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The need for therapy and early intervention among
children and young people has never been more
urgent than this year as the UK emerges from a
global pandemic.
The crisis of adequately funded child and
adolescent provision has been bubbling in society
for years. It needs to be solved with immediately
available, early help.
But while early intervention is essential, the key to
opening up enough access to counselling will be to
take a creative approach that meets the needs of
children and young people without labelling them or
fitting them into preconceived “model boxes”.
This will shorten the period of therapy necessary to
set them on the road to a fulfilling adulthood, and in
addition free up slots for the next clients.
I offer this discourse in a spirit of helping all
therapists to re-think their tweaking of provision and
methods – while acknowledging the many skilled
therapists who have bravely trodden this route
before me.
Eleanor Patrick
April 2021

EARLY INTERVENTION AND WHY IT MATTERS
Most people have heard the saying “the earlier
the better”. Quick judgements like this imply that
one size fits all. But it doesn’t always.
Earlier is definitely not better when you’re woken
by a toddler at dawn to play trains; and earlier
doesn’t feel better when we’re told to check in at
the airport for security checks four hours before
the flight leaves.
But in the world of offering help to young people,
earlier is definitely better. If provision exists.
I’ve had one foot in the very public camp of
editing a counselling journal, and another foot in
the professional therapist’s camp, and over the
years I’ve become convinced that early
intervention in children’s wellbeing is the key to
tackling a problem before it becomes a serious
mental health issue.
It’s like wedging your finger in the hole in the dam
before the complete wall bursts under the
pressure, and then letting out the pressure
gradually in a considered way. Because otherwise
it will cost billions to rebuild a broken dam wall
and waste years of the local council’s time
cleaning up the surrounding damage!
But we’re not talking of walls and water and
wasted time. We’re talking about lives – the lives
of valuable young people.
Ordinary, everyday lives where things happen.
Life happens. And it’s normal that things will get a
bit clunky from time to time.

So it’s not encouraging that, about a decade ago,
the updated Diagnostic and Statistical Manual –
DSM-5 – made it likely that young people would
be diagnosed with a disorder and possibly given
medicine for behaviours like shyness and being
withdrawn.
Young people can also be labelled as having
Oppositional Defiant Disorder if they lose their
temper, argue with adults, deliberately annoy, or
are “spiteful or vindictive at least twice within the
past six months” to people other than siblings.
Which young person doesn’t behave in this way at
least twice in half a year?
So in years to come, perhaps the only way to
avoid medicating children who are merely
reacting to life will be the offer of an early, short
intervention – by organisations that have the
time and will to listen, to hear the issues behind
the anger and annoyance, to offer understanding
and support, and who have the skill to recognise
when there is no true mental illness. No young
person wants labelling unnecessarily.
Parents need help, too, to identify ways in which
they can intervene with their child before a
diagnosis, or even counselling, is inevitable.

WHY NOT LEAVE IT TILL LATER?
A scenario will put this into context.
A father, who is no longer living with his family,
asks the children to meet up with him one day,
as they do each week. But this ;me, he drops a
bombshell. He tells them he’s gay. He leaves the

young people to tell their mum. Everyone in the
family is shell-shocked – the dad’s parents, his
estranged wife, the children, the dad’s brothers and
sisters. It looks and sounds like chaos. But this is not a
mental health issue requiring a visit to CAMHS. It’s
simply a family crisis following a so-called “liHle-T
trauma”. It’s natural that everyone’s confused, upset
and hurt – the landscape in the family has changed.
No one knows what to think any more. What to
expect. How to react. In one sense, it’s not that they
mind about gay or not gay. It’s just that the situa;on
is suddenly and temporarily overwhelming.
One of the young people, a teenage girl ﬁnds this new
situa;on is doing her head in. She feels her father has
ruined her life; she’s scared of what might happen
next if her friends ﬁnd out. So she comes to see me.
In my room, she ﬁnds a space that is protected and
calm, and in it she ﬁnds she can speak and rant and
hope and wonder aloud, without upseRng anyone
else. The thing is, I’m not emo;onally involved. I’m
safe. She may only come three or four ;mes, but the
sessions are being spaced out to allow for progress to
be monitored while she comes to terms with what
her father has told her.
Of course, it’s early days – the members of the family
will think their way around the new informa;on and
gradually adjust, and the girl will get on with her
school and social life. The blip has been caught at the
moment she realised she couldn’t manage. In
retrospect, it will be just that – a blip, the day their
dad said he preferred men. A family event that
marked a turning point, like other births and deaths
and losses. And yes, there are ramiﬁca;ons, but
they’ll deal with them eventually, aSer my ini;al
support.
But let’s consider the opposite scenario. Let’s suppose
there’s no outside help available, no early intervention

