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1 Speak to the adult whilst the 
young client is in a waiting room

This is recommended only in occasional circumstances where there are few options. 
It may happen in private practice when there has been no opportunity to speak to the 
referrer in advance. Generally, leaving the young client in the waiting room is not to 
be recommended. It is, however, preferable to talking about the young person when 
they are present ‘as if ’ they were not there. An example of this is the parent who brings 
a child to the first session and, at the door, before you have even sat down begins to 
tell you ‘s/he has always been a bit of a scatterbrain’ or ‘s/he is a little monster’. This 
situation needs to be prevented and speaking to the parent alone briefly may be the 
best way to do this. This is provided the child is of an age that they could be safely 
and happily occupied in a suitable waiting room.

2 Speak to the adult on the phone 
before the first session

Often, a parent or carer will phone and want to tell you the ‘problem’. It is a good 
idea to listen, remembering that if the young client is seen as ‘the problem’ in a 
family situation, this is unlikely to be the same story as the one that will be told to 
you by the young client later when you meet them. You may hear what narrative 
therapists call a ‘thin description’. This is a description that offers a very narrow 
reason for the young client’s behaviour. Morgan (undated) gives the case example 
of Sean who, his family believes, won’t stop stealing because he is an attention 
seeker. It is useful not to form any opinion of young clients based on this type of 
initial conversation. We can, of course, empathise with any parent or carer who is 
finding a child or young person ‘difficult’. It is helpful to have a good relationship 
with the person who is bringing a young client to counselling. This early contact 
with the referrer is useful for sorting out practical issues like who pays for the coun-
selling and how payment will be made.

3 Adult comes into introductory 
session

It can be a good idea to talk to the adult with the young client present. Issues of con-
fidentiality (discussed in Chapter 5) can be usefully discussed with both adult and 
young client early in the first session. The counsellor needs to be holding the ‘bound-
aries’ in this situation: welcoming the young client and explaining to them that you 
will not be sharing the contents of the session with anyone unless there is a risk of 
harm. This is usefully done with the adult in the room.

If adults cannot accept the confidentiality agreement, it is good to know this as early 
as possible in the process.

03_Sherman_BAB1407B0146_Ch-02.indd   41 10/10/2014   9:34:34 AM



• • • Skills with Children & Young People • • •

• 42 •

4 Assess the young client first, 
confirm arrangements with adult

This is a good strategy with older children, those who are ‘Gillick competent’. 
Adolescent clients particularly appreciate being treated with respect and being spoken 
to directly. It is good practice to check out with young clients before speaking to 
referrers at all, even if it is only to confirm transport arrangements for the next session. 
Counsellors will need to decide, based on the age of the potential client and the con-
text of the counselling, which of the above ways of managing the first session are most 
appropriate.

Create an information sheet for parents/carers explaining what counselling will 
entail and how any information the parent/carer needs will be given.

INFORMATION SHEET: KEY ISSUES FOR PARENTS/CARERS/
OTHER REFERRING ADULTS

WHAT IS COUNSELLING?

Counselling is the opportunity to talk about things that are of concern, to a 
child or young person, in confidence, with a qualified counsellor. What is spo-
ken about will depend on the individual, but common themes are stress, 
relationships, change, loss and distressing, traumatic events.

WHAT DOES A COUNSELLOR DO?

Counsellors are trained to listen without judging and to help people sort out 
their thoughts and feelings about whatever is concerning them.

A key feature of our service is that information discussed in the counselling session 
is treated confidentially. Counselling is a time when it’s OK to talk about concerns 
without fear of them being discussed elsewhere. This includes not discussing the 
work with parents, carers or other adults unless the child or young person requests 
or gives consent for this. This can be hard to accept at times, but ensuring confi-
dentiality of the work is crucial for establishing trust so that children and young 
people feel confident to speak openly and freely about what is concerning them.

