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Abstract

Seven experienced counselling psychologists and professional counsellors self-assessed the value to them in reading blow-by-blow descriptions of the personal and professional development experiences due to a colleague’s involvement with fourteen “exceptional” helpers.  They reported that the reading material evoked feelings (confirmation, validation, peace, serenity, confidence, reassurance, hope, catharsis, challenge, inspiration, motivation and determination to change, develop or be different) and new understanding (recognition of self, insight, information).  Three cases of profound impact on personal and/or professional development are  described.  Findings are discussed with reference to the bibliotherapy literature and further research is recommended to confirm the benefits in using therapists’ autobiographical writings to provide relevant vicarious experience in the training and professional development of counselling psychologists and other counsellors.

Reading Accounts of a Therapist’s Experiences With “Exceptional Helpers”:

A Useful Form of Counsellor Training?

Comparison of outcomes from professional therapy and counselling with paraprofessionals or untrained helpers consistently shows no difference in effectiveness (Andrews, 2000; Berman & Norton, 1985; Bright, Baker, & Neimeyer, 1999; Burlington & Barlow, 1996; Carkhuff & Truax, 1965; Christensen & Jacobson, 1994; Clement, 1994; Durlak, 1979; Garb, 1989; Hattie, Sharpley, & Rogers, 1984; Henry, Sims, & Spray, 1973; Hogan, 1979; Hollon, 1996; Jacobson, 1995; Karasu, 1996; Miller, Duncan, & Hubble, 1997; Spielberg, 1980; Stein & Lambert, 1984, 1995; Truax & Lister, 1970; Weisz, Weiss, Han, Granger, & Morton, 1995).   Thus any research which may lead to improvement in the training of counselling psychologists would be useful.

The opportunity to undertake such a study arose unexpectedly.  I was engaged in a three-year counselling psychology research project using the postmodern researcher-as-bricoleur qualitative inquiry approach described by McLeod (2001).  This involved improvising and creating whatever strategies and methods seemed useful in discovering something about how counselling psychologists might become more effective (Edwards, 2001; 2002).  Using a combination of human inquiry (McLeod, 2001, pp.121-123) and an experiential method of creating qualitative texts called ethnographic participant observation (McLeod, 2001, pp.64-69,140), I constructed accounts of my personally meaningful experiences of discovery with 14 internationally-selected  “exceptional helpers” (Edwards, 2001).  These accounts were built from available materials associated with the exceptional helpers, namely: their publications, transcripts of taped interviews; their photographs; audio and video recordings of their public meetings and notes in my research journal, which I collected while immersed in whatever these exemplary helpers had to teach me about effective helping (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; McLeod, 2001, p.135; Moustakas, 1981; 1990).  I was unexpectedly personally and professionally transformed to such an extent that I felt the research had inadvertently been the most effective therapist/counsellor training I have ever received, and I used narrative research methods to provide evidence (Edwards, 2002).  

A few colleagues expressed an interest in what I was doing and began reading the  qualitative texts or stories which attempted to capture my “lived experiences” and the profound depth with which the exceptional helpers touched my life.  They told me that it was professionally helpful.  

Perusal of bibliotherapy publications revealed that numerous writers had discussed the therapeutic use of imaginative literature to assist with a wide range of client groups and problems (Boorstein, 2000; Calhoun, 1987; Fuhriman, Barlow, & Wanlass, 1989; Hebert & Kent, 2000; Jackson, 2001; Lanza, 1996; Pardeck, 1998; Riordan & Wilson, 1989; Sclabassi, 1973; Shechtman, 1999).  While there were insufficient findings to back up claims about the benefits to clients in reading relevant literature (McArdle & Byrt, 2001), there was evidence that bibliotherapy could assist personal development (Lenkowsky, 1987; Schrank & Engels, 1981; Stevenson & Cooper, 1997) suggesting that reading imaginative literature might be helpful for the personal and professional development of therapists.  

Certainly it has been claimed that the vicarious experience of reading fiction assists emotional development (Gernsbacher, 1995; Lenkowsky, 1987; Mahoney, 1965; Sclabassi, 1973) and creates compassion, empathy and sensitivity in therapists (Fellner, 1969; Gans, 1998; Gorelick, 1975; Holland, 1993; Lickorish, 1975; Mahoney, 1965; Tucker, 1994).  This means of providing indirect experience of a broad range of human behaviour has been used in the training of psychiatrists (Fellner, 1969; Silberger, 1973), clinical and counselling psychologists (Mahoney, 1965; Thrush, 1974) and counselors of adolescents (Spithill, 1968) as well as nurses (Begley, 1995; Holdsworth, 1968) and teachers (Weinburg, 1967).