when it’s requested – then what happens? Maybe
something like this:
The young person can’t think because stress levels
and cor;sol are high (no one can think properly when
stressed or trauma;sed, because stress hormones cut
oﬀ the thinking part of the brain). She can’t talk to her
mum because Mum’s also upset and angry.
The girl is crammed full of strong feelings like anger,
resentment about Dad, and a sense of betrayal, and
has ques;ons she wants answers for but daren’t ask
or even verbalise to herself.
She becomes ﬁxated on the issue, lost in herself.
Maybe depression sets in, she becomes distrusXul of
adults, hypervigilant as she waits for the next tornado
to hit her life.
She starts to lose friends as she withdraws from social
ac;vi;es (aSer all, she reasons, her friends won’t
understand, or may laugh at her or bully her).
She may do badly in her exams and make a mess of
her future, and possibly she may end up using drugs
to dull the pain that hasn’t been dealt with, and then
she may present in casualty, having self-harmed one
step too far.
In the light of this example, it makes sense to have wellfunded services that offer an early intervention that is
creative and flexible enough to meet all kinds of needs
for all kinds of young people before there is an
entrenched and costly mental health situation.

WHAT DOES THIS SERVICE LOOK LIKE?
Moving into the realms of fantasy for a moment, let’s

assume that we have early intervention funding ringfenced by generously disposed and wise politicians and
fairy godmothers. What should these services look
like?
They should probably resemble in some way the
children and young people themselves. And they’re
incredibly flexible and creative.
Of course, as everyone knows, they’re also bolshy,
choosy, opinionated, inventive, self-centred, loving and
hugely playful and fun to be with. It’s not their fault
they chop and change. Their brains make them this way.
The pathways through their brains are plotting and
redistributing themselves 24/7, as they learn how to fit
in with the world, and identify how they wish to be in
that world. It’s like forging new paths through the
undergrowth and tarmacking them over, while letting
other paths they don’t use any more crack up and grow
weeds and become impassable.
But how they are as young people is how counsellors
should be when meeting with them in session – willing
to rethink, forge new pathways and do the creative
thing: intent on making something appropriate for now,
not sticking to 50-year-old textbooks for the sake of
“looking professional”.
So what might something new and creative look like?

SOMETHING NEW AND SOMETHING OLD
The solution doesn’t have to be about modern
technology, but it is a possibility, so that’s a good place
to start, briefly.

Young people might want to text their appointments or
cancellations, share their social media page, or their
console games and avatars. They’re quite likely to
Google stuff or listen to music you didn’t even know
existed, and expect to talk about it.
We need to beware of becoming dodos – the therapist
of any age who has a geriatric or technophobic mindset
is going to become obsolete. But the flexible, creative
one is going to need to buy a sackful of skills they never
dreamt of owning: how to back up online, how to
encrypt emails, how to work a smart phone, use online
CBT sites, consult safely via Zoom, or use Facebook in a
way that doesn’t compromise ethical guidelines.
And while we’re on the topic of doing things in a new
way, how about 15-minute laser sessions on the spur of
the moment, say after a dispute with Mum or Dad, a
bad exam result, a fall-out with a boy or girl friend, or a
homophobic text message?
Young people sometimes benefit enormously from
accessing immediate but short-lasting help. We know
the purpose of boundaries. We can surely apply them
appropriately to new ideas.
But if all this sounds new – some ideas are also very
old.
Counselling with young people actually reminds me of
alchemy – alchemy being the ancient forerunner of
chemistry, attempting to convert base metal into gold
or find the elixir of life.
I’m inviting you to picture yourselves as an alchemist in
the Middle Ages. Visualisations are useful in
counselling because what you picture in all its glory in
your mind’s eye is more likely to become a reality.

Not that we wish to become alchemists literally today.
But our imagination is the most amazing and powerful
tool we have.
So – imagine being dressed in long weird robes.
Choose the colour. You’re in a small secret room. Cast
a glance at your furnace, and the test tubes and
metals on the table.
Nod at your trusted helper who is with you. Together
you’re going to have another go at ﬁnding the
philosopher’s stone that will transform everything it
touches.
For inspira;on, look in front of you, because ﬁxed to
the wall you have some old instruc;ons, scribed in
ancient leHering on parchment, which reads:
Mix the divine, 3 pounds of it, with the arsenic, 2
pounds of it; and check that the Astrological
Constellation is right. Then, pray to God and purify
your house, and be patient, for the great union will
occur!

You’ve got a beHer idea today, though! So get started
on your experiment. Feel your heart bea;ng faster as
your experiment heats up. There’s so much at stake.
It’s not just physical gold you’re aSer – you’re mixing
and siSing and hea;ng and washing because you
know it will transform something inside you, too,
something you might think of as spirit.
But keep your ears alert. Was that a scuﬄe at the
door? Look behind you at your door. Is it locked?
Because alchemy is a dangerous occupa;on. Oﬃcials
are hun;ng you down as a here;c. You have to work
in secret.

