| Have a Friend
Looking in the mirror

When counsellors seek therapy:
why more should, but so many hesitate

BY MICHAEL TOWERS, RCC

I'm looking for a counsellor
to talk about my counter-tra... um, [

mean, ah, to talk about anxiety.”

“Hi. I am hoping to get some help and
insights with my relationship. I can’t get
them to go to therapy with me. Um, what
do I do? Ah, well, yeah... I'm a couple’s
therapist...”

“Really? Your boss is giving you a
hard time at work because everyone is
missing deadlines, and you can't sleep
now? Really? I just lost my dog, my best
friend of the last 12 years. Give me a
break with your silly problems!”

“I can’t face another client... what is
going to happen when they find out I am
an imposter?”

“I feel so unsupported and alone in

my clinic. The director overloads my
casework, and if I don’t meet their
quotas, I get punished. I have no idea
how I am supposed to manage all of
this!”

Those are just some of the many
reasons a fellow colleague may feel
compelled to reach out for counselling
support. But not many do, and perhaps
the reason is wrapped up in the clichés
of why a mechanic’s vehicle barely
runs or a doctor suffers from really
bad health concerns. Namely, it’s the
exhaustion of focusing one’s skills and
talents for the betterment of others at
the cost of our own well-being.

Our profession is one of many
professions where there is a definite

“calling” to the work. There is a level
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of deep satisfaction and contentment

— even joy — when we can see our
client’s life transformed, when we can
walk them through loss to acceptance,
or when we can help them find freedom
from many of life’s entanglements. It is
a privilege to do this work, to walk with
our clients, and often we do this at the
expense of ourselves.

How often do we make sure we
research and stay on top of the latest
trends and helps for those most
common reasons clients come into our
doors? We go to a conference and are
taught some new tools, we read a new
textbook and discover a new approach,
or we talk to a colleague and learn a
better way to ask a question. We take

all of these discoveries — often with

much enthusiasm — and we bring them

to our clients.

Just a little while ago, a colleague
spoke of suggesting a book for a client
to read. In this case, it was The Body
Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk.
The client got back to the therapist
saying how much it had impacted their
life and how they plan on discussing
the book with the therapist in their
next session. This therapist was now
reaching out with much anxiety trying
to figure out how to consume quickly
the 445 pages (including index) of
this book in order to be ready for their
client. We have a habit of providing
these great resources, tools, and
problem-solving ideas to our clients but

at our own neglect.

COUNSELLORS ARE PEOPLE, TOO
We often believe that because we

are the ones sitting in the “big chair,”
we have to have our crap together.
That there is no space in our lives to

be human. Heaven forbid a marriage
counsellor should find themselves going
through a painful separation. Stop

the idea of a grief specialist unable to
see any clients because they just lost
their spouse. Please let it not be that a
therapist assisting someone with their
anxiety also struggles with panic attacks
on a regular basis. This has hypocrisy
written all over it and comes with much
judgement by the very people who
ought to be reaching out with support
and care. The stigma that counsellors

are people, too, tends to be a major
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barrier in keeping them from reaching

out to their colleagues for help.

This comparative mentality also
extends to financial details. There is
an acute awareness of how much I
charge per hour versus how much my
colleague charges per hour and how
we process that speaks a lot to how we
view ourselves — and measure our own
worth and value in the process. Lots
of times, we won'’t hesitate to take our
vehicle to a discount shop to get the oil
changed versus a dealership, because
in our mind, we have justified that it is
exactly the same work being done.

But this type of comparison is not
present in our profession. We charge
what the market can bear. What it
can support. What our professional

associations encourage us to charge.

‘What our other counsellor colleagues
are charging. And this is all fine and
good for the most part — until we need
a counsellor. Then we participate with
the judgement and the comparison
and the justification. We believe that
more expensive means better, but we
don’t want an expensive counsellor
for ourselves and we also don’t want a
cheaper counsellor who, by comparison,
could be worse than ourselves. So, we
get caught in this endless loop.

We also see a similar loop play out
in modality strengths. You might be an
EFT-certified couple’s therapist who
is struggling in their own relationship.
You know how great EFT is, so you
want to reach out and find someone
who is also certified in EFT. But you

want to make sure their certification
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came from at least the same source as
yours — if not better — all subjective,
of course. Perhaps a couple’s therapist
who only has Gottman Level One

will bring a brand-new perspective
into your relationship that you hadn’t
considered before. Heaven forbid that
we actually get into the counselling
room with a therapist who practises
the modality “wrong.” Just the anxiety
of encountering that scenario will keep

therapists from seeking help.

WE ARE NOT AN ISLAND UNTO
OURSELVES

We are a body of interconnected
professionals in a helping profession,
working with vulnerable people seeking
help for their problem-saturated stories
— often in various stages of crisis.

The work is demanding, emotionally,

mentally, physically, and spiritually. We
are not everlasting batteries. We wear
out and we are impacted by our clients’
stories. We need each other to help us
be the best we can be for our clients.

I am a private therapist. In other
words, [ work alone in my private
practice. Early last year, over the course
of a few months, I saw a few different
clients I would describe as angry,
entitled cis males with a heterosexual
orientation. I found myself getting
triggered by them and although there
was an invitation from each of them
to find the space to hold their stories
— often shame stories — I couldn’t
do that well. I reached out and found
a therapist willing to work with me
and began working through my own

shame stories and how that related to

significant males in my own life. This
was something I thought I had resolved,
but there it was — staring at me in my
own counselling room.

We don’t know what we don’t know.
Often, as therapists, we will self-
diagnosis and self-help and although
I am a huge supporter of self-care, I
am much less a supporter of self-help.
I cringe when my clients tell me how
they turned to Dr. Google or Assistant
Reddit to navigate their complicated
situations. The sacred place of bringing
our wisdom into a conversation with
another trained counsellor to hear
their reflections on our wonderings is a
beautiful melding of ideas, approaches,
worth, and value in harmonious ways.
To know and be known is this dance of
humanity and community of acceptance
and belonging which we work hard to
develop for our clients but in a much
more profound way — and we need
that space for one another.

We bring into the counselling room
our sacred language. It is a shared
language with all therapists, and we
know it. We understand it. We don’t
need to struggle in translating it like
we do for our clients. It is as if English
wasn'’t our native language, and we
are now in a place where we can just
be ourselves. This is what awaits us
in the therapist’s room. A chance to

be ourselves without filter, without

translation, without barriers. In that
place, resources can be shared, and
we don’t feel so alone in our journey.
We have a companion who gets us,
who understands us intimately, our
experiences overlapping. We are on the
same team. The space is easier to hold
for one another, and the freedom to
choose vulnerability happens when we
both look at each other and experience
empathy instantaneously because we
both have now sat in each other’s
places.

We encourage our clients to seek
regular therapy, not just because it is
a good business practice for those of
us in private practice, but because it
is a good mental health practice. We
need to practise what we preach. We
need to live out the very tools we teach
and provide to our clients. We need to
model healthy behaviours not just in
that 50-minute hour but also outside
in the real world. Your clients need
you, and they need you to be healthy.
How can we talk about healthy living
and self-care when we aren’t living and

caring for ourselves?

Michael Towers, RCC, is a father of six and
grandfather of four. He resides in Kelowna
with his partner of 30 years, where he
enjoys cycling, swimming, and learning how
to dance. He is in private practice and his
partner runs the business side of things.
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