While there is some evidence that bibliotherapy can improve helper effectiveness (Schrank & Engels, 1981), the focus has been on writing, usually fiction, which assists helpers to develop empathy for a broader range of client groups.  Mahoney (1965) claims that reading fiction can help aspiring therapists to bridge the gap between theoretical training and actual practice by developing tolerance for deep subjective experiencing,  However no-one has discussed or explored the use of therapists’ autobiographical writings as a source of highly relevant vicarious experience in the training and professional development of counsellors.

Feedback from colleagues who took an interest in reading texts of my experiences with exceptional helpers suggested this was worth exploring. While it is likely that counsellors and psychotherapists could  learn much from spending time with the best helpers in the world, it is clearly not practical or possible for most of them to do so.   From a bibliotherapy perspective, reading the autobiographical professional development experiences of great helpers or those who spent time learning from them might provide therapists and counsellors with a vicarious experience of what led others to become effective and thereby improve their own therapeutic effectiveness.    The purpose of this study was to provide evidence of what I had inadvertently begun to notice, that is, that reading autobiographical and ethnographic accounts of a colleagues’ significant personal and professional development experiences with exceptional helpers can markedly contribute to the professional development and learning of experienced counselors.

Therapist Reader Participants

The readers were my colleagues whom I met at professional groups such as the Australian Psychological Society, the Australian Society of Clinical Hypnotherapists, the Imago Therapist’s Support Group, and the Psychology Department of an Australian University.  All but one were registered psychologists and members of the Australian Psychological Society (APS).  

Reader A was a 53 year-old female registered psychologist who had 11 years of counselling experience (equivalent of 9 years in full-time employment and 2 years in full-time private practice).  She was a member of the APS College of Counselling Psychologists and her formal professional training was humanistic/client-centred with further training and interest in family systems and the Jungian and psychodynamic approaches. 

Reader B was a 31 year-old female registered psychologist who had equivalent of 1 year full-time counselling experience in private practice and five years employed as an organisational psychologist.  She was a member of the APS and her formal professional training was predominantly organisational psychology.  Her counselling training was eclectic and she saw her work as predominantly Rogerian with a Gestalt flavour.  She had a strong interest in self development.

Reader  C was a 46 year-old male registered psychologist who had 14 years experience counselling (10 years in employment, 4 years in private practice).  He was a member of the APS College of Counselling Psychologists and his formal professional training was a Masters degree in cognitive behavioral therapy.  He had also done a two year diploma in family therapy, 3 years training in Gestalt therapy, and 3 years training in psychodrama.

Reader D  was a 42 year-old female registered psychologist who had 8 years experience in full-time employment as a counsellor.  She was a member of the APS College of Counselling Psychologists and she received an experiential training in her counselling psychology Masters degree.  Prior to that, she had considerable experience in other caring professions.

Reader E was a 51 year-old male registered psychologist who had the equivalent of 6 years full-time counselling experience in private practice.  He was a member of the APS and his formal professional counselling training was eclectic.  He saw his work as heavily influenced by the solution-oriented approach and action techniques such as psychodrama.

Reader F was a 38 year-old female registered psychologist who had 10 years experience counselling in full-time employment plus a small part-time private practice.  She was a member of the APS College of Counselling Psychologists and her professional training was a Masters degree in cognitive behavioral therapy.   She had grown up within the Sufism tradition.  

Reader G  was a 50 year-old male who had 4 years experience counselling in full-time private practice.  Prior to that, he had been a health professional in another discipline for 22 years.  His formal professional training was a Masters degree in experiential psychotherapy which used to be accepted for APS Counselling College associate membership until shortly before he completed it.

The criteria for selection of readers were that they were practising therapists, preferably psychologists, and that they were keen to read my research, that they had a spontaneous interest in their inner experiences, were able to express them well, could express emotions and bodily sensations without shame or inhibition, and had the ability to recall appropriate experiences. Because most therapists were selected from professional groups I attended regularly, they were known to me and a short informal conversation was sufficient to gauge their appropriateness to provide feedback on the impact of reading the texts of my experiences with the exceptional helpers, henceforth called “the reports”. 


