Mentoring Skills: Counseling

Counseling is helping someone look at a situation from all sides, consider all options, and decide for themselves which option is the best for them. In other words, a counselor does not tell someone what to do. During the course of the mentoring relationship, you may be required to counsel your protégé on problems that can stem from conditions or conflicts at work. You may also counsel your protégé on how to make certain decisions. Helping your protégé make the decision that is right for them is your goal when you perform the role of "counselor."

As a mentor in the counseling role, you must know the limitations of a counselor. One role you don’t want to assume is that of a mental health professional. At the first meeting, confidentiality should be discussed so that there is no misunderstanding about what will be kept between the partners. This is essential to developing the trust and rapport necessary to a productive relationship. Sometimes as a relationship grows and an atmosphere of trust develops, a protégé may disclose some problem in his life that is beyond the mentor’s role. It is a good idea to keep a referral list handy with telephone numbers that a protégé may need. If your protégé comes to you with a problem more personal than professional (for example, the spouse has left her and the dog died), be supportive, but refer. Encouraging the protégé to use professional resources is part of the "referral agent" role of the mentor. 

As a mentor, you should be familiar with the non-directive approach to counseling. This means letting your protégé discover problems and work out solutions that best fit his/her value system. A non-directive approach requires you to use active listening (see Mentoring Skills: Communication) skills. While listening to your protégé, refrain from passing judgment. Be aware of the different values and opinions of your protégé and accept them without imposing your own values and opinions.

Make your protégé feel comfortable and at ease and show a genuine interest in his welfare. Attempt to get him to "open up" with phrases such as:

· "I see, would you like to tell me about it?"

· "Would you help me to better understand your feelings about that?"

· "Why do you feel that way?"

· "Okay…what happened?"

A non-directive approach does NOT mean that you are passive throughout the discussion. You should reflect on your protégé’s statements by restating the key points. Make sure you really understand what your protégé is trying to tell you.

It is best to let your protégé arrive at his/her own solutions. This helps sharpen problem-solving abilities and builds confidence in the protégé. If you’re asked for advice, preface your statements with, "From my experience," or "The way I view the situation," or "If I were in your situation, I would consider...." These statements help your protégé understand that this is from your perspective. Make it clear that it is the protégé’s choice and responsibility to decide among all their options. Counseling can effectively stimulate your protégé’s problem-solving ability.

It is not unusual for a person to stop talking during a conversation to organize thoughts, focus opinions, interpret feelings, or simply catch his breath. You may feel great pressure to break the silence by saying something. However, it is better to let your protégé restart and continue the conversation at his/her own pace. This eliminates putting too much of your own feelings and biases into the conversation. If your protégé becomes emotional during your discussion, let him/her work through these feelings. After an emotional release, the protégé may feel embarrassed. If the protégé wants to discuss it, let him/her talk freely.

Use discretion in handling sensitive or confidential information. Realize that your protégé may be feeling anxiety, apprehension, or fear about disclosing this information to you. This is where trust really is a factor. Remember, the more serious and personal your protégé’s problem, the more cautious you should be about giving advice, and remember to refer to a professional if you feel the problem is too serious or too personal.

