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Abstract

In everyday professional life, career counsellors are confronted with a variety
of conflict situations. These conflicts are not related to clients only but also to
problems with colleagues, with a service provider or with the team manage-
ment. For the research group “behaviours of adolescents and young adults in
their vocational and study orientation phase and their training and study
success”, it was important to use the co-ping questionnaire for counsellors to
find out which areas of conflict the 346 counsellors surveyed were confronted
with, which coping strategies they used, how they assessed these strategies
and what connections these behaviours had with personal attitudes and posi-
tions. The three most noticeable areas of stress for counsellors were problems
with adolescents under 25 years of age and adults over 25 as well as problems
with colleagues. Respondents reported that such events were perceived as un-
pleasant/stressful and were of great significance to them. According to a
self-assessment, 72% of the counsellors were able to cope successfully with the
problem. The predictability and duration of such problems had only a sec-
ondary influence on successful coping.

Keywords

Career Counsellor, Coping Strategies, Vocational Guidance, Counselling
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1. Introduction

Conflict management strategies are of great importance to career counsellors in
difficult professional situations as the counselling of young people and adults

should always take place in a conflict-free context (Ertelt et al., in press; Ulrich,
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2021). Career counsellors may be faced with different conflict situations in their
everyday professional life. Such conflicts are not only related to young people or
adults in vocational guidance, further education or career counselling, but there
may also be e.g. problems with colleagues or team management. There is a mul-
titude of other factors that can lead to conflict situations in counselling. The
conflicts career counsellors refer to are important, but it also matters to find out
how they deal with them, what coping strategies they have at their disposal, how
they implement them and what correlations there are between certain behav-
iours and the counsellors’ work environments, e.g. (Labrague et al., 2016; Obi &
Obineli, 2015; Ulrich, 2020).

Within the framework of the research project “Behaviours of adolescents and
young adults in their vocational and study orientation phase and their success in
training and studies” (BSOP), we examined the coping strategies used by career
counsellors in vocational situations, looked at how helpful the behaviours shown

were and which effects or causes could be attributed to these behaviours.

2. Conflict Management Strategies (Coping Strategies)

According to Neubauer & Winter (2007) there are conflict prevention strate-

gies and there is conflict potential. The conflict potential consists of cognitive

and affective processes that precede an argument. Whether this then leads to

an open conflict depends on the outcome of this confrontation. This is where

conflict prevention strategies come into play which can include the following

aspects:

e [Frustration tolerance, i.e. enduring a negative situation for a longer period of
time without attempting to change it.

o Ambiguity tolerance, i.e. putting up with disagreements and contradictions.

e Reward deferral, i.e. putting current needs on hold for a later gain.

® Role distancing, i.e. the person looking at his or her own behaviour from the
point of view of an outsider in order to be able to judge his or her situation
objectively.

e Role-taking, i.e. being able to “put oneself in the shoes” of others.

Coping research has its origins in stress research which deals among other
things with the origins and effects of stress. Thus coping is usually understood as
dealing with problem situations with the objective of the closure of the coping
process (Dubow & Rubinlicht, 2011; Stephenson et al., 2016). Coping implies all
coping strategies regardless of whether the coping behaviour displayed is suc-
cessful or not. The next paragraph presents among the common approaches in
coping research those that are related to the coping questionnaire used in this

study.

3. Model Approaches in Coping Research

The heuristic model of Filipp (1981) is based on the assumption that the pro-
cessuality of an event, the relationship between a person and his or her envi-
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ronment and the active dealing with that event, constitute the process of coping.
Person and environment here form a system. When a critical event occurs, con-
tradictions arise in the person-environment dyad with the task of establishing a
new balance. In this model you find the following analytical units that are sig-
nificant for a person’s coping and confrontation behaviour:

e Antecedent conditions (antecedent characteristics)

Here a person’s biography is taken into account with the main focus on past
critical events and how they were dealt with.
e Competing conditions

Here personal characteristics such as biological, psychological and biophysical
characte-ristics such as personality factors and physical strength as well as con-
textual characteristics such as the social and ecological environment the person
is involved in when in confrontation and coping processes are taken into ac-
count.

o Event characteristics

Characteristics of critical life events are divided into objective, objectifiable
and subjective event parameters.
o Process characteristics

Here a person’s ways of dealing and coping with critical life events at different
levels of his or her behavioural system play a part.
e Consequence characteristics

Here the effects of confronting and coping with a life event are taken into
consideration.