Data Collection

I requested readers to answer the following questions for each report.  Is the report believable?  Has reading the report had any impact on you personally or on the way you do therapy?  If so what? 

Each time readers returned the answers to the questions on two or three reports, I sent them the next two or three reports.  Mostly this was accomplished by e-mail. Occasionally it was done by post or hand-delivered at a professional meeting.  

Each therapist who agreed to read the reports and provide feedback was asked to sign an informed consent form and guaranteed confidentiality.   All consented to the wording of the relevant anonymous therapist description above.

Feedback was received in the form of written notes, e-mails, and signed typed statements depending on which approach was preferred by the reader.  After all the feedback was collected, each one was asked to rate the reports in order of impact and to say which stories were internally consistent.

Analysis

The data were examined intuitively, looking for what stood out, what could be discovered from it (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Moustakas, 1990).  While several readers wrote pages agreeing and/or disagreeing with various comments made by the exceptional helpers or myself, the analysis was restricted to selection of statements which related to impact and believability.  Where there were multiple impacts of a particular type, one or two were selected as examples.  The intent was to reveal the range of impacts as fully as possible.   For audit purposes, the raw data was given to two experienced psychologist researchers who examined the analysis and declared it was acceptable.

The Reports

The reports which therapist participants read contained excerpts from my interviews with the exceptional helpers and quotations from their books and dialogues at their public meetings as well as my research journal arranged chronologically to tell an impressionist story of my experiences with them in such a way that the reader could see, hear, and feel as I saw, heard and felt (Flick, 1998, p.243-244; Van Manen, 1990, p.113).  My intent was to communicate the voices of the exceptional helpers and myself directly (Krane, Andersen, & Strean, 1997; Opie, 1992; Wolcott, 1990)  so that readers could gain a vicarious experience of what actually happened rather than a mental experience of my interpretations.  

There were twelve texts for the fourteen exceptional helpers because those who worked together were investigated and reported on together.  The exceptional helpers were: Barbara Brewster, author of Journey to Wholeness and American humour therapist who did clowning with Patch Adams; Dorsey Cartwright, licensed American marital therapist, international Imago Relationships  workshop facilitator and Voice Dialogue trainer;  Dr. Peter Fenner,  Australian specialist in Buddhist psychotherapeutic methods teaching non-dual therapy to psychiatrists and psychologists in Europe and America;  Penny Fenner, an Australian psychologist and corporate coach with a counselling practice who also teaches ‘non-dual’ therapy; Dr. Stanislav Grof,  a Czechoslovakian-born American psychiatrist who, along with Abraham Maslow and Anthony Sutich, founded transpersonal psychology and is well known for his extensive psychedelic/non-ordinary state of consciousness research, development of Holotropic breathwork and impressive publications record; Dr. Jean Houston,  a prolific American author with a double doctorate in philosophy and psychology, internationally renowned presenter and pioneer of the human potential movement, consultant to the United Nations, UNICEF, and various heads of state; Dr. Gerald Jampolsky, graduate of Harvard Medical School, fellow of the American Psychiatric Association, former faculty member of the University of California School of medicine, international presenter and founder of a world-wide network of attitudinal healing centers and author of Love is Letting Go of Fear;  Byron Katie, international workshop facilitator and  approved continuing education provider for California licensed therapists; Sister Anneliese Reinhard, a German born author, spiritual director and Missionary Sister of the Sacred Heart described as Australia’s ‘Hildegard von Bingen’; Dr. Clif Sanderson,  New Zealand-born recipient of the Albert Schweitzer Prize for Humanitarian Service to Medicine and the Yakov Gulperin Premier Award for Service to Medical Science for his intentional healing work with the Chernobyl victims; Isaac Shapiro,  a South-African-born Advaita ‘non-teacher’ in the Sri Ramana Maharshi tradition in Hinduism who holds public meetings in Europe, the USA, and Australia for people who are searching for happiness and relief from suffering; Drs. Hal and Sidra Stone;  highly experienced American psychologists internationally known for their publications and workshops on their Voice Dialogue method of therapy;  Swami Chetan Vartman, a youthful Advaita ‘non-teacher’ who had been a highly successful Australian businessman.  Due to the prominence of most of these exceptional helpers, it would have been difficult to disguise them, and all agreed to waive the confidentiality requirement .  