However, if a child appears to be at risk of significant harm it may be appropri-
ate to seek help from other agencies to keep them safe. The counsellor would 
aim to discuss this first with the child or young person concerned. All counsel-
lors receive supervision of their work with young people, to ensure the quality 
of their practice. (Adapted from BACP/WAG (undated))

Many of the issues raised here, particularly those concerning confidentiality and 
supervision, are addressed in later chapters in the book.
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Questions for the counsellor

These are some questions you can ask to enable best practice in assessing a young 
person coming into counselling:

�� Has the young client agreed to come to counselling?

�� Is the client bringing an issue that can be addressed by the counselling process?

�� Is it within the range of the counsellor’s skills and experience to counsel this par-
ticular young person?

�� Do this particular client’s issues raise any practical dilemmas for the counsellor?

�� What will we do next if a client seems unsuitable for counselling? (Consider refer-
ral procedures, skilful ways to refer on, what to say to parents/carers and teachers.)

Has the young client agreed to come to 
counselling?

The question of agreeing to be counselled is one that arises rarely with adult clients, 
but often with children and young people, many of whom have not agreed to come 
to counselling and do not have much information about what counselling is. Self-
referral will usually be limited to adolescents who have been introduced to the 
counselling process. Children can be referred to counselling when they have not 
requested to come because they are showing symptoms or have situations in their lives 
that concern the adults around them. These include:

�� behavioural problems

�� family problems

�� disagreements with parents/carers or teachers

�� changes in school attendance or grades

�� divorce or separation of parents

�� symptoms of depression and/or anxiety 

�� anger management.

Young people whose problem behaviour is affecting others may be sent to counsel-
ling. This seems like a useful answer for the adults who are responsible for them. To 
the young person, it may be confusing and worrying as young people can be ‘scape-
goats’ in difficult family situations. It needs to be made clear to the potential client 
that you do not immediately believe what you are told by others. You want to hear 
the client’s story and then make a choice about how to proceed that is in the best 
interests of the client.

Can the client make good use of counselling even though they have not agreed to 
attend initially? Recent research has suggested that outcomes of counselling with 
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young clients can be successful, whether young clients choose to come to counselling 
or are sent. So what is it that the counsellor is assessing?

The initial session with the client Describe what counselling 
is. Explain that we are not going to try and ‘persuade’ them to behave differently. Our 
task is not to punish, tell off, be disappointed in their behaviour or make them do their 
homework.

Inviting questions Once the young client knows this to be true and it 
needs to be true in action as well as in words, then the counsellor can begin to assess 
whether the client is able to engage in counselling despite not choosing to come. It 
is not possible to continue to counsel if there is a genuine desire in the young client 
to ‘escape’ from the counselling. Reluctance, however, can be due to a lack of 
understanding of what counselling is. Some youngsters just do not want to talk about 
their lives and counselling is probably not for them, no matter how much we or other 
adults believe it would help.

Listening with an open mind Assessment begins with listening, an open 
mind and the humility to admit you don’t have any way of knowing what is actually 
happening until you get to know your client.

CASE EXAMPLE: A 15-YEAR-OLD ‘TOLD’  
TO COME TO COUNSELLING

Mario has stopped going to school. He is 15 and refuses to attend any alternative 
arrangements made for him to study. He lives with his mother who hardly sees 
him as he stays with older friends in town. He wants to attend the local drop-in 
centre for 16–25-year-olds. The manager of the centre is concerned about Mario 
and does not want him to be out on the streets but recognises he should, in fact, 
be in school. An arrangement is made that Mario can attend the drop-in centre 
if he goes to counselling. The manager of the drop-in centre asks you to counsel 
Mario. You have your doubts about the suitability of Mario for counselling. You 
agree to see him and talk to him about what counselling is. Mario agrees to see 
you because he wants to be allowed into the drop-in centre.

Congruence is needed to gain trust with Mario. If he tells you that he is only 
coming to counselling because he wants to attend the drop-in centre, how do 
you respond to this in order to try and begin the therapeutic alliance?

Possible responses

�� Parental: ‘That’s not a good reason; please consider why else you might 
need to come’ will mean Mario views you as just one of those adults who are 
trying to control him and make him do something he does not want to do.
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�� Joining with the adolescent: accessing your inner adolescent so that you can 
‘join’ with Mario’s style of communication will help the assessment process 
(Geldard and Geldard 2010). We also need to remember our responsible 
position as counsellors whilst joining with the adolescent. More will be written 
on this in the counselling skills chapter that follows. 