Depending on the event, person-related, interactional and environment-related
effects (Filipp, 1981) as well as group-specific effects (Wang & Wu, 2020) can
arise.

Lumsden (1975)’s assumption that coping is a processual event is fundamental
to Jager (1989)’s model, see also (Behfar et al., 2011). A critical event occurs, the
person perceives it and deals with it. As a result of the confrontation the person
then tries to cope with the event and thus arrives at a re-evaluation of the situa-
tion. According to Lumsden (1975) coping takes place when a person’s life situa-
tion changes and he or she has to come up with new ways of dealing with the
situation. There are three types of coping response: physiological, behavioural
and cognitive. What is significant about the process-analytic model is that it in-
cludes elements of a person’s self-regulation (Lumsden, 1975: 195 p).

Jager (1989) has added to these aspects of his model the action reference
which includes the two coping reactions confrontation and displacement. Ac-
cording to Jager confrontation is the “conscious and/or purposeful way of cop-
ing” while displacement is the “conscious or unconscious mechanism for not
wanting to acknowledge a given problem” (ibid., p. 79).

Furthermore, Jager added a time reference to Lumsden’s process-analytical
model which consists of the past (biography and the related repertoire of exist-

ing coping strategies), the present (supporting or inhibiting situational mecha-
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nisms) and the future (as anticipation of conditions and consequences) (Jager,
1989: 79 p). This model assumes that a critical event is evaluated differently by
different persons. However, the intentions associated with the coping behaviour
are not taken into account. As a rule, one does not know during the execution of
an action the reason for displaying a particular behaviour and one becomes
aware of the significance of this course of action after some time only.

With the coping questionnaire presented here, an attempt was made to de-
scribe a model that encompasses the complexity of coping behaviours. The ques-
tionnaire therefore not only asks questions about coping behaviours in difficult
situations but also about intentions and subjective assessments associated with

coping reactions.

4. The Coping Questionnaire

The coping questionnaire is based on the description of an event, on its subjec-
tive assessment, the coping reactions and the associated intentions and efficiency
assessments.

At the beginning of the questionnaire, the respondent indicates a situation he
or she perceived as unpleasant in the last four weeks. If the respondent reacted
to this unpleasant situation with a coping behaviour specified in the question-
naire, this behaviour is evaluated as successful or unsuccessful. Accompanying
physiological reactions, as well as emotional reactions that may be generated by
problem situations are recorded in the last part of the questionnaire. When
asked about their coping reactions, the respondents have the option of answer-
ing the question in the affirmative or in the negative. If they answer the question
in the negative, they can move on to the next item; if they answer the question in
the affirmative, the respondents can tick the intentions associated with the cop-
ing behaviour shown.

For the study “Behaviours of adolescents and young adults in the vocational
and academic orientation phase and their educational and academic success” by
Frey & Ruppert (2020), a version consisting of 76 items divided into four catego-
ries was chosen:

e Cognitive engagement

This means finding possible solutions, attribution, making sense of and/or
accepting an event.

e Actional engagement

Information and/or new activities are sought in order to actively change the
problem. The search for social support and “fighting back” are also part of this
category.

o Cognitive avoidance

Here the person refuses to acknowledge to him- or herself as well as to others
that there is a problem, he or she resigns, is depressed, indifferent, uninvolved,
helpless and/or tries to trivialize the problem.

e Actional avoidance
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The problem is covered up, the person tries to avoid the unpleasant situation
and/or distracts him- or herself, withdraws, runs away from the problem and/or

feels sorry for him- or herself.

5. Results

Description of the sample

A total of 346 career counsellors participated in the study which ran from
November 2019 to March 2020. 225 respondents (65%) were female and 121
(35%) were male. The average age was 43.6 years.