Discoveries

Coherence and Consistency   All readers said that all reports were coherent and consistent within themselves and some mentioned powerful impacts due to consistency across all or many reports.  

Reading all these chapters in which helpers work in different ways but all say the same basic thing about change has been strengthening my trust that we don’t need to try to change people.  (Reader F)

Believability  With one exception discussed below, all readers found all reports believable.  Some made simple one sentence statements.  Others provided more detail.

On one level, it was pretty easy to believe what you said was your experience … because you gave such great detail about the process that you used to arrive at your conclusions.  It was also believable that you had done the research interviews and also the therapeutic journey, because of your blow-by-blow descriptions of it, and also because of your extensive use of quotes.  On another level, it was really easy to believe because there was nothing … said that was unfamiliar to me.  Much of it was consistent with my own inner experience. … Your floundering, a struggle between doubting mind and relaxing into what “is”, adds to the believability of your story. … If you had presented a perfect looking journey, I would not have believed you, as it is human to struggle with our minds and our material circumstances.   (Reader  D)

Your willingness to change the focus of your research mid stream and not hold on to preconceived ideas speaks volumes about your commitment to truth. Authenticity was also greatly enhanced by your obvious refusal to adopt the role of expert who has all the answers and in fact reveal your "human side", sharing about personal issues, vulnerabilities, and views on ethics which are outside the conventional line and likely to be controversial.  This personal sharing added greatly to the authenticity allowing me to step into your experience, with no resistance, and able to engage fully thereby maximizing my potential learning.   (Reader G)

The case in which one particular report was unbelievable to one reader seems to confirm the importance experience plays in determining believability and is consistent with Maslow’s (1966)  view that experience is basic to all knowing.

I could believe his ability to heal when you presented statistical and medical evidence of reduced radiation in the urine. ... I have never had a personal experience of spontaneous and/or spiritual healing ...  so I’m left wondering whether or not to believe him.  (Reader D)


Impacts   Given Rogers' (1969) view that genuineness contributes to learning, and the fact that readers found my reports authentic, it is not surprising that there were many impacts.  However, a brief examination of readers’ ratings of the relative impact of each exceptional-helper-report suggested that there was no pattern in who is helpful and who is not.  


It is not possible to show what led to each of these impacts within the size constraints of this article.  This is due partly to the quantity of material read  (130,000 words) and partly to the fact that therapists usually attributed impacts to a whole report  or to a certain unexpected and sometimes disturbing consistency between several/all reports.   The following quotation of over 600 words from the account of my involvement with Sister Anneliese Reinhard was selected because it is the smallest piece of a report which could clearly illustrate the link to an impact statement by one of the therapist readers.  

Anneliese is a Missionary Sister of the Sacred Heart who came to Australia in 1958.  Having grown up in Bavaria during the war, her father had trained her to enjoy the simple things in life and to trust her own experience.

I grew up in Bavaria, South Germany, and my dad was a very, very big nature lover. He invited us out into nature every season of the year. We felt it. We touched and we smelt the presence of the Lord in all His symbols. (Anneliese Reinhard Interview, 27/7/98) 

In the church on Sunday, she experienced the meaning in silence.  After the service, her father would take her for a walk in nature.  During these times he invited and encouraged her to relish whatever the season of the year had to offer,  and to experience the aliveness in moments of inner silence 

(Quotations from Anneliese (Manly & Reinhard, 1984, p7-8) omitted). 

 However this passionate experiencing of life nurtured by her father went dormant in her teenage years and it was not reawakened when she joined the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart in north Germany where she was taught to live the religious life through following a set of rules rather than by trusting her inner life.

... that inner passion that I had, which I had to put on hold to adopt what they taught me was the way to live this committed life ...  (Anneliese Reinhard, 27/7/98)

Nevertheless, years later, she began to be affirmed in trusting her inner experience,

... when I studied art, these artists made the same sounds, shared their same feelings that I felt.  And then when I started theology, these lecturers spoke the same!  Except they now gave me these official words to name it by, which I didn’t have. But what I did have was the experience!  I could now put a word to it, and I knew then what the lecturer was talking about when he said that God has a breath and anything you touch reeks of, breathes with His presence. I knew that. I knew exactly what he meant, and when Teilhard de Chardin ... spoke of the spirit immersed in matter, I knew!   I knew what they were talking about!   [It] was awfully affirming.  (Anneliese Reinhard, 27/7/98)

and with the support and influence of certain people she met, found the courage, bit by bit, to reconnect with her passionate experiencing, to trust it,  and to express more and more of it, that is, to be real.  In time this led her to see that the Christian life is about connecting with the “God” or “Holy ground” in her experience rather than obeying rules laid down by the Church.  

