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‘Spoéedwomen !

SAarec[ Counﬁe[ﬂng ajd a context gw;ng prwa/ege tO

fAe power anc{ m,ttmacy /women 4 conuerdahond

by

Judy Wright, Sheridan Linnell and Deanne Dale'

What has come to be known as shared counselling originated in the early 1990s at
Dympna House, an organisation in Sydney dedicated to providing services to
women who have experienced childhood sexual abuse. In order to convey the context
from which shared counselling evolved, it is relevant first to consider the ways in
which it builds upon feminist traditions.

Linking with feminist traditions

As women counsellors in the 1980s and early 1990s, the feminist perspective of the
personal being political profoundly influenced our approach to working with the
stories of the women who consulted us. Within the women’s movement, women
gained strength through the sharing of their stories. The consciousness-raising
groups of the 1970s were based on a commitment to validate women’s voices and
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their stories of strength in the face of inequity. In particular, conversations were held in
ways that would assist women to come to understand how the problems they were
experiencing were the effect of relations of power rather than personal failure. :

At Dympna House in the early 1990s we saw our work with women who had
experienced sexual abuse as children as building upon these powerful feminist
traditions. We were conscious of the potential for individual psychotherapy to
individualise what we saw to be political experiences, such as women’s experiences of
abuse. And so we were determined to provide contexts for women to meet together in
groups. We believed that when women shared their stories there was a power in the
shared knowledge created that was far more influential than professional knowledges.

In the early 1990s we also became very engaged with narrative therapy and
post-structuralist ideas about the ways in which our identities are constructed
through the stories of our lives. As feminist women we were enchanted by the ideas
of narrative therapy and also determined to work with these ideas in our own ways.
We were committed to deVe!oping our own form of narrative therapy and this was
an exciting time. We see the ways of working that we have developed as having a
kinship with other forms of narrative therapy and yet they are grounded in our own
experiences as women working with women.

For us, shared counselling has been the closest experience we’ve had to
being able to apply the principles and beliefs we hold as feminist narrative therapists.
We will explain here how shared counselling began.

The context for initiating shared counselling

In the early 1990s we were trying to think through ways of responding to the
enormous demand for counselling services for women who had experienced sexual
assault in childhood. We knew that we weren unlikely to receive any more funding,
so getting more workers wasn’t an option. Looking closely at our ways of working
and seeing how we could best address access and equity issues became our focus.
At the time we were offering one-to-one counselling, and drop-in groups. We were
committed to holding an open group but due to the demand this was posing some
complications. At one stage, Dorothy Cora and Sheridan Linnell ran a drop-in support
group in which there were 27 women present. Women were knee-to-knee in an
ordinary-sized lounge-room and although the women spoke of how it was a
wonderful experience to join with so many others, the numbers made it difficult to
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engage in meaningful conversation. After this evening the numbers were limited in
groups to between 14-16. ;

The strengths of the groupwork that was occurring at this time included the
ways in which the commonality of women’s expetience was being acknowledged,
and the ways in which women were able to be an audience to each other’s stories.
And yet, we were finding that these large groups were not giving the individual or
the group narrative much of a chance to develop.

The conversations we were having at this time as a collective were
invigorating. We were all enthusiastic about finding a way to bring together the
best of the counselling context and the best of large groupwork into a different kind
of service delivery. From these conversations, and after hearing of work that Jo
Gaha had been doing in an educational context in the early 1980s, Judy came up with
the idea of what we at first called ‘small group counselling. We decided that each

counsellor would work with four women and hoped that this would enable the intimacy

of one-to-one counselling, include the advantages of group work and assist in providing
ameaningful service for more women.

A part of our enthusiasm for exploring alternatives to one-to-one counselling
was that we had always had some concerns that individual counselling could
inadvertently replicate some of the structures of power that pertain to situations of
childhood sexual abuse. We were concerned that one-to-one counseling would
invite women into relationships with one person (the therapist) who was structurally
positioned to have more power and knowledge of their situation than they did. Another
concern was that professional ideas around therapeutic confidentiality might
inadvertently replicate secrecy. Promotion of secrecy is one of the tactics most frequently
used by those who sexually abuse women and children. We did not wish to reproduce
these tactics of power. We hoped that this ‘small group counselling’, as we initially
called it, might provide new ideas in relation to issues of accountability and new
options as to how power could be circulated between the women and counsellors. -

Initial hopes and dilemmas

Before we ran the first small group counselling sessions we had a number of hopes
and dilemmas. We hoped that the women would provide an audience for each
other’s news of difference, for the alternative stories of their lives. We hoped the
process would create an in-built community for the women which they could turn to
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outside of the sessions. And with a number of people bearing witness to the
~ alternative stories of the women’s lives, we hoped that this would disrupt some of
the relations of power of one-to-one therapy. |

We also had a number of dilemmas. Firstly, we wondered what it was going
to be like for us as therapists to be working with four women at one time. More
particularly, we did not know what the experience of hearing stories of sexual assault
and violence from four women at once would be like for workers. Working in great
detail with more than one woman at once was going to be a new experience for us.
Our other dilemmas were more practical. They involved how we were going to
decide who attended small group counselling, and how we were going to match
women together to maximise the benefit of common ground.

We decided to place small group counselling on the program of opportunities
for women, and women self-selected. If women chose to attend small group counselling
they would not attend one-to-one counselling. We decided that we wanted to offer the
small group counselling as an alternative. But the large groups remained open to all
women. Matching women together has remained a dilemma. We have consulted women
about this and in different circumstances women have offered different suggestions.
For the first group, the women we interviewed separately suggested that they would
like to be matched by age, so this is what we did. The very first small group counselling
process was facilitated by Judy Wright and involved four women over the age of 45.

From small group counselling to shared counselling

It was these four women who came up with the term ‘shared counselling’ to describe
their experience of meeting together with Judy. These women were involved as
consultants from the very beginning and their feedback and suggestions were
constantly invited. Since its early days, shared counselling has been shaped by the
views, ideas and suggestions of the women who have participated in it.

The women said that shared counselling was a much more appropriate way of
describing their experience because the counselling itself was shared amongst
participants. They were also clear why having the option of shared counselling was
important: '

‘One-to-one counselling is too intense for me’
‘In large groups - I feel like I become invisible, I feel like I get lost.’
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