But no, it was merely a rat roo;ng around for food.
Turn back to your ﬁre, your water and your chemicals,
because you understand that there’s something
precious that will emerge from the process and you
are determined to ﬁnd it.
Is that not similar in some respects to counselling? Two
people meeting in private to find the pure gold of that
young person’s life in the alchemy of the minute?
In any counselling work, there is definitely arsenic in
the recipe – the oomph, the thrust, the crackle of the
problem – and also something divine – the energy, flow
and magic of what happens when you start work
together.
How much better it is to have these sessions as early as
possible, at a time when the child’s natural creativity
has not been squashed out of them and doesn’t have to
be resurrected before progress can be made.

CREATIVITY – THE MAGICAL BIT

Let’s think some more about the magic bit, the
creativity in counselling.
You may have heard of the actor Mark Williams who
played Arthur Weasley in the Harry Potter films.
Talking about filming on set, he said: “Decisions have to
be made there and then. Not everything can be planned
in advance, so it’s edgy and nerve-wracking and
wonderful. When the pressure is on, that’s when
greatness happens.”

It’s like that with counselling – inventiveness happens
under pressure, in the moment, not planned, not in a
textbook telling us how to do it.
Good counselling services use artwork, poetry, clay,
drawing, games, writing, puppetry and music, among
other things, because these activities allow the young
person to be as inventive as they wish in finding a
solution to whatever is bothering them.
Yet creativity is not just art – though it may mean
learning to draw cartoons if your client wants to teach
you something they’re good at, and it may mean
painting on the table instead of paper, if that makes it
easier for the scared child to make an image.
And creativity is not just games – though it may indeed
mean 16 weeks of dominoes because that’s what the
child chooses to do.
One trainee counsellor asked me in supervision how
they could stop the child playing dominoes because the
counsellor was bored. You don’t stop them! You play
dominoes and be flexible enough to work out how to do
therapy via dominoes.
Creativity is not just about making music – though it
may mean saying, “Bring your cello in and play me
something.”
It’s not just about role playing and acting out scenarios
– though it may mean going and watching someone’s
drama rehearsal in the lunch hour. The drama at least
gives you a new metaphor to use later.
So creativity is all this and more.
We need to have that inner sense of inventing what’s
needed at the time rather than unzipping our brains to

see if something ready-made on the brain’s bookshelf
can be pulled down and used. That’s lazy, that’s mega
second hand, and it could be the sign of a jaded
therapist.
And the funny thing is, the “magic” or so-called “happy
accidents” happen more often the more we are creative
in our approach.
It’s as if we put the elements (the relationship and the
equipment, if you like) at the young people’s disposal
and they combine them as they will, being experts in
their own needs.
It’s then that we need to be flexible because we can’t
plan for this in advance. Compared to this, a prepared
worksheet feels like a straightjacket.
Besides, putting this creativity in the hands of the
young person gives them skills and resourcefulness
that are essential for managing life in future – boldly
and confidently.

TOOLS AND CREATIVITY – A CLASH?
However, if you do like your tools and techniques, it is
possible to be flexible and creative by offering the
young person a choice.
Think about it: does Tesco sell only one kind of
cornflakes? Only one sort of beer? Choices are the
mainstay of being human and feeling in control (which
no one is, really!).
Choices empower us. And giving the young person a
choice emphasises that it’s the young person and us
together, not us doing something to them.

Schools, on the whole, are time-pressured, and struggle
to offer choices, and yet we all know that everyone has
their preferred method of learning.
So offering choice in counselling is like offering pupils
three ways of doing the geography of East Anglia –
they could visit the ports and the vast fields, and
experience the climate through their senses; or they
could learn about East Anglia from a book, taking notes
and looking at diagrams and charts that explain the
rainfall or the relative position of various towns; or
they could contact people in the area, fire up Skype or
FaceTime, and talk to the people who live there.
There’s no one right way for learning and there’s no
one right way to do counselling.
Clients fare a whole lot better when they get the kind
of therapy they prefer. For this, they need to be offered
choices.
An example will show how this might look when giving
the client the therapy they prefer. Their choice.
Example of choice for a trauma client
A teenage boy came to see me, having suffered several
little-T and big-T traumas at school and at home over
two years.
After lots of exploratory discussion, I offered him – and
demonstrated – different ways to deal with his
traumas:
EFT – Emotional Freedom Technique,
commonly called tapping, which uses the
body’s energy systems and cognitive
statements to realign the zzzz that’s causing
distress.