… and over the years, that no longer fitted, and the time came when I had to confront that ... and give myself permission ...  I can continue being the Sister I am, but in the way that is me ... to be who I am, is to be in touch with what I’m experiencing, and to be who I am as a Christian, is to be in touch with the God who is in my experience.  Not to go back to front as I had been brought up on, a diet of:  to be a Christian means this and this and this and this, so live according to it.  It didn’t continue to match with me. It was like putting the icing on a cake that was never baked, and to now bake the cake! Never mind about the icing. Whether that will ever go on or not, that’s really not very important.  (Anneliese Reinhard, 27/7/98)

As a consequence, she began to help novices to find meaning and aliveness in the path of trusting inner experience. 

This section of text can clearly be linked to the following therapist reader comments, although much of the struggle referred to relates to another much more substantial chunk of the report, as does the material on Anneliese’s way of doing therapy.

Reading about Anneliese Reinhard had such an  impact that for a long time I couldn’t even write about it. … Anneliese’s story seems to mirror my own struggle, and temptation to listen to outer ‘expertise’, tradition, practice.  When she described her challenge and … the consequent struggle and eventual growth … when she described a reconnection with her own values, and her own quiet but strong way of being true to her inner experiential knowledge, I felt something fundamentally important had happened.  Reading this chapter was like a prayer.  A call to the centre, the still point.  To self belief.  In therapy, her tendency “to discard nothing” … “to welcome what is” … “to be directed by [that] which arises in the heart of the client” … that “theirs” is the initiative at all times” … to “talk with whatever surfaced inside … dialogue with it, draw it, move with it, identify and be it for a little while and see what it’s like”.  I feel nourished by her example, her ability to describe her practice, and grateful to Linda for setting the interview scene, and recording so sensitively, the essence of Anneliese’s practice.  It helps me to relax into my own practice.  I feel deeply affirmed, personally and professionally. …   In recent times, clients have been bringing more of their tender, feeling self ... perhaps knowing ... that they will not be submitted too much, to what Peter O’Connor called “the sulphur of too much thinking!”  (Reader A)

While this impact is derived from what is predominantly interview material, this was not always the case.  Sometimes impacts related to quotations from a number of ethnographic sources including my own journal entries.


Types of Impacts  Familiarity with reported experiences lessened impact  or simply reaffirmed something.  Sometimes readers were gently motivated or given the impetus to live differently,  or provided a counter pressure, or reminded how far they had come in their personal journeys.  For many, there were new insights and/or integration of new ideas into old theories.

Your report has made me think … how in fact the Rogerian model has a significant role to play ... the ability to just sit with a client ... without needing an “issue” to be fixed is a really useful idea.  (Reader E)

I used to feel uncomfortable professionally because of a conflict between my cognitive behavioral training and my Eastern spiritual understanding of helping. ... Clif Sanderson ... is helping me to integrate these two perspectives.  (Reader F)

“If any idea of helping is entertained, that interferes with helping.”  This is ... contrary to some models of psychology.  However, for myself, I find it (paradoxically!) most helpful. ... I can use Vartman’s attitude of “surrender” in being with my clients.  … Peter [Fenner] articulated something that I had not consciously thought through, but find most helpful: that the invitation to work with an issue “is something we need to ongoingly sense at an energetic level” … “the fact that they are sitting in your office does not constitute an invitation.”   All of your chapters ... get me to think about what it is that I value in the therapeutic setting ... they have provided me with ... an opportunity to formulate my own beliefs about therapy  (Reader A)

