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Making Counselling Relevant for 
Young People

Although some counsellors specialize in working only with young people, many 
counsellors see clients of all ages including children and adults. It has long been recog-
nized that counselling children is very different from counselling adults. When working 
with children, counsellors not only need to use specific counselling skills, as they do 
with adults, but also need to involve the child in the counselling process through the 
use of media and activity. Just as there are differences between counselling children and 
counselling adults, there are also important differences between counselling young people 
and counselling either children or adults.

Differences involved in counselling young people

Counselling young people is different from counselling children and adults in the 
following ways:

1. If young people are to be encouraged to use counselling, we need to offer a special type 
of client–counsellor relationship which is appropriate for them (see Chapter 8).

2. The process of counselling young people needs to be different from the processes used 
when counselling children or adults (see Chapters 8 and 9).

3. Particular skills and strategies which enhance the counselling conversation with a young 
person are required (see Chapter 11).

Even though counselling young people involves the above differences, there are some 
features that are common to counselling children, young people and adults (for example, 
many of the micro-skills used and some of the counsellor attributes). For most counsel-
lors, those common features make it easier to move from counselling one age group to 
counselling another. However, it is the differences which, when ignored, may result in 
disappointing outcomes.
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Counselling children

Counsellors working with children need to be able to select and make use of relevant 
media and activities as described by Geldard et al. (2013). They need to pay particular 
attention to the child’s developmental age and consequent ability to resolve issues. 
Additionally, they need to recognize that the child’s capacity for self-reflection may be 
limited because it is a developmental skill which comes through maturation, social 
experiences and the development of communication skills.

Children cannot usually leave their families. They are dependent on them, and their 
families generally provide the main social system within which they grow and develop. 
It is from within the family that the child develops ideas about their own personal value, 
abilities and aspirations (Downey, 2003). Unfortunately, many children have little power 
or influence on their families. As children’s problems are often related to their family 
environment, counsellors working with children often need to work with the child’s 
family in order to enable the family to make the necessary changes for the well-being 
of the child.

Differences between counselling young people and counselling children

There are three major differences that are relevant when counselling young people as 
compared with counselling children. These are:

1. Unlike children, young people have less dependence on their families. For most young 
people, their social system involves peer relationships, together with other relationships 
developed within the educational system and/or at work. Their relationship with their 
family is changing as they seek more independence. Counsellors therefore need to rec-
ognize and respect that some young people will not want to have their families involved 
in the counselling process in any way, because this might compromise their growing 
individuation. This may create difficulties for a counsellor who is working with a young 
person whose parents are experiencing problems in accepting the changes of adoles-
cence, as they may want to be included in the counselling process. However, some young 
people are willing to have their families involved in the counselling process. For them, a 
combination of family therapy and individual counselling may be an option. Sometimes 
it can be useful for counsellors to act as advocates for young people in negotiations with 
their families or parents.

Many young people are reluctant to disclose their  
problems to their families

2. Young people have more complex cognitive processes and more advanced cognitive 
skills than children. This more mature level of functioning allows the counsellor to 
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choose more advanced cognitive intervention strategies which usually cannot be used 
when counselling children. Although sometimes it is useful when counselling a young 
person to make use of media and activity (see Chapters 14 and 15), care must be taken 
to respect the maturity and self-image of the client.

3. The counselling relationship needs to respect the developmental needs of the young 
person, which includes respect for them as an individual who is neither a child nor an 
adult. The counselling relationship must give the young person the right to make deci-
sions with regard to their involvement in the counselling process and must allow them 
to have a genuine sense of personal responsibility for counselling outcomes.

Differences between counselling young people and counselling adults

Counselling young people also differs significantly from counselling adults. The adult is 
generally relatively free to make decisions and choices without excessive influence from 
family or others. Consequently, counselling with adults is based on the assumption that 
adults have personal autonomy and have choice regarding their actions as individuals 
(Downey, 2003). Although most young people achieve a level of cognitive independ-
ence, this does not usually free them from what may be considerable influences of their 
families and social environments. As a result, most young people do not have a full sense 
of personal autonomy and are not certain about the extent to which they can make 
choices for themselves because they are not yet adults. They are in a developmental 
process of identity formation and individuation, and being in this process tends to 
inhibit them from believing that they can have considerably more control over their 
lives than they did when they were children. Consequently, counsellors have to respect 
the young person’s developmental dilemma regarding the extent of their personal abil-
ity to choose for themselves and take responsibility for their own lives.