Results on the problem descriptions

All 346 career counsellors were asked to enter in the coping questionnaire an
unpleasant event that they had experienced in their everyday working life in the
last four weeks and then to classify the issue described into one of 15 problem
categories. The response rate was 89%. A total of 308 assignments were recorded
in nine categories (cf. Table 1).

Table 1 reveals the following: The most conspicuous areas of stress for career
counsellors are problems with clients aged over 25, problems with colleagues
and problems with clients under 25.

When the career guidance counsellors were asked whether these problems
primarily affect themselves or other people, the following distribution emerged.

The result in Table 2 shows that in 64% of all cases the career counsellors

Table 1. Distribution of problem categories.

Category n o,
Problems with clients aged > 25 91 29.6
Problems with colleagues 52 17.0
Problems with clients aged < 25 49 15.9
Problems with team leadership 25 8.1
Problems with self 22 7.1
Problems with job description 21 6.8
Problems with school 18 5.8
Problems with employer 17 5.5
Problems with a school class 13 4.2
Total 308 100

Legend: n = Number of respondents; f%,,,,, distribution in % for the total sample.

Table 2. Concern.

Category Answers in %
Affects myself 64%
Affects another person 36%
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reported stressful events that affected themselves. The respondents also stated
that the event was perceived as unpleasant/stressful but that it was furthermore
of great significance to them. During the event the respondents were sometimes
powerless or paralyzed by the process as they rarely have to deal with such prob-
lems.

According to a self-assessment 72% of the respondents were able to cope with
the problem successfully; in 68% of the cases the event could not have been
foreseen and for 59% of the respondents it was not a long-term problem.

t-tests were then used to test the self-assessments of the career counsellors
who had stated that they had been unable to successfully manage the problem
with those who had said that they had successfully done so, with regard to the
assessment of the foreseeability of the problem and the duration of the problem.
No significant differences were found (p > 0.05). Consequently, the foreseeabil-
ity and the duration of the problem have a secondary influence only on success-
ful coping.

Results on the action strategies

Are there now any strategies for action that are a prerequisite for career coun-
sellors to state that they have been able to cope successfully with the problem?

The second part of the questionnaire was intended to provide answers to this
question by asking respondents to indicate (tick the case) the thoughts they have
had and actions they have undertaken in relation to the problem described. If a
question or statement was ticked No, they were to move on to the next question.
If a statement was ticked Yes, they should indicate how helpful this behaviour
had been for them on a 4-point scale (1 = very helpful to 4 = not helpful at all).

In the following, the coping strategies that were selected by the respondents
for problem solving are shown. Only those respondents who had used at least
one item from the respective category were included in the calculations. The
mere use of the coping strategies does at this stage not provide any information
as to whether the behaviour shown was also helpful in solving the problem.

e Actional coping strategies

Total of the items: 3, 13, 16, 21 - 26, 31, 40, 42, 46 - 48, 59, 68 (possible maxi-
mum value: 17; possible minimum value: 1).

The results from Table 3 can be interpreted as follows: 301 career guidance
counsellors dealt with the problem they were facing in an action-oriented way.
For about 47% of the respondents, a maximum of 13 action alternatives were
used in this category. The evaluation shows that on average about seven action

alternatives were used in the category of actional confrontation.

Table 3. Mean value for actional engagement.

n M s w, w;,

301 7.1 2.7 1 13

Legend: n = Number of respondents; A/ = Mean; s = Standard deviation; W, = lowest to-
tal value; W, = highest total value.
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e Actional avoidance strategies

Total of the items: 4, 5, 7, 32 - 35, 50, 54, 60, 61, 66, 70 - 76 (possible maxi-
mum value: 19; possible minimum value: 1).

Table 4 shows the following picture: 266 career guidance counsellors dis-
played actional avoidance strategies with regard to the problem they were facing;
however 87% of the respondents used a maximum of five action alternatives. On
average about three action alternatives came into play in the category of actional
avoidance.

o Cognitive strategies of confrontation

Total of items: 1, 2, 6,9 - 11, 14, 15, 20, 29, 30, 36-39, 44, 52, 55 - 58, 62, 63, 67
(possible maximum value: 24; possible minimum value: 1).