For some, insight clearly changed their way of being in the world,

The report had an impact primarily on the recognition of how my experience of life is determined by where I place my attention. … my attention is often on my expectations and "what is missing" rather than appreciation of the ... positive  … In my relationship with my parents I have begun to put my attention on unconditional acceptance and acknowledging their contribution to me rather than frustration at their criticism of my lifestyle and values ...  there is much more harmony and love present.  (Reader G) 

their behaviour personally,

Reading about “personal safety” moved me to identify my insecure feelings around work and relationships.  I breathed deeply into my body and felt these feelings abate, and as a result, I became more in touch with my vulnerability around others.  (Reader C)

or professionally,

I have just seen a client who was very focused on her problems.  I managed to maintain my focus on my inner being and told her about my shift in perspective and how it helped me.  She said that what I was saying made sense to her ...  By the end of the session her face was glowing and the stress [had] disappeared.  (Reader B)

I was struck by the passage about “who” was fixing “whom”.  Later when I felt the urge to rescue a young female client … the truth of it hit me, and I let go of the need to rescue and felt more relaxed in my world.   … She [Barbara Brewster] caused me to feel more relaxed about my “intolerance” of “stuck” clients. … (Reader C)

Some were influenced in their way of being through vicarious experience rather than insight.

As I read Byron Katie I actually felt lighter – as if I were being supported by her, by truth, by the lightness of love.  (Reader C)

Reading this chapter [Barbara Brewster] has had the effect a bit like a meditation.  I notice it has put me in a state of self acceptance – a kind of alpha state.  Centred and at peace.  … This is very useful.  Just reading it [the Swami Chetan Vartman text] helps me contact the same place.  (Reader A)

A few therapists experienced exceptional impacts.

I have been able to shift my focus and my attention back to my inner being, to stand back from my problems and see them as part of my experience but not as who I really am.  As a result , I feel more peaceful and content within myself, my self criticism has dissipated and I am better able to see issues for what they really are.

It has taken me a few days to try and articulate this change in perspective because it is at a feeling or knowing level.  It is difficult to put into words and it seems like an injustice to try to do so, almost like it takes away from the essence of the experience.  All I can say is that it has had a profound impact on me only a few days after having read it and I expect that there is more to come.  I am very grateful to the researcher and Isaac.  (Reader B)

Others experienced change through being challenged,

Felt challenged as a counsellor and psychologist  … I’m noticing a shake-up in myself, as I read your transcripts – one I think I was looking for in a way – questioning for myself too, what works, doesn’t work, what is valuable.  (Psychologist A) 

This work [the Dr. Jerry Jampolsky text] had a huge impact on me personally. I feel quite light headed after reading this. ... It was OK for me not to forgive my parents for abusing me as a child and as an adult ... until I read Jerry's words.  ... I need to ... forgive them completely, otherwise I will ... continue to feel the stress of my anger towards them. ... But, I now realise, through reading Jerry, that I've been faking it with them. 

My anger towards them also makes it difficult for me to deal with other abusive people, like two of the managers at work. ... The job of being a counsellor is easy. ... I have just realised, this minute, that it is my resentment of these managers that totally exhausts me. So much so, that I will quit my job in a few months, with no other job to go to. ... If I were able to forgive them ...  I would probably not be so exhausted, and would not need to quit my job.  But, I can't forgive them in this moment, I hate them, so I'll need to work on that one.!!!!  (Reader D)

while some were challenged but did not resolve it.

I felt confused [by the Dr. Clif Sanderson report].  Not confused intellectually, but confused somewhere in my heart and throat.  I have that sensation that I get when I am feeling sad and hurt and am about to cry.  But I don’t know why.  (Reader D)

A few struggled with the idea of operating from a “felt sense” or intuition rather than a conceptual knowing or questioning and wanting to understand.

I still have an issue of trusting myself enough to really apply some of these ideas (like just being there, that’s it!) … not necessarily too radical for me, but too radical for what I perceive my clients are ready to accept. (Reader E)

One counselling psychologist practitioner/academic who did not complete the readings was very seriously challenged and unable to provide feedback after the first three reports, yet admitted to experiencing some professional change. 

