will increase our knowledge of ourselves unless we are committed to that goal.

F) Self-disclosure

We all disclose. We expose our character, emotions, beliefs through our words and body language. We cannot avoid doing so. If we are aware of this we can try to use it positively. Some people (e.g. AA) use direct disclosure as a form of modeling openness, intimacy and demonstrating a secure place and use their history to encourage hope.

.
Dangers:


Appearing weak and unstable: "This counselor is no more balanced than I am."


Burdening client.


Dominating client.                         ,

.
Guidelines:


It needs to be appropriate and to the point, to help client talk more concretely, to set or achieve goals; no more than necessary. It needs 'to be self-referent (not about others).

G) Immediacy

Clients usually have problems with interpersonal relationships. This is often reflected in the counsellor/client relationship. Exploring this relationship is called immediacy and can be used in 3 ways:

l. Self-involving statements. The counselor expresses a personal response; "I like what you have done." (+ive) or; "I'm surprised that you did.." (-ive).

2. Relationship Immediacy. Use the counselling relationship; good and bad, to compare with other relationships. Note, you need to be specific use fragments not the complexity of the whole. E.g.: "We're getting on well in these sessions. You've been open and relaxed, and I wonder what is different in your relationship with your boss."

3. Here and Now. What I'm feeling right now. "I find myself getting bored.."; focus on the key issue.

It is a skill that takes some learning:

·  You need to be aware of the relationship, yet be able to stand at some distance; a skilled observer.

· 
You need to be a skilled communicator.

· 
You need courage; you can easily get criticized in return.

When to use it:

·
Session bogged down

·
Client/client tension; brings things into the open.

·
When trust is an issue; "do you trust me.."

·
If the counselor has a very different background from the client.

·
If dependency is interfering.

Exercises:

In threes, (client, counselor, observer) choose one of, the four scenarios below to role-play. As the client, try to give clues of underlying feelings related to the situation. As counselor, practice accurate empathy, then use probes and prompts to gain insight into the underlying feelings the client may have. The observer is to note what is happening. Debrief together.

Scenarios

You are nearing retirement and have decided to retire to Tenerife. You have already seen an apartment you like and will be putting your house on the market. For the last forty years you have been commuting to the City each day and been a staunch member of the local church. Although you have many friends there, it is not the same since your wife died 18 months ago. Some of your happiest memories were of Tenerife with your wife and children. As you tell the story, stress how thrilled you are to have found this apartment and all the things you will do when there. Avoid any emotive words that describe anything else. See what your counselor gleans from the situation.

You have won some money and have the opportunity to visit your younger sister who lives in Australia. It is many years since you have seen her because she left home in her teens after several painful years of argument and fighting with your parents. She is married with children and would very much like to meet up with you again. However you are aware of the old wounds that could so easily be reopened. As you tell the story, stress the excitement you feel at the, possibility of a reunion, and try to avoid language that might suggest any other emotions. See what your counselor gleans from the situation.

You have a school leaver in your employment that is repeatedly late for work. He keeps coming to you with a series of very plausible excuses, which make you, feel sorry for him. First, he lost his bus pass on the way to work; then his parents were ill and he had to stay home to look after them; then he had to help an elderly man at the bus stop who was suffering from chest pains and breathlessness and finally the bus broke down. He is always upset by each problem and as you share the story, emphasize feelings of care, concern and sympathy. Avoid any emotive language that might suggest different feelings. See what your counselor gleans from the situation.

You have been in the Mission for twenty-five years and the base leader has said that it is time for the elders to step aside for new and younger blood. He implied that you no longer had the vision and energy needed to drive the mission forward; that you were more of a bottleneck than a facilitator. You were close to tears after the meeting and feel used and useless. When you got home you accidentally broke one of your favorite dishes and you feel you've been treated just like the dish. As you tell the story, stress the feelings of hurt. Avoid words describing any other emotions and see what your counselor gleans from the situation.

Decision-making & planning

All change involves making decisions. We make decisions in the counselling room and help the client to make ones too. The client comes usually with multiple problems. Often one of them is their inability or reluctance to make decisions. We can help:

Screening Is this problem best dealt with here? Is it a discipling/medical problem?

Leverage

.
Which problem is most important?

. 
What will make the most difference to the client?

.
Usually, if there is a crisis, we will need to help the client manage this first.

. 
In general it is good to start with those issues the client identifies as important. This empowers the client.

.
Usually they will be the problems that cause most pain.

.
All branches of a tree when followed lead to the root.

.
If the problem is big and diverse, take part of it; how do you eat an elephant? ?  If chronic, move from less to more severe problems. They will gain encouragement, insight and skills in problem solving.

Focus Clear goals and processes need to be discussed and decided upon. Focus is maintained by frequent summarizing

"Rational" Decision-Making

Gathering Information, Analysis and Choice

However decisions involve more than this. We can analyze all the right information; the choice is clear, but `know' that the answer is wrong. Decisions involve: Messy emotions and feelings, Values and beliefs, conscience, Head and heart.

However, usually a wrong decision is better than none at all!

Additional Keys

-
Only using the Skill of challenging once you have built the relationship. Never before.

-
Acknowledging thought or pain can devalue the challenge

-
Challenging is a faith issue. You need the conviction that what you say is right. 

-
Don’t challenge on behalf on someone else.