Another difference relates to the normal developmental tasks that are appropriate for 
young people and tasks that are appropriate for adults. For example, a young person is 
striving for personal identity, individuation, sexual identity and new relationships with 
peers, whereas most adults are striving for goals such as stability, continuity, raising a 
family and success at work. Clearly, the issues that need to be addressed when counsel-
ling young people will generally be different from those that are relevant when 
counselling adults.

Counselling young people needs a specific approach

It is clear from the above discussion that young people are a special group because of 
their developmental stage and the special challenges this presents. If we try to act as 
counsellors for them using strategies and techniques which are suitable for either chil-
dren or adults, it is unlikely that we will have a high level of success. We need to 
remember that young people are not children and they are not adults: they are in tran-
sition. We therefore need to tailor our counselling approaches to engage the young 
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person directly and actively and to use strategies that will specifically address their needs 
in ways which are acceptable to them.

The counselling process needs to be acceptable to the young person

The whole of the counselling process must take account of the young person’s devel-
opmental process. As counsellors of young people, we need to deliberately strive to 
ensure that each of the following fits with that developmental process:

•• the young person–counsellor relationship
•• the counselling skills needed for successful outcomes
•• the strategies to be used to address particular problems.

The proactive approach described in this book is designed to achieve the required fit 
between the young person’s developmental processes and the counselling process.

It is widely recognized that individual counselling with young people is not the only 
way to help young people manage emotional, psychological and behavioural problems. 
Family therapy, group therapy and self-help support groups, or a combination of these, 
may all be useful in helping young people deal with troubling issues.

Differences between individual counselling and family therapy

Family therapy primarily addresses interpersonal relationship issues within the family. It 
does not directly address a young person’s internal emotional and psychological needs. 
These intrapersonal needs are best addressed through individual counselling in a private 
and confidential situation where the focus can be on the young person’s unique per-
sonality, developmental process and personal distress. In the individual counselling 
setting, the therapeutic approach and strategies used can be formulated to address the 
young person’s individual needs specifically (Vernon, 2009).

Combining individual counselling with family therapy

We have noticed that in the past there have been two differing traditions with regard 
to counselling young people. One tradition involves individual counselling of the young 
person, whereas the other involves family therapy.

Many counsellors who belong to the individual counselling tradition believe that it 
is sufficient to work with the young person alone in helping them to address and resolve 
troubling issues. Similarly, many counsellors who are committed to the family therapy 
tradition believe that family therapy alone is sufficient.
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Some family therapists argue that working individually with a young person is unde-
sirable because they become scapegoated, stigmatized and pathologized. On the other 
hand, some counsellors who work with young people individually believe that family 
therapy does not provide an opportunity for the young person to address intensely 
personal and sensitive troubling issues. We certainly agree with the latter position as we 
have noticed that when we work with an young person individually they will be likely 
to reveal personal information which would have been too difficult to disclose in the 
context of the whole family. However, we have found that once troubling information 
has been disclosed by a young person in an individual counselling session, subsequently 
they are often able to share this information with their family or parents. If family 
therapy alone is used this information is unlikely to surface, with the consequence that 
the young person’s troubling issues are likely to persist. For this reason we believe that 
if we are to actively facilitate change quickly, we are likely to be more successful if we 
integrate individual work with the young person with family therapy. Readers who are 
interested in combining individual counselling for young people with family therapy 
might like to read our book Relationship Counselling for Children, Young People and 
Families (Geldard and Geldard, 2009). The approach described is based on our own 
integrative relationship counselling model (the CACHO model) and is applicable to 
both young people and children. The CACHO model is grounded in the Gestalt 
therapy theory of change and stands for Communication in order to raise Awareness so 
that opportunities for CHoice arise leading to an Outcome for the family system. The 
book Relationship Counselling for Children, Young People and Families outlines in detail how 
the CACHO model can be applied to support change both within the family system 
and for the young person.