Some options of how to respond to Mario include:

�� ‘It’s a challenge but let’s see if we can make it work for both of us.’

�� ‘So you are only here because counselling is the key to the drop-in centre … 
do you want to give counselling a try then?’

�� ‘You don’t like to be told what to do and that suits me ‘cos it’s my job to find 
out what you want.’

If Mario responds positively to any of these, saying he will give counselling a 
try, then make a start!

For adolescents to make use of counselling, there is a need for them to accept some 
responsibility for the ‘problems’ they face. 

Young children, inevitably, are subject to the will, rules and choices of adults who 
are responsible for them, and sometimes the issues in their lives are not of their own 
making at all. Even in cases where problems are caused completely by adults, there is 
a place for counselling to enable children to comprehend, for example, that they are 
not the ‘bad’ child that they have been labelled.

Similarly to the case of Mario above, a 15-year-old comes to counselling. Karla has 
come voluntarily, but with an ‘agenda’ that needs to be carefully considered.

CASE EXAMPLE: KARLA HAS BEEN ARRESTED

Karla, aged 15, comes to counselling in her local youth centre because she has 
been arrested for shoplifting. Her legal representative has advised counselling. 
Karla is worried about being caught and prosecuted but not concerned at all 
about the action of shoplifting, viewing it only as ‘a laugh’. Karla thinks it might 
help her in court if she says she attended counselling. As the counselling ses-
sion begins, she tells you she is ‘fine’ and just fed up with her friends who didn’t 
run fast enough when the shop assistant caught them.

If there is a general understanding that counselling is a method of getting 
sympathy from the legal profession, then it makes the counselling difficult but not 
impossible. Some young people will find they engage in the counselling process 

(Continued)
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even if this was not their initial intention. The counsellor needs to maintain an 
open mind and be aware too that there may be a request from the court to get 
a professional opinion as to the character of the young client. You may find that 
Karla begins to talk about her life; if so, counselling can begin. Her arrival in the 
counselling room does not mean she is engaged in counselling and you may 
need to explain this to Karla or any young client with a similar agenda.

Rogers (1961, cited in Tolan 2012) identified seven stages of the process, where a cli-
ent can move from a rigid world view where outcomes are the ‘fault’ of others and 
there is a belief that change is impossible, towards a more fluid view of the world with 
acceptance of personal responsibility. It is recognised that people in Rogers’ stages one 
or two, where problems are identified as someone else’s fault or created by other peo-
ple, would be unlikely to seek counselling (Tolan 2012). 

Young people in these early stages of the process, such as Mario or Karla above, will, 
however, arrive in the counselling room because they have been sent or told by others 
that it will help with a problem such as a court case.

Those who are not ready to change at all, say they are ‘fine’ or don’t want to talk 
about what is going on in their lives and feel that problems are never of their making 
are not good candidates for counselling at this point in their lives. They can be invited 
to come back to counselling later and treated in a compassionate and respectful man-
ner, but it needs to be recognised that counselling cannot help right now.

To assess whether Karla or young people in a similar situation to her are actually 
interested in counselling at all, the following procedure can be used:

�� Explain clearly what counselling is and who you are in ‘young people friendly’ 
language.

�� Be clear that s/he needs to ‘engage’ with you for you to be able to do your job. 
This will involve talking, drawing, playing or being together in a manner that ena-
bles reflection, thinking and/or expressing feelings about actions in their own life 
that have brought them to counselling.

�� Say you are not going to judge, rather explore the whole situation and discover 
together if any change would enable a better approach to life.

�� Maintain a level of self-respect and professionalism and do not be ‘used’ for ulterior 
motives, whether this is a court case or so that the young client can miss another 
activity such as double maths. 

�� Be open, friendly and interested in the initial reticence of a client, and this may 
enable their first experience of ‘opening up’ in the therapeutic process.

Introducing older children and adolescents to counselling in this way is particularly 
helpful.

(Continued)
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