Table 5 shows that 304 career counsellors also dealt with the problem they
were facing on a cognitive level. For 72% of the respondents more than 12 alter-
native courses of action were used. The mean value shows that on average 14 al-
ternative courses of action were used for cognitive confrontation.

o Cognitive avoidance strategies

Total of items: 8, 12, 17 - 19, 23, 27, 28, 41, 43, 45, 49, 51, 53, 64, 65, 69 (possi-
ble maximum value: 17; possible minimum value: 1).

Table 6 shows the following picture: 249 career counsellors stated relying on
cognitive avoidance strategies to solve the problem. For 86% of the respondents
a maximum of six alternative courses of action were used. A mean value of four
alternative courses of action shows that on average four of the stated coping
strategies were actually used.

The results from Tables 3-6 can be interpreted as follows: Firstly, in order to

cope with a problem, the interviewed career counsellors primarily used a variety

Table 4. Mean value for actional avoidance.

n M s W, W,
266 2.8 2 1 10

Legend: n = Number of respondents; M = Mean; s = Standard deviation; W, = lowest to-

n

tal value; W, = highest total value.

Table 5. Mean score for cognitive engagement.

n M s w, w,

304 13.9 5.1 1 23

Legend: n = Number of respondents; A/ = Mean; s = Standard deviation; W, = lowest to-
tal value; W, = highest total value.

Table 6. Mean value for cognitive avoidance.

n M s w, w,
249 3.9 2.6 1 11

Legend: n = Number of respondents; M = Mean; s = Standard deviation; W, = lowest to-
tal value; W, = highest total value.

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2022.131005

68 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2022.131005

A. Frey et al.

of cognitive and actional coping strategies. Secondly, they used cognitive avoid-
ance strategies to avoid the problem, followed by actional avoidance. In sum-
mary, it can be said that career counsellors dealt with the problem they were
facing both cognitively and actionally.

Are there any correlations among career counsellors between actional and cog-
nitive coping or action strategies on one hand and actional and cognitive avoid-
ance strategies on the other? A correlation calculation should provide the first
answer to this question.

Although there are significant correlations between all action strategies, the
correlations of Table 7 show that the action strategies cognitive/actional avoid-
ance (r = 0.71) and cognitive/actional engagement (r = 0.61) are much more
strongly related. Furthermore, one can assume that career counsellors used both
confrontation and avoidance strategies within a conflict situation.

If on a general level, the action strategies in all of the problem areas presented
are characterized by the use of all of the action alternatives, we should check on
the basis of the four most frequently mentioned problem situations whether the
action strategies were selected specifically with regard to the problems the coun-
sellors were facing and were not ruled by a change in action strategy. Three cor-
relation matrices are to provide an insight into problem-oriented correlations of
action strategies.

With regard to ‘Problems with adults over 25 years of age’, the correlations
from Table 8 show the following picture: there are significant correlations between
the action strategies of actional and cognitive engagement (r = 0.49. p < 0.01), ac-

tional and cognitive avoidance (r = 0.68, p < 0.01) and actional engagement and

Table 7. Correlation matrix.

Act.Engag. Cog.Engag. Act.Avoid.
Cog.Engag. 0.61**
Act.Avoid. 0.27%* 0.19%
Cog.Avoid. 0.28** 0.21* 0.71**

Legend: ActEngag. = Actional Engagement; Cog.Engag. = Cognitive Engagement;
Act.Avoid. = Actional Avoidance; Cog.Avoid. = Cognitive Avoidance; *p < 0.05; **p <
0.01.

Table 8. Correlation matrix “problems with adults over 25 years of age”.

Act.Engag. Cog.Engag. Act.Avoid.
Cog.Engag. 0.49**
Act.Avoid. 0.18 0.17
Cog.Avoid. 0.46** 0.25 0.68**

Legend: ActEngag. = Actional Engagement; Cog.Engag. = Cognitive Engagement;
Act.Avoid. = Actional Avoidance; Cog.Avoid. = Cognitive Avoidance; *p < 0.05; **p <
0.01.
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cognitive avoidance (r = 0.46, p < 0.01). Here, the coping behaviour of the career
counsellors is characterized by a change in strategy (=not just following one
strategy but switching between confrontation and avoidance strategies). This
means e.g. that these individuals first confronted the problems and, after that
behaviour had failed, avoided the problems.

