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Learning Outcome:

After studying this chapter, you should be able to describe this important component of
the counselling process.

1. Collection of data is a movement to the heart: the route to the heart can be
described as follows: (structure) and finally the spirit (treasure), that which
drives the counselee.

2. The types of questions that are asked give specific information to the
counsellor.

3. The listening skills build the relationship and give important information.
4. The data must be organized Biblically: roots and fruit/thorns.
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3.2.3 Data collection as movement towards the heart

DATA-COLLECTION

SITUATION:

BEHAVIOUR OF OTHERS

STRATEGY OF OTHERS

COUNSELLEE’S STRATEGY

COUNSELLEE’S STRUCTURE

HEART: THOUGHTS AND DESIRES
TREASURE

DATA-COLLECTION

Movement from the external (circumstances, events, behaviour) towards the inner

person (thoughts and motives).

Fig. 8

3.2.3.1 Understanding the counsellee’s situation
Data collection starts with the counsellee’s situation. The counsellee’s situation consists

of his/her life context, family life, etc. One should start here because it is relatively safe

terrain. The counsellee should first get to trust you before he/she will supply more

sensitive data. While collecting data the counsellor is still building the relationship with

the counsellee.



Every person lives within particular situations. In these situations one acts and then

one’s heart becomes knowable. The situation of the counsellee indicates the actions

(strategy) of other people towards him/her. The action may be positive (like the love

received from parents) or negative (absence of love or the presence of rejection, abuse

and molesting).

Think of five important persons in your own life whose behaviour has the
biggest influence on you.

* In which ways do they deal with you?

* What are the problem areas in these relationships?

The situation of the counsellee furthermore indicates pressure from his/her immediate

environment, like the behaviour of family members or the demands of his/her career.

There is also pressure from the wider field: political or economical circumstances in the

country, or events such as war or natural disasters, or the acceptable discourse (beliefs

or values) in society.

The counsellee may experience pressure from outside: the death of a beloved person,

the birth of a baby – or from inside: physical disability, chemical deficiencies, chronic

illness.

The counsellee’s situation may be related to his/her past (childhood years), present

(current circumstances) or future (expects events or changes such as moving house or

retirement).

Of course, the situation of the counsellee is never the cause of his/her behaviour. Such

a deterministic explanation views the person as a victim of heredity and the environment,

denies man’s own responsibility and takes away any hope for change.

The process of understanding the counsellee’s situation then moves on to:

3.2.3.2 Understanding the counsellee’s strategy
In the counselling method the behaviour (strategy) of other people towards the

counsellee is regarded as the counsellee’s situation (as discussed above). “Strategy” in



the counselling model technically indicates the counsellee’s own behaviour. The focus is

on the counsellee’s life with others. How does he/she behave towards others?

After the counsellee has talked about his/her situation (the behaviour of others towards

him/her), it should be easier to talk about his/her own actions. Moving to this level may

take time.

The counsellee should see his/her reaction towards others as his/her own behaviour!

He/she should realise that his/her own behaviour is part of the problem. Typical

questions could be:

● How do you react when the other person does this (to you)?

● What do you say when your husband/ children acts in this way?

● How do you react when you are rejected / abused in this way?

● What do you do when your boundaries are violated in such an unacceptable way?

It is important to understand the counsellee’s behavioural patterns: his/her actions and

words (communication). This will assist the counsellor in understanding what goes on in

the counsellee’s heart (thoughts).

The movement does not stop here, but goes on to:

3.2.3.3 Understanding the counsellee’s structure
The counsellee’s structure signifies his/her heart. By heart we mean the person’s

thoughts and desires. A person’s emotions indicate the intensity of his/her thoughts and

desires.

The counsellee is now guided through questions to examine his/her own thoughts:

● How do you think about your situation?

● How do you think about other people?

● How do you view yourself?

● What do you think about God?

Apart from his/her thoughts, one should also understand his/her desires. Thoughts and

desires are intricately linked. If a person thinks that something is beautiful or important,

then he/she will usually desire to have it. For example, if a husband thinks that his worth

depends on his wife’s respect for him, he craves to have this respect. And he will then

act in specific ways to get this respect:: he will be friendly with his wife, or manipulate



her, or dominate her. The counsellor should ask the question: What desires determine

the person’s behaviour?

In order to understand the counsellee’s desires better, it may be useful to give attention

to his/her fears. Desire and fear are two sides of the same coin. The one side is: “I

desire your acceptance” – and the other side is: “I am afraid that you will reject me”.

Behaviour is not determined by the situation, but by the interaction of the person’s heart

with his/her situation (the behaviour of others towards him/her). Two persons can act

differently in the same situation.

The counsellor should therefore understand how the counsellee thinks and desires. The

counsellee also becomes aware of how he/she thinks: “What thoughts prompt me to

withdraw? What desires motivate me to do what I do?”

The counsellor cannot change the counsellee’s situation for him/her. The counsellor can

only counsel the counsellee in front of him/her. The counsellee should commit

him/herself to thoroughly consider his/her own behaviour and thoughts! The counsellee

can be like Petra (case study in 2.4): “Fix my husband. I am not here for counselling”.

Changing the husband is not on the counsellor’s agenda. He/she can only counsel the

counsellee.

The understanding phase should also lead to:

3.2.3.4 Understanding the counsellee’s treasure
The counsellee’s treasure is an indication of the thoughts and desires that are so

important to him/her that they govern his/her heart. They take on the nature of idols.

They are placed next to or in the place of God. A wife may, for instance, be controlled by

the desire that her husband should provide her sense of worth – if this does not happen,

she thinks that she has no value. She seeks her own meaning from her husband instead

of from God (Matthew 6:19-21,33).



Summary of the movement in the understanding phase:
(1) Start with the person regarding his/her situation. In what kind of world does

he/she live – what does he/she deal with every day? What are his/her life

circumstances? Who are the important persons in his/her life and how does

he/she behave towards them? What do they do to the counsellee? The

counsellee thus has time to also evaluate the counsellor – his/her insight and

competence.

(2) Now start moving towards the counsellee’s own strategy: These are the ways in

which he/she reacts towards his/her situation. This relates to what he/she says

or does – observable behaviour.

(3) Lastly consider with the person those things that he/she lives for! This process

takes time. Do not be in a hurry. Do not come to conclusions (understand) too

quickly, because you may be mistaken: You think you understand, but you do not

really know the person yet. A wrong diagnosis may lead to wrong counsel.

It should be clear now that the processes of data collection and relationship building

occur simultaneously. As the counsellor moves through these steps, he/she ensures that

the counsellee is ready to talk about his/her heart.

3.2.4 Asking questions
Asking questions is vitally important in the understanding phase.:

My brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to
speak … (James 1:19).

In this section on questions the following aspects will be discussed: various types of

questions (e.g. open or closed, intensive or extensive); the connection between

information and the nature of the question; pitfalls to be avoided; three steps which may

clarify the counsellor’s understanding (definition, clarification and explanation); listening

skills; and organising data in a Biblical manner.

3.2.4.1 Open and closed questions
Closed questions can simply be answered with a yes or no. The counsellor should limit

closed questions, because it may cause making assumptions for which there are not

sufficient grounds. An example of a closed question is:

"Do you have a good marriage?"



Answer: "Yes".

What does this help you? Based on this answer do you know if their marriage is

according to their definition or according to God’s definition?

Open questions would be:

“How do you experience your marriage?” or

“What in your marriage makes you happy/sad?” or

“What is your purpose in your marriage?”

Open questions assist in understanding how the person views his/her marriage: What is

his/her desire for the marriage? You therefore ask questions that can only answered by

first considering or reflecting on the issue.

It is important for the counsellor to consider the questions that he/she asks. Questions

should assist the counsellee in making him/herself knowable: his/her situation,

behaviour, purpose and values in life.



OPEN AND CLOSED QUESTIONS

Closed Questions

ANSWER:

Question Yes or No

Open Questions

ANSWER:

Question emotions

thoughts
explanations

Fig. 9

3.2.4.2 Intensive and extensive questions
The counsellor begins with extensive questions: few questions about a variety of

aspects, and moves towards intensive questions: many questions about one aspect. The

counsellor first gets the big picture of the person’s life , and then moves towards the

detail. In this process the counsellor should make a decision when to start asking

intensive questions.



Intensive and extensive questions

Extensive questions Intensive questions

Fig. 10

3.2.4.3 Particular types of questions lead to particular answers

What? Basic data

How? Manner

Why? Motivation and
purpose

How often? Patterns and
Themes

When? Sequence of
events



Fig. 11

3.2.4.4 Things to avoid
There are pitfalls which the counsellor should avoid:

(1) Avoid following your own curiosity

The life of a counsellee may be much more interesting than yours. Some people are

forthcoming and it takes discipline not to ask questions out of curiosity. If the counsellor

follows this route, then he/she may fail to notice the person’s real hurt or problem.

(2) Avoid “either … or …” questions

This may sometimes lead to the counsellor forcing the counsellee into his/her own

categories. The choices which the counsellor provide may not necessarily be the ones

which the counsellee need to make. For example: “Are you afraid of your husband, or

angry with him?” Perhaps she is neither of the two.

(3) Avoid questions which may sound like a cross-examination

These are questions which set a trap for the counsellee. Such questions normally cause

the person to become defensive instead of allowing them to grow in their understanding

of the problem and of God.

(4) Avoid asking a whole string of questions at the same time

“What happened? What do you think? Will you do it again?” One sometimes tend to

change your question and to reformulate it. This happens when you think while asking

the question. Rather ask simple clear questions and make sure that the counsellee is

with you.

(5) Do not be satisfied with general information

Acquire specific information:

“How are things in your relationship with your husband?”

“Not too bad.”

“What do you mean with that?”

Therefore ensure that you understand what is going on: What does the counsellee really

think? What does he/she do?



3.2.4.5 Three steps to clarify understanding

Definition

Clarification

Explanation

Fig. 12



(1) Definition

Allow the counsellee to clarify his/her own terms and expressions. Do not assume that

you and he/she has the same definition of something. The counsellee perhaps uses an

expression in his/her own way: "We have a lot of conflict in our marriage ". The

counsellor could ask: "What do you mean by conflict – please explain to me?"

(2) Clarification

Clarification of behaviour assists in making the thinking clearer. This allows the definition

to move further away from confusion. Ask an example from the counsellee: "Take me

with you through such a conflict!" "Tell me what happened."

(3) Explanation

Ask the counsellee to help you to understand what he/she says and to interpret it

correctly. Therefore get to the logic behind his/her thoughts and actions: "Why do you do

it in this way?" In this way the counsellor moves towards the heart! (the motivation /

values / treasure).

3.2.4.6 Listening skills

Listen for the following aspects:
● Requests for help and why help is needed now

● Historical and background events

● Fear and tension in behaviour and attitude

● Theological thinking and convictions

● The counsellee’s self-talk

● The manner in which the counsellee asks questions

● How are questions answered

● The counsellee’s interpretations and suppositions

● Over-emphasis, overstatement and catastrophizing

● Themes that occur again and again

Listen for: content, emotion and intensity of the counsellee’s conversation.

Avoid the following:
● Generalizing the problem

● Denial: "This cannot be true."

● Word by word repetition

● Judging the counsellee’s motives



● Not concentrating on what the counsellee is saying

● Preparation for answers instead of actively listening

● Filling in for the counsellee.

3.2.4.7 Data should be organised Biblically
The data should be sorted into basic, simple, Biblical categories. These categories are

represented by the following square:

Fig. 13

The diagonal line divides the fruit (situation and behaviour) and the roots

(the thoughts and motives).



Let’s look at it in the following way:

What were the relationships in his/her family of origin?
What significant events are taking place in his/her life at the moment

(e.g. death, loss of work, moving house)?

Fig. 14
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