Individual counselling with family therapy can be advantageous

The relationship between the young person’s world and the counselling 
environment

Figure 7.1 illustrates systemically the position that the counselling environment occu-
pies in the young person’s world. In this figure the young person’s journey from child 
to adult is demonstrated as a move from the secure base of the family to the rather less 
secure base of the peer environment. The family is shown with a solid boundary to 
represent a place where containment, nurturing and healthy growth are fostered. Not 
all young people have the opportunity to develop in environments like this. For many 
young people the family boundary is fragmented so that they are deprived of some of 
the benefits they might otherwise have. The environment into which the young person 
is moving (the peer environment) is depicted as having a broken boundary because it 
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is open to outside influences and also allows movement into and out of the environ-
ment by the young person so that individuation can develop.

Peer groups do not meet all the needs of the young person. In Figure 7.1, the young 
person is depicted as having both an inner and an outer boundary. The inner boundary 
holds the young person’s personality, past history and accumulated skills, while the outer 
boundary is broken and open to outside influences. The outer boundary represents the 
young person’s newly emerging sense of self. This sense of self will consolidate as the young 
person moves through the journey to adulthood. As this boundary strengthens it will allow 
the young person to exist in the peer environment more comfortably and with more free-
dom to make individual decisions and choices. The consolidating boundary allows a sense 
of self-containment to develop within the open peer environment, with the consequence 
that adjustments to peer relationships will need to be negotiated. As young people move 
out from the family circle they develop a different relationship with their families and with 
individual family members. This is possible because of the newly developing sense of self.

Although the counselling environment is located in the young person’s world, it is 
separate from the family and peer environments. The counselling boundary, as shown in 
Figure 7.1, is solid, to depict a place of safety, security, dependability and consistency. 
However, it has an opening for easy access and departure. Positive experiences within 
this environment will encourage young people to return when their own internal and 
external boundaries become fragile and/or overwhelming. In addition, the young per-
son is subjected to a wide variety of external influences as illustrated in Figure 7.1.

FIGURE 7.1 The young person’s world and the counselling environment
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Why do young people seek counselling?

It is well documented that young people generally prefer to seek help from their peers 
in the first instance rather than from parents or other adults (Buhrmester and Prager, 
1995; Gibson-Cline, 1996; Turner, 1999).
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Research has shown that young people repeatedly suggest that strong positive rela-
tionships with potential helpers are very important in influencing them to seek help 
from either peers or adults (Wilson and Dean, 2001). Also they are more amenable to 
receiving help from a helper who they perceive to have ‘gone through the same sort of 
thing’ and can describe how they went about resolving their problem. This situation is 
most likely to occur when young people talk with other young people who are expe-
riencing, or have experienced, similar troubles. 

Young people prefer to seek help from other young people

In looking at why young people seek counselling, we need to recognize that the word 
‘counselling’ when applied to young people has a wide range of meanings. Counselling 
for young people, as generally understood by the community and young people them-
selves, can involve any of the following:

1. Giving advice, where reaching the right decision is seen as very important.
2. Guidance, where the young person is experiencing difficulties because of immaturity 

and/or behaviours, and would like some directive help.
3. Psychotherapy, where the focus is on psychological and emotional distress. The expecta-

tion is that counselling will result in changes in attitudes and patterns of behaviour so 
that the young person feels more comfortable.

Counselling may involve a combination of all of these (Tyler, 1978), although we 
believe that generally, although not always, advice-giving is not helpful for young 
people who need to start taking responsibility for their own decisions. It is, how-
ever, appropriate for counsellors to provide useful and correct information that the 
young person may need in order to make sensible decisions. Naturally, many young 
people consult with counsellors in order to receive advice. This may be because 
they need to make difficult decisions and may recognize that they do not have the 
necessary experience which can provide them with the information they need in 
order to reach a decision. Others seek counselling because they are emotionally 
distressed.