 What has been challenged – painfully – is my perception of reality.  …  Basic questions are raised.  If change emerges undirected … if we are to have no formal aim re improvement … no formal way of evaluating such changes, and no formalized way of achieving them (theory), then our current  years of training and hard won theory is useless …  clearly a very threatening position for a conventionally trained practitioner to contemplate.  And I felt threatened.  Yet, it also “felt” sense, as opposed to “made” sense …  The implications of “training” … are horrendous in that they involve much personal growth and awareness – hence much of my own reaction.  In a way it was like looking at a wound in my own psyche – a brief glimpse, then time to accommodate and assimilate, then another brief glimpse and so on, with each view increasing the amount of inherent changes to the world view.  For me to become more helpful, I have to change/develop, versus become more skilled/knowledgeable.  … What is bothering me is my inability to deny the felt reality of this viewpoint, even though intellectual criticism is easy. …  to me it “feels” right, as if I am being reminded of something I once knew … To an extent there is nothing new here – I have met these concepts before.  However, this time they come as a coherent  package and the content could not be ignored. …

Even as I write these [words] I became aware of a change in my approach with a very recent client – more open, less didactic, more “intuitive”.  However, I am still struggling with the need to evaluate, to judge, to “left brain”, what went on. 

The above struggle illuminates why it may be difficult to implement training in counselling psychology which the following therapist readers might have found more acceptable and effective.

It has an impact on my counselling.  It encourages me to trust myself to just be and not have all the “right answers” although I still believe that we need to provide our clients with alternatives that they may not have seen before.  Faith plays a huge role and it is difficult for people with a wall full of diplomas etc. to think their effectiveness has nothing to do with them!!   (Reader E)

This material [the Sr. Anneliese Reinhard text] has made me even more aware of the importance of staying connected with the spiritual within me.  It is very clear that clients need more than just a cognitive problem solving approach, they need love and empathy and caring.  It has reminded me of the sense of calling that I had which led me to become a psychologist  six years ago.  I need reminding of that calling, because the world of work can distract me from it, to the politics of the large bureaucracies in which I work.  (Reader D)

Summary

The experienced counsellors in this study benefited personally and professionally from reading about a colleague’s personal and professional development experiences with fourteen exceptional helpers.  Benefits included: insight, inspiration and motivation to act differently; confirmation and self-validation; new insights about self and ways of being with clients; integration of new ideas into old theories, and becoming more conscious of their own feelings in particular situations.  Occasionally a report triggered discomfort.  When this happened, readers mostly either  provided a rational argument to bolster their current view or tolerated the ambiguity, seriously contemplated the new perspective and integrated it into a new understanding which they valued more than the old one.   In general, impacts on readers enabled them to feel better about themselves in their private lives and/or in their interaction with clients.  My overall impression was that those who read about my interactions with the exceptional helpers received a similar but lesser benefit than I received from my actual experiences and one reader’s feedback confirmed this.

I have a sense that what I received was a “watered down” effect of what it would have been like for you with your direct experience.  (Reader G)

However, vicarious experience has distinct advantages.  Autobiographical writings can have an impact on an almost unlimited number of people and can provide indirect experience which it is not practical or possible to obtain directly.   Most therapists could not afford to spend three years interacting with the world’s top helpers, nor would the top professionals have the time to personally mentor every aspiring therapist.


Three people described profound developmental experiences and each was reading about my experiences with a different exceptional helper when it occurred.  This suggests that it is important to provide a wide variety of autobiographical material to satisfy the unique developmental needs of each therapist.  As Cohen (1994) reported in her investigation of the experience of reading something perceived as helpful during a difficult life situation, it was not uncommon for people to react negatively when they read material that had been helpful to others.


The findings in this study are consistent with those described by Cohen (1994).  She found that through recognizing themselves in what they were reading, participants derived comfort, validation, inspiration, hope and catharsis from the shared experiences as well as understanding and information.  

However, while it is recognized that reading the right book at the right time can lead to significant growth or healing (reading bibliotherapy), Hynes and Hynes-Berry (1986) discuss evidence that the effectiveness of bibliotherapy lies in the facilitated dialogue about the material (interactive bibliotherapy) and McArdle and Byrt (2001)  report a lack of evidence to support the effectiveness of reading bibliotherapy.   Thus, the impact from reading in this study was much better than would be expected from previous  research.  

One explanation for this is that the personality of the reader is an important factor in determining impact.  Shrodes (1961)  identified three distinct responses to the reading of fiction.   Readers’ identification with a fictional character may: (1) precipitate a destructive acting out of impulses, (2) reinforce defenses, or (3) evoke unconscious emotions for exploration and healing.  Which of these occurs, depends on selective perception which is influenced by needs, goals, defenses and values.  In this study, readers were experienced therapists who are much more likely than the general population to have sufficient personality development, interest and commitment to permit unconscious emotions to be evoked and to explore them for the purpose of insight and healing.  Certainly no-one reported anything that suggested that their defenses were reinforced by the reading or that they acted out their impulses in a destructive way.  


Another probable reason for the significant positive impacts on personal and professional development of the therapist readers is that the reading material met six of Hynes and Hynes-Berry’s (1986) seven criteria for maximum therapeutic effect, that is, it: (1) dealt with emotions and experiences that can be readily identified and identified with, (2) was personally meaningful to the reader, (3) was easily comprehended by the target group of readers, (4) was positive and offered hope, (5) was ambiguous enough to invite varying responses, and (6) was written in a style suited for the intended readers, namely professional therapists.

A further reason why outcomes may have been so positive is that the readers were asked to provide written feedback on the impact, and it was discovered that this requirement can increase the impact.

When I realized you wanted … [to know] how it impacted my life ... I reread the material and engaged with it in a deeper way [Italics added].  I was amazed to see how much of it had become a memory and how some parts I had missed - probably because I thought I already knew the concept being discussed. Listening to my own beliefs rather than engaging with the material freshly - similar to what you described for yourself.  I found myself starting to apply what I had read the second time. ... The fact that I was going to report to you had made a difference. [Italics added].” (Reader G)


Another reason which may have contributed to the positive impacts was the fact that the reading material was autobiographical and ethnographic research output rather than fiction and its perceived genuineness seems to have facilitated learning and change.

Thank you for allowing me to read your research. It is truly a work which has the potential to alter the life of the reader. So much of research is just adding information without making a difference.  The way in which you shared your own experience - in the form of a sincere inquiry, gave the strong message that you had no theory or truth which you were trying to disseminate. You were true to your message of not trying to fix anyone thereby facilitating the invitation for me to step into the inquiry of suffering, the cause, and what helps.  (Reader G)

Perhaps the fact that I am a therapist has also influenced outcomes.  Frank and Frank (1991) claimed that therapists’ persuasive ability has an important impact on healing, which suggests that practitioners’ writing may also be therapeutic.


This research involved experienced therapists.   Given the importance of personality defenses in determining the reaction to the reading material, further research is needed to determine whether equally beneficial results can be obtained through getting trainee counsellors to read similar material.  My preliminary experience suggests this is likely. 

While teaching a unit in a recognized tertiary pastoral counselling course, I required students to find and interview an exceptional pastoral counsellor and report their findings in classroom seminars.  Some students were reluctant to do the assignment due to feelings of personal inadequacy.  After reading about my experiences with Isaac Shapiro in which my own sense of personal inadequacy was overcome, these students were able to complete the assignment.  Further, at the end of the year, their confidential student teaching assessments revealed that all students felt they gained an immense amount from carrying out the assignment.  

It is likely that impacts from reading autobiographical material could be increased  through provision of instructions designed to assist students to engage with the material in an experiential way. One proven way of increasing experiential learning is to require students to notice the bodily sensations and feelings prompted by the ideas they are exploring (Osborne, 1987).  


Further research is needed to establish whether counselling psychologists and other therapists can be more effectively trained by gaining vicarious experience through reading the autobiographical writings of effective therapists rather than accumulating conceptual knowledge by reading research and theory.  Perhaps a simple overview of what fifty years has taught us, such as is provided by Miller et al. (1997), is all that is of real value.  There are many reasons why it is imperative to determne this.   

First, it is claimed by Carl Rogers, John Rowan and many others that the most important influence on the effectiveness of a therapist is their personal development (Bergantino, 1986; Combs, 1999; Corey, 1997; Rowan in Frick, 1997; Rogers, 1961; Wolff, 1978) and some training institutions and professional associations in the United Kingdom and the United States now require personal development for this purpose (Macran & Shapiro, 1998; Walker, 1987).   Second, experienced therapists do not read the research literature because they do not believe that it helps them to be more effective therapists  (Campbell, 1996; Howard, 1985; Polkinghorne, 1983).  Third, there is a call to determine just which aspects of training are helpful (Andrews, 2000).  Finally, if personal development through experience were found to be the most important factor in the training of an effective therapist, there would be a need to change the ethical guideline which forbids supervisors from doing therapy with their supervisees.
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