With regard to “problems with colleagues”, the correlations in Table 9 show
that primarily actional and cognitive avoidance strategies (r = 0.56, p < 0.05)
were used by the career counsellors. The respondents who indicated stressful
situations with colleagues as a problem area dealt with them through actional
and cognitive avoidance behaviours, i.e they did then not use active conflict
management behaviours but preferred to behave in a restrained/repressive
manner.

The correlations in Table 10 show that career counsellors who reported
“problems with clients under the age of 25” preferred the following action strat-
egies: Actional and cognitive engagement (r = 0.61, p < 0.01), actional and cog-
nitive avoidance (r = 0.52, p < 0.01) and actional engagement coupled with ac-
tional avoidance (r = 0.36, p < 0.05). Again it can be seen that the coping beha-
viour of the respondents was characterized by a change in strategy. This specifi-
cally means that if a previously adopted strategy had not been successful, anoth-
er one was used.

In summary, it can be stated that career counsellors tended very strongly to-
wards a change in strategy with regard to action strategies, i.e. they did not only
use one action strategy, e.g. confrontation to cope with a problem but alternated

between avoidance and confrontation approaches. However, one exception could

Table 9. Correlation matrix “problems with colleagues”.

Act.Engag. Cog.Engag. Act.Avoid.
Cog.Engag. 0.33
Act.Avoid. 0.11 0.29
Cog.Avoid. 0.18 0.10 0.56*

Legend: Act.Engag. = Actional Engagement; Cog.Engag. = Cognitive Engagement;
Act.Avoid. = Actional Avoidance; Cog.Avoid. = Cognitive Avoidance; *p < 0.05; **p <
0.01.

Table 10. Correlation matrix “problems with adolescents under 25 years of age”.

Act.Engag. Cog.Engag. Act.Avoid.
Cog.Engag. 0.61**
Act.Avoid. 0.36* 0.25
Cog.Avoid. 0.24 0.24 0.52**

Legend: Act.Engag. = Actional Engagement; Cog.Engag. = Cognitive Engagement;
Act.Avoid. = Actional Avoidance; Cog.Avoid. = Cognitive Avoidance; *p < 0.05; **p <
0.01.
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be identified: Conflicts with colleagues were primarily characterized by actional
and cognitive avoidance behaviours. In this problem category there was no
change in strategy.

The following table shows the overall results when counsellors were asked
how helpful the behaviours displayed had been (1 = very helpful to 4 = not
helpful at all):

The mean values from Table 11 show that career counsellors who dealt with a
problem (actionally and cognitively) rated this approach as unhelpful (M = 3.3
and 3.1). Guidance counsellors who dealt with a problem through avoidance
(actional and cognitive) rated it as quite helpful (M = 2.4 and 2.1). A re-
peated-measures analysis of variance indicated that guidance counsellors who
used avoidance strategies considered this behaviour more helpful than using
confrontation strategies. Nevertheless 72% of the career counsellors stated that
they were from their points of view able to cope successfully with the problem
they were facing.

Results on the factor structure

In order to structure the action strategies, factor analysis was conducted with
the total of actional and cognitive confrontation variables as well as of actional
and cognitive avoidance variables with a variance clarification of 51.9%. This
resulted in two dimensions (orthogonal varimax solution) (See Table 12).

The two dimensions obtained are interpreted in the following way, whereby
this clear-cut result had to be expected on the basis of the correlation calcula-
tions:

Factor 1: Avoidance

This avoidance factor summarizes above all the actional and cognitive avoid-

ance actions. Avoidance means that the individuals concerned “avoid dealing

Table 11. Helpful mean values for the behaviour shown.

M s n
Cognitive engagement 3.3 0.59 296
Actional engagement 3.1 0.55 290
Cognitive avoidance 2.1 0.9 231
Actional avoidance 2.4 0.89 287

Legend: M = Mean; s = Standard deviation; n = Number of respondents.

Table 12. Rotated factor matrix.