When young people do come for counselling help they generally have the belief 
that they will get help to solve problems or will receive directions or advice. They 
expect that the counsellor will be knowledgeable, that is, experienced in life, and will 
have knowledge regarding their specific problem. They also expect that the counsellor 
will be a person who will have concern for others, be understanding, caring and sup-
portive (Gibson-Cline, 1996). Counsellor characteristics will be discussed more fully 
in Chapter 8.

Young people seek professional help generally when life has become very difficult 
because of serious problems where previous attempts at resolution have failed.
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Unfortunately, though, many young people will not seek help for problems on their 
own. This is particularly the case for young people in early adolescence who have more 
immature cognitive patterns than their older counterparts. These young people may 
have to rely on their parents to recognize when they might need help and to find out 
where they can get that help.

Parents are most likely to seek professional counselling for their adolescent children 
when the young person’s behaviour is posing problems for the parents themselves or, 
alternatively, when the young person’s problems have become serious (Raviv and 
Maddy-Weitzman, 1992). In the latter case, parental assistance will depend very much 
on the parents’ own ability to recognize and identify problematic and dysfunctional 
behaviour in their children. Not all parents are able to do this. Consequently, young 
people are often referred for counselling by other community systems such as schools, 
statutory organizations, the juvenile justice system, self-help groups and community 
organizations.

Many young people go through adolescence without consulting with a counsellor. 
Research suggests that those young people who are better adjusted tend to use their 
own resources or to seek help and advice from others in their immediate social environ-
ment (Billings and Moos, 1981; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Compas et al., 1988; Ebata 
and Moos, 1991; Frydenberg, 1999). However, some young people feel unable to use 
the resources in their own environment, so will directly seek help from counsellors. 
Several authors have contributed to the growing literature on help-seeking behaviour 
in young people and have identified factors such as the age and gender of the young 
person, racial and ethnic differences, seriousness of the problem, low socio-economic 
status and locus of control as variables which influence the likelihood of a young person 
seeking counselling. A comprehensive summary of research in this area is provided by 
Schonert-Reichl and Muller (1996). Unfortunately, for some young people there is a 
stigma connected with the need to use counselling services. This is particularly so for 
those who may be suffering from the emerging symptoms of psychosis because they 
may additionally be concerned about negative stereotypes of mental illness, and may 
have negative ideas about the type of service which they may receive. As a consequence 
they may delay seeking help (Lincoln and McGorry, 1995).

The risk of stigmatization discourages young people  
from seeking counseling

Self-disclosure and confidentiality

Self-disclosure will usually only occur where there is a strong sense of privacy. Of par-
ticular interest to counsellors is the research finding that whether or not a young person 
seeks help depends on the perceived benefits of seeking help and also the perceived 
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threat of negative consequences which might result from seeking help. For example, in 
substance-abusing young people, fear of police and statutory involvement has been 
found to be a deterrent with regard to seeking help (Darke et al., 1996). Clearly, seeking 
counselling help can be threatening for many young people because counselling 
requires self-disclosure about personal feelings, thoughts and problems. Counsellors 
therefore need to be aware of issues that might arise for the young person regarding 
confidentiality, privacy and the sharing of information with others (see Chapter 8).

KEY POINTS

 • counselling young people requires a particular client–counsellor relationship, 
different processes from those used when counselling children or adults, and 
particular skills and strategies to enhance the counselling conversation

 • young people are moving from strong involvement in their family into a new 
social system involving peer relationships

 • a proactive process enables the counsellor to adjust the counselling process 
to fit the young person’s developmental needs

 • there can be significant advantages in combining individual counselling with 
family therapy

 • young people are reluctant to seek help from adults and are more likely to 
consult with their peers in the first instance

FURTHER RESOURCES

‘Kids Help Line’ regularly releases overviews of the services they provide, includ-
ing information about why young people access their telephone and online coun-
selling services. Readers are encouraged to access the ‘Kids Help Line’ website 
to find out more about the reasons young people seek help.

 • kidshelp.com.au
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