
From oracle chambers to clini s 
and community work 
I caught up with Dr 
Dione Mifsud, Head 
of the Department 
of Counselling (e. 
2012) within the 
Faculty for Social 
Well being, Senate 
member and 
Harassment Officer 
at the University of 
Malta. 

Dr Andrew Azzopardi 
Dean Faculty for 
Social Wellbeing, 

University of Malta & 
Broadcaster - Ghandi xi Nghid 

www.andrewazzopardi.org 

Are people still 
embarrassed to come to 
counselling? 
While some stigma still exists, I 
have seen a significant change 
over the past few years. More 
people are aware of mental health 
issues and are ready to work hard 
to enhance their psychological 
wellbeing. While more people are 
using the services of professional 
counsellors it is also pertinent to 
note that issues in general wellbe
ing are different and many times 
more challenging than they were 
a few decades ago. It is pertinent 
to note that the social media is 
changing the ways relationships 
are construed and managed and 
this is a new trend that is making 
conflict resolution in relationships 
a bit more difficult. 

Can counselling help people 
out of their protilems?' 
Counselling is mostly about at
tending, listening, understanding 
and challenging skills. When a 
person indulges in negative 
thoughts and limiting behaviour, 
it is the counsellor's job to under
stand, to empathise and to accom
pany the client on a journey that 
may well include challenging 
present negative personal beliefs 
and behaviours as well as ad
dressing past situations and trau
mas that may be contributing to 
the person's present situation. The 
counsellor's job is to accompany 
the person to deconstruct and 
change those limiting behaviours. 

Are counselling services 
available only fo those who 
can pay? 
Counselling in itself is a service 
and should be available to all. 
While many clients opt for a pri
vate service, counsellmg is avail
able for free in many public 
institutions and NGOs. Obviously 
1t ls never enough and as I have 
almuly mti<l, the• t<"lld(•rny that 
more people are finding it easier 
to speak and work on their life is
sue, may meau lhat i.ttsli!ulions 
need to employ more couru;elloro. 

Are counselling services 
available to children? 
All our schools have counselling 
services and this has been offered 
since the 1970s. School coun
selling is a specialisation in its 
own right. Counsellors are also 
trained to use creative approaches 
that work well with children. 
Children are human beings who, 
though they are not adults, go 
through the same emotions, 
doubts and fears that adults do, 
sometimes even more intensely. 

Does the fact that we need 
these services mean that 
communities are failing to 
'take care of its own'? 
I will answer 'No' to the first part 

of the question. Forms of coun
selling have existed since time im
memorial. We have 'oracle 
chambers' in our prehistoric tem
ples. The ancient world is full of 
stories of people making long 
journeys to visit oracles, shamans, 
witch doctors and priests to get 
some kind of illumination. People 
go to persons they can trust to re
ceive insights, solace and under
standing. It is amazing that 
counselling transcends all cul
tures as well. Modem day coun
selling is a continuation of this 
phenomenon but is now an
chore<.l wiUti.t1 establishe<.l JJrofes
sional competencies and skills. 
However, I will answer 'Yes' to 
the second question. Llfe is be
coming too stressful, relationships 
are becoming more complicated 
and lhe social media has opened a 
completely different new world in 
a very short time. Technological 
and cultural changes are happen
ing too fmit and tit(• tim(• m~•d(•d 
for humans to adapt to changing 
situations is now either too short 
or nou-existeut. 

Are we providing enough 
social services?'" 
Enough is not a go09 word to use. 
It is never enough and it is not a 
cliche'. I sec that schools certainly 
need more counsellors as they are 
too few and all are overwhelmed 
with work I see the need for com
munity courtSelling services 
within local councils and 
parishes, I see counsellors work
ing with patients and their rela
tives in the health sector and I see 
counsellors supporting the profes
sional staff in the services sector. 
Service, the act of being a constant 
'giver' does take its toll. 

Confidentiality at all costs? 
There are limits to confidentiality 
and these are agreed with the 

client at the start of a counselling 
process. In Malta the three major 
limits are that a counsellor needs 
to report when a life is in jeop
ardy, e.g. an intention to kill or 
take one's life. Counsellors can be 
exonerated from professional con
fidentiality by a court of law. 
Counsellors also need to report 
abuse on children. Having said 
that confidentiality is the single 
area that causes most problems 
for counsellors as they need to 
make decisions that may have 
repercussions in the long run. For 
example, mandatory reporting 
may mean that potential dienls 
will be afraid to speak about 
abuse or suicidal intentions. 

How can we strengthen our 
communities? 
Co11ununilies need lo be able lo 
meet, form relationships and 
provide meaning of their lives. 
'] hey need to have the physical 
'lpan• to h<' ahl<' to do this This is 
becoming less as our natural en
vironment is eaten up and we 
will suffer from this i.t1 the llexl 
few yearn. Communities need to 
have the time to meet as a com
munity but time is being taken 
away from us through wasted 
time in traffic jams, less time for 
families to be together, which I 
feel is a direct product of too 
many after school activities for 
children and long hours of work 
for one or both parents. We are 
slowly losing our reputation as a 
collectivist society and becoming 
disengaged individuals. Chang
ing this trend will however be 
difficult though not necessarily 
impossible. So to answer your 
question, we can strengthen our 
communities by giving them the 
time to be together and the space 
to meet together. 

What is bereavement? Does 

everyone go through the 
same stages? 
I went through bereavement only a 
few weeks ago and lived through 
what the theories say. My family 
was grieving in hospital over the 
death of a loved family member. 
We were all stunned as it all hap
pened very suddenly and very 
simply did not know what to do. 
Back home we all sat together to 
give our relative a beautiful fu
neral, and after the funeral we met 
to reminisce. Life then went on and 
most of the bereavement was done 
privately with everyone carrying 
and trying to manage the loss with 
feelings of sadness, doubt, in
credulity and the reminder of our 
own mortality. Bereavement brings 
forth all this as we try to come to 
terms with the passing of a loved 
one and what it means to us in 
terms of loss and re-engaging with 
our own mortality. 

What are the main areas of 
research of vour 
department? 
We are right now focusing on is
sues around counselling ethics, 
counselling practice and supervi
sion. We also focus on transcul
tural and intercultural 
counselling and experiences, 
school counselling and commu
nity counselling. 

What courses do you offer 
and how can they 
contribute towards 
improving our 
communities? 
We currenlly offer two master's 
degrees, Master in Counselling 
and Master of Arts in Transcul
tural Counselling. We offer a PhD 
programme and a Counselling 
Supervision programme. We aim 
lo oHer other specialist courses i.t1 
the near future including special
ist courses in different coun
selling approaches, courses on 
<T(•atiVP co111w<'lling with chil 
dren, adults, couples and fami
lies. All our courses arc aimed at 
llllJJI'OVi.ttg ow COllllllWtilies 
through providing professionals 
who are competent, ethical and 
who understand the needs of the 
persons who seek our services. 
We also want to create a culture 
which respects the similarities 
and diversities of human beings 
living together in a common 
space. Finally, through our re
search we want to inform society 
of what works and what works 
less within relationships and soci
eties and how counselling can 
help to address these issues. 

Prospective students who want 
more information on counselling 
courses may find the informa
tion on the university website 
https://www.um.edu.mt/courses/ke 
yword/Postgraduate/Counselling or 
contact the Department or by call
ing 2340 3518. 