Factor 1 Factor 2
Actional engagement 0.8633
Cognitive engagement 0.8529
Actional avoidance 0.8945
Cognitive avoidance 0.8876
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with” the issue, avoid the issue and/or do everything possible not to actively
confront the issue. Since both the cognitive component and the active compo-
nent load on the same factor, this can be interpreted as an internal validation of
those ways of reacting.

Factor 2: Confrontation

Here the actional and cognitive acts of confrontation are bundled together.
The term “confrontation” initially only refers to the fact that someone confronts
the problem and “addresses” it; the ways of “addressing” are taken either cogni-
tively or actionally. Both forms of confrontation load on the same factor which
again has to be seen as an indicator of internal validation, without though failing
to recognize that the respective form of action is just one side of the “same coin”.

It is apparent from these two factors that the avoidance strategies can neatly
be differentiated from the confrontation strategies. These two factors form the

basis of the following calculations.

6. Relationships between Coping Behaviours of Career
Counsellors and Framework Conditions in the
Employment Agencies, the Counselling Activity, the
Personal Situation and Education and Training

Social, economic and political conditions today demand that career counsellors
offer simultaneously support and solutions to problems. High demands are
placed on them (Ertelt et al., in press). In addition, there are areas of work that
have become important due to social and economic changes and that have a
bearing on today’s world of work such as the integration of people with disabili-
ties and refugees into the labour market or the further training and qualification
of employees in their workplaces e.g. (Ertelt et al., 2021). This work requires ca-
reer counsellors to be competent in the use of conflict management strategies. As
great importance is attached to conflict management strategies, this presupposes
that career counsellors are well trained as well as highly motivated and willing to
undertake further training (Seifried et al., 2021). In addition they need suitable
framework conditions within their institution in order to be able to provide
adequate career and further education counselling (NICE, 2016).

In this context, the following areas are examined for relationships with regard
to the two factors of engagement and avoidance and corresponding hypotheses
are formulated:
¢ Education and training

On one hand, career counsellors who have followed a “wrong” practice model
during training and have not attended any further training will show increased
avoidance reactions to stressful situations. On the other hand, it is assumed that
career guidance counsellors who regard an academic grounding, personality de-
velopment and action competence as important training goals, will pursue en-
gagement reactions to resolve a conflict.

e Vocational counselling competence
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Career counsellors who promote the competences and qualifications of their
clients, who have a large repertoire of counselling competences and who are aware
of the importance of dealing with the needs of their clients, will increasingly pur-
sue engagement strategies.

e Framework conditions

Career counsellors who have more time to search for and to provide informa-
tion and counselling to clients with more difficult problems, will primarily dem-
onstrate engagement strategies in conflict situations.

e Personal situations

Career counsellors who are dissatisfied with their career counselling and who
want to change this, will increasingly pursue engagement strategies.

These differentiated patterns of correlation between education and training,
career counselling, framework conditions and personal situations on one hand,
and coping behaviour on the other, are presented below as examples based on
two regression analyses (Figure 1 and Figure 2).

The first regression calculation includes the factor value “engagement” as a
criterion which is derived from the following five remaining predictors ranked
according to their importance for the explanation of the criterion:

e Information is comprehensively available to clients.

¢ Importance of scientific basis for practice.

e Heterogeneous client base.

o Satisfaction with counselling practice.

e Importance of engagement with clients as regards the behaviour exhibited.

Between these five predictors and the criterion there is an attributed variance
of 33% (population estimate of the square of the multiple correlation coeffi-

cient).

Availability of information for the Client
(3=0.28)

Importance of scientific grounding for
practice (3 = 0.26)

Heterogeneous client basis Engagement strategy of the
(8=0.20)

counsellor R2=0.33

Satisfaction with counselling
practice (3 =10.17)

Importance of engagement with
clients on behaviour exhibited (B =0.16)

Figure 1. Regression analysis with the criterion engagement.
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Figure 1 confirms the hypotheses that career counsellors who use engagement
strategies to manage conflict are more likely to state that they have comprehen-
sive information to give to their clients, that they have a more heterogeneous
client base, that they engage with their clients about the behaviour exhibited,
that a scientific grounding is important for their practice, and that they are more
likely to be dissatisfied with their own counselling.

In the second regression calculation, “avoidance” enters as a dependent factor
as a criterion which is derived