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Whisper Networks and Wounded Healers: How
Counselors Take Care of Their Own Mental Health
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Counselors are trained to care for others, but the work tak ional toll Here's y stay g through , supervision, and peer

support.
BY LORIS. ALCALA

The best days as a mental health counselor start long before a when there's b +t,calm, and space to prepare. For LaTisha Brown, Ph.D., core

faculty member for the Counseling Department at Saybrook University, th Ty d the night

before, having taken care of my needs," she says. "l enjoy my work so much, which s why 'm the one who typically brings the joy, sunshine, and positive energy to the

session.”

Not every day feels that way, though. There are times when the weight of client work makes it harder to focus.

“There is no way | can hold space for
my clients’ issues, my own personal
issues, the challenges of the world
we're living in, and truly remain
focused and present.”

~r. 1o Tghar Brossn.

“There is no way | can hold space for my clients' issues, my own personal issues, the challenges of the world we're living in, and truly remain focused and present,” Dr.

Brown says.
Her experi in clinical mental ounseling \g work. Whether sitting with
someone in crisis or working through one’s own internal pressures, counseling is about gup 2 Ifintact. “Really ttention to who you are,

bothin session and out of session, s so important,” Dr. Brown says

Students training to become clinical mental health counselors often experience the intensity of the work during their very first field placements. That's why learning to

manage those demands is so important. Through supervision, peer support, personal therapy, and boundaries, I ionally present

-

Why Mental Health Counselors Face Emotional Strain

long after that first session.

Therapists don'tjust listen to client stories of trauma and hardship; they experience them, offering clarity and holding space for people in pain. Given that they must

also deal with their own be P

Jennifer Preston, Ph.D., program director of Counselor Education and Supervision at Saybrook, h: just how p become. She was
workingina with The client’s court date came weeks later, and although she still showed
some visible signs of abuse, the judge ruled that she was no longer in danger. As a result, denied and criminal charges dropped.

“What was most painful about it was her fear-based response;” recalls Dr. Preston. Shaken, Dr. Preston went home that night unsure if she could keep doing the work,

but she came back the next day, despite not agreeing with the judge's decision.

Moments like these are all too common.

Alfonso Ferguson, Ph.D., core facuity member for the Counseling Department at at s p ging tim;
from early i hi He had used humor that had helped build rapport with clients before. This time, though, the client took
offense and had I breakdown that took

Reflecting on how the incident made him evolve his thinking, Dr. Ferguson says, “It made me really consider,'Do I not get to show up as myself? Do I need to do

something different? Do | need ? Whatam | doing wrong?'” L it, he says, “Itfelt heavy."
The internal pressure to always say the right thing, to always help, thi early on. Many. lors suffer from burnoutand compassion
fatigue according to the American Counseling Association. What matters is how leam to process o thatthey

don't have to be perfect to be effective.

Why Self-Care Is Essential for Therapists and Counselors

For Dr. Brown, the ability to show up begins with what happens outside her practice. She sees a therapist every other week and protects her mornings from chaos.

She's alsointentional hat she eats, what ith whom herself. She recall te she read long ago that her

career: "Every great g ist has a therapist.

“Every great counselor or every
great at therapist has a therapist.”



- Lo Tgha Brousn .

However, Dr. Brown emphasizes that self-care is also about learing limits. She asks herself, “How do | put boundaries in place that are also going to impact my own

mental health and care?”

Like Dr. Brown, Dr. Ferguson has found his own rhythm. He makes time for creativity on and prioritizes travel with his partner.

stress in his personal life, he's mindful of how it might affect his client work. “'m al ki I have space I needs so those things

don't bleed into my therapeutic experiences with clients,” he says.

Dr. Ferguson also uses a trusted peer network for support, a kind of “whisper network” that consists of off-the-record check-ins, venting sessions, and informal
supervision among friends and colleagues. “We almost offer each other peer supervision. I went tofolks, and | was able to process and make sense of what was mine to

hold or not," he explains.

For nearby can make a how they're able to show up for their patients. Dr. Preston keeps a smooth
stone with an etched thumb groove in her pocket during sessions, and she travels planes. “There's a sort of ponse.” she says, "just to regulate
my nervous system allittle bit” It helps her cop moments, to pause or explain what

: Self-care isn'ta have; it's what makes the work possible.

How Counseling Students Build Emotional Resilience

Saybrook University teaches more than counseling. howto the most Through 700 hours of
fieldwork, including pract  internships, our M.A. in Counseling; Clinical Mental Health Counseling program i
clinical through online class di
“Student in classes that can d " Dr. Preston says. th d faculty toregulate,
jing what to do to stay g in g
Dr. Preston notes that part o the fi it what kind of therapist they want to be, what environments they want to

workin, and what boundaries they need to set for themselves.

“The overall approach the d capacities,

-

What Counsclors Need To Know About Managing Emotional
Burnout

them with the self-care tools necessary to sustain the work

long term,” she explains.

Drs. Ferguson and Brown both say that having support outside of work is essential. While Dr. time ) travel, , Dr. Brown

hasizes letting go of the need to be py “Counselors thatthey are not required to be perfect and that their healing can also be parallel to

their clients,” she says.

“Counselors have to understand
that they are not required to be
perfect and that their healing can
also be parallel to their clients.”

: - 1o Tigha Brown

Dr. Brown encourages counselors to "take off the cape” and stop feeling like they must be "super counselor” by saving both their clients and themselves. The same is

true for boundaries. I don't want to be so great for my clients that | have nothing leftin my cup to gi people that mean the absolute most to me, and that is

my family,” she says.

Dr. Ferguson advises f think beyond P itself. the system: societal, that affect everyone involved in the.

work. “I've been really’ ‘s ecological systems model,” he says, “how all those different things trickle down and impact us as people.”

‘This broader view helps Dr. Ferguson understand clients more completely rather than seeing them in isolation. It also helps him step back from making everything

about his own role as a therapist and keeps the focus on what clients actually need.

Why Therapist Self-Care Is Key to Client Care

1i , mental feel things deeply. Its part of what makes them good at what they do. However, to stay in this work, they must care for

themselves as intentionally as they care for others

Thatall starts in training. At Saybrook, self port aren't just part of the curriculum; they re part of our culture. If you'd like to learn more about

Saybrook’s M.A. in Counseling program, compl below or apply igh the Saybrook University application portal
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