Helping the Helpers:
Supporting Post-Secondary
Counsellor Wellness
CACUSS 2022

Erin Smith, RCC
Douglas College, BC

From the traditional, ancestral and unceded territory
of the e K¥ik"aAam (Kwikwetlem), x*madkwayam
(Musqueam), Skwxwu7mesh (Squamish), Sto:1o and
Salilwata?/Selilwitulh (TsleilWaututh) Nations



Let's take 3
moment to land
here



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We have all had a busy day so far, maybe you attended the keynote and concurrent session #1, or maybe you are just joining now after attending to other responsibilities. 

So I want us to take a moment right now to land in this space and open to the topic of wellness. 

I am going to lead you through a really brief 1-2 min grounding and orienting exercise. I invite you to participate, but also encourage you to do whatever best fits for your body. 

So let’s start with putting your feet on the floor, or making contact with something sturdy. Pause and connect with your breath. 


Where we are
going

* Themes in counsellor wellness

* |deas on how to support
counsellors at your institution


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In our 30 minutes together, I will focus on two points: 

First, to share some information on counsellor wellness both pre-pandemic and from the last couple years 
-presenting with some irony as home recovering from injury. But passionate about this topic

Second, I want to leave you with some practical information, so I will share some ideas on how to support counsellors at your institution. 


While my focus is on post-secondary counsellors wellness, I imagine there could be resonance with experiences of other student affairs professionals who are directly involved in student mental health. 
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How we got here

BC PSCA

BC Post-Secondary
Counsellors’ Association

Open Members Meetings

All PSCA members are imvited to poin Open

Members Meetings to connect and consult
with their fellow Post-Secondary
Counsellors. Iypically run ondé pér month

via Z Dom
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In 2020 I had the honour of becoming president of the small but mighty BC Post-Secondary Counsellors Association. As  way to keep our members connected and have opportunities to consult about operations and other challenges, I started hosting monthly open members' meetings via Zoom.

In these conversations I got to better understand some of the ways we were being impacted. I also noticed how institutional responses to the pandemic impacted counsellors. 

From conversations with many colleagues, and some of my own experiences, I became curious about what research has had to say 

 Did NOT do a thorough lit review, I was guided by the themes that came up in these conversations. 

So my presentation today is a mixture of what research articles had to say, as well as the lived experience of BC PSI counsellors. All the research I consulted is referenced in the copy of this presentation up loaded to the conference platform. 






Counselling in

Post-Secondary:

the challenges

* Prevalence of mental health
issues

* Changing role

 Workload
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First some context on PSI counselling pre-pandemic

What is the prevalence of mental health challenges among Canadian post-secondary students? (National College Health Assessment)
•Prevalence is higher than the general population. 
Why? 
• age, Transitions, stressors likely all play a role. 

More students seeking MH services
Difficult to know if students are more distressed or if there is less stigma around seeking mental health support. 
•It's also possible that better treatment options and accommodation policies at PSIs have opened doors

Changing role- From generalist or "holistic" to "specialist"
In past decades, students sought out counsellors for academic concerns, career decision-making or developmental needs... now seek  services to address psychological issues and personal crises. (Kadambi et. al, 2010)
Our roles include crisis management and risk consultation.
More diversity in students (international students, students with disabilities, mature students). Counselling psychology training programs don't prepare us well for diversity and counsellors are not always diverse. 

Workload 
Increased waitlists. Hill, S. (2022). The demand for counselling is outpacing enrollment increases.  Counselling staff to student ratio not increasing. 
With more complexity, there is increased workload to refer and communicate with other community services (if available at all)
More short-term service models that value productivity and can undermine therapeutic quality (Harrison et et al.2021)






* Intrinsic positive aspects
Counselling in

Post-Secondary: e Extrinsic rewards
the good

(Kadambi et. al, 2010)
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And yet we also know that many counsellors enjoy this work
Michaela Kadambi , Cristelle T. Audet & Steve Knish (2010) Counseling Higher Education Students: Counselors' Positive Experiences, Journal of College Student Psychotherapy, 24:3, 213-232, CANADIAN STUDY

Intrinsic positive aspects centered on meaning and positive change in the therapeutic process

 Extrinsic rewards related to the environment counselors work in, specifically to student clientèle qualities and elements of support from their workplace.
   (Kadambi et. Al, 2010)
The traits rated as most desirable can be summed up as students who are motivated, optimistic, willing, open, and committed to change. 



What is a word that describes your experience of counselling
during COVID-19?

Zoom challanges
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These are responses from open meetings in September and November 2020 


I'm willing to bet many people would have responded similarly if asked about their experience at that time. 

But consider for a moment that these are the people you rely on when faced with a student who is really struggling. If we are not doing well, it impacts our ability to fully support others. 



Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic

Counsellors are shouldering increasing need for mental health
support while they too are managing the stressors of the
pandemic.

Caring for others' crises while we endure a "shared trauma”

* Rapid Shift to Online
* Increased workload

* Increased self-care opportunities
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Rapid Shift to Online 
Counsellors say the transition has been like "building a plane mid-flight"
Began with little or no training on providing remote counselling and had to rapidly learn tech on our own
navigate impacts on the relationship, quality and privacy of therapy
Increased workload
2021 Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT) survey indicated over half PSI counsellors reported an increased workload since the pandemic began. Reasons included increased demand for services, additional administrative tasks, and additional technology. The majority felt their workload was negatively affecting their health.
Increased self-care opportunities
More opportunities for self-care (at start of pandemic) and meaningful conversations with family and partners. Family relationships and social connections remain stronger than general population. 


Counsellor Burnout
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Credit Dylan LeRoy for his info gathering 

Burnout: physical, emotional, or mental exhaustion accompanied by decreased motivation, lowered performance, and negative attitudes toward oneself and others.

Burn-out in mental health professionals can be derived from:  inadequate mentoring and skills development opportunities, failure to meet one's own expectations or through lack of therapeutic success, vicarious traumatization,  lack of control over work activities and hours
Younger/novice counsellors more at risk, and those who work in public agencies vs private practice




Counsellor Resilience

° Many still believe they It you had to pick a word for 2021, what would it be?
can make a difference and
are happy chose to do this
work. Rates of job satisfaction
are high (Hill, 2022).

* Therapists were more likely than
the general population to report
very good/excellent mental
health (Battams & Hilbrecht,
2021)
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The good news is that we are seeing some indication of the resilience of post-secondary counsellors. 
Of course there are many things that counsellors do individually to reduce burnout, such as Practicing self-care and compassion, and cultivating resilience. Also accepting the idea they can only provide "Good enough" therapy during extraordinary times. 

The Listeners’ Voices: An Exploration of the Experiences of Canadian Post-Secondary Counsellors- Sent out survey June 2021 Webinar February 9, 2022,  Sheldon Hill, Western University- President of CCPA Chapter Post Sec Counsellors
Compassion satisfaction 55 % , low burnout and secondary traumatic stress
Some moderate burnout and sec trauma stress, Self-compassion scale Also encouraging – overall average was high 
7.6/10 average rating for job satisfaction – good , 91% believe can make a difference, 96% happy chose to do this work

COVID-19 IMPACTS: FAMILY THERAPISTS SURVEY (2021) Canadian survey
: Family Therapists Survey was conducted over two cycles (Cycle 1, from June 16 to July 7, 2020, and Cycle 2, from May 17 to June 30, 2021)


Take Aways for Institutions and
Administrators

e Understand and appreciate our role and expertise.

"Doing a lot of work that is not recognized feels draining”
"Feeling unseen with the heaviness of the work we are doing with students”

* Create a culture of self-care in the workplace and provide "open door"
policies for guidance.

e Adequate staffing, and diversified caseloads

"Help communicate and manage expectations. We aren't crisis centers”

eCounsellors can't fix structural problems in individual sessions
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Every institution context different not all will fit of course

1) Being unappreciated contributes to burnout.  Can feel our role is misunderstood, leading to feelings of being undervalued and having to speak out when demands exceed scope of our role. 

3)Consider the impacts of shifting counsellor time from therapeutic work to outreach, staff consultation etc.  


4) at the institution (e.g., unfair policy) or beyond (e.g., racism) in individual sessions with clients.  
(e.g. racism, unfair academic policies, food insecurity, impacts of war etc.) We also need institutions to make changes on a structural level





Take Aways for Institutions and
Administrators

Best practices to avoid burnout

* Paid professional supervision where counsellors can freely consult on
their clinical experiences and the feelings brought up by them.

* Time for regular case conferencing and counsellors to meet as a group.

* Counsellors themselves are the "tool" of therapy so their well-
being MUST be a focus

* Importance of time away — flexible schedules, work from homge,
adequate time for vacation and professional development
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"They felt supported when given
autonomy, by being part of

a cohesive counselling team, having
strong networking relationships V 4
with other student services, being //
valued by clients and being involved in

activities to improve the wider system
(Harrison,2021)
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Harrison, G., & Gordon, E. (2021). Counsellors’ experiences of providing counselling to students in university‐level institutions in Ireland: An evolving phenomenon. Counselling & Psychotherapy Research, 21(4), 805–815. https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12441



Counsellor Appreciation

* Action item — contact a counsellor or
counselling department at your
institution and express appreciation
for their work and ask how THEY are
doing

Sometimes | just want
someone to hug me
and say, "l know it's
hard. You're going to
be okay. Here's a
coffee. And 5 million
dollars.’
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