Or EMDR – Eye Movement, Desensitising
and Reprocessing, which involves moving the
eyes while recalling the trauma so that the
dual focus makes the recall manageable,
which in turn allows reframing and
resolution.
Or narrative work, which involves telling the
story in various ways until it is settled and
loses its sting.
Or an NLP technique that involves playing
and replaying the story as a film in various
ways.
I explained all these to my client (more slowly than
here!) and the boy actually chose different modes for
his different traumas.
He had choices, he was in control, and he was
interested and motivated because it was creative, not
boring.
How anti-model is this?
Is this being untrue to one’s model of practice?
Not at all. Just like “earlier” is not always better –
except in counselling young people – one model will not
suit everyone.
Being creative and flexible is not anti-model – it means
understanding mental distress and good health, but
then relating that to the real world of the real person in
front of you, and linking it to a sound recognition of
where the young person is at, in their development and
in their thinking ability.
Being creative and flexible is not anti-planning – it
means having an idea of what might happen and then
holding it only loosely.

And it doesn’t mean breaking boundaries ad hoc, but
understanding why boundaries are thought to be good
and knowing when and how to ignore them for the best
outcome.
For example, if going for a walk round the school will
help the child talk about exactly how school life is going
wrong, then do it.
Being creative and flexible doesn’t mean being
unprofessional – it means not following someone else’s
rules blindly when it clearly isn’t going to work.
And it doesn’t mean wishy-washy practice, but noticing
clearly what is happening and why, and being willing to
answer for it or address it.
It’s not our job to hold the child or young person back,
but to help them find their gold. Preferably before they
need years of therapy.
And definitely without keeeping them in therapy
indefinitely due to sticking with a model that perhaps isn’t
working for them.
And that’s a truly creative process.
It takes courage.
It needs a basis of solid training to build on, so you
know roughly where the finishing post, the pot of gold,
is – or might be (we do get surprises sometimes).
A metaphor will help me illustrate this way of getting to
the finishing post.
The pot of gold is over there, on the other side of a
pond. You’re in a sailing dinghy on a windy day, so you’ll
need to tack across the water. You’ll have to turn the

sail towards or away from the wind just enough to keep
moving to your destination. Taking little byways
without losing the overall sense of where you’re going.
To know when to tack, we might need to mix the
metaphor up here and think, instead, of browsing the
Internet – what is the little thing that catches our
attention and makes us stop and read?
What little thing has your client just said or indicated
they are interested in, or want to do, that would just
make the difference if only we can pick up and run with
it until the next tack?
Being able to follow these little twists and turns is the
secret that brings forth gold from the alchemist’s
laboratory.

WHERE DOES THAT LEAVE US?

I haven’t attempted to be comprehensive. And my
approach is not definitive. It’s not even original – I’ve
learnt from many before me.
But let me continue being Unoriginal in conclusion.
I once read a wonderful young adult novel. I read many
young adult novels. This one was called The Tygrine Cat
by Inbali Iserles.
It’s a fantasy story about ancient cat tribes. And in it,
the Tygrine cat has been taught the three pillars of
feline life by his mum. I’m adapting these here.

So, first of all: Trust your instincts.
As Steve Jobs of Apple computers once said: “You can’t
connect the dots looking forward; you can only
connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust
that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You
have to trust in something — your gut, destiny, life,
karma, whatever.”
That’s the first pillar of cat life adapted for counsellors.
Trust your instincts.
The second is this: Use your judgement.
For counsellors, this means knowing the rules and then
letting your judgement make the best decision in the
context – in other words, being bold enough to make
that judgement yourself with the young person. They
have a life out there and need to go get on with it,
quickly, in the best of mental health.
That’s the second pillar of cat life adapted for us. Use
your judgement.
The final pillar is this: Protect the spirit of the child.
This “spirit” might be thought of as their second self,
the one that’s not necessarily on display to the world,
but the one you get to know as you meet them and
work with them.
Usually, intervening early in crises or problems will
allow the spirit of the child or young person to grow
and flourish in a way that’s very hard to achieve 40
years, or even five years, later.
We need to protect that spirit at the earliest age
possible.

I make no apologies for mentioning the iPod/iPhone/
iPad guru again, because Steve Jobs was one of the
most influential and creative people in technology in his
lifetime – yet he started out in life being given up for
adoption.
He could have fallen by the wayside, but his spirit was
nurtured and protected by his adoptive parents who
supported him in whatever he did. And his creative
spirit was a resource for him in future, allowing him to
take risks and be resilient in setbacks.
So Protect the spirit of the child is the third pillar of cat
life adapted for us today.
“Trust your instincts” is a gut feeling, to be tempered
with “Use your judgement”, while the overall goal is to
“Protect the spirit of the client”.
Let’s make sure that we do this as early and creatively
as possible for all young people this year.
Early intervention and a willingness to think about
and challenge the status quo creatively and flexibly in
a time of insufficient services and funding will help
ensure the future of our young people.

Trust your instincts,
use your judgement,
protect the spirit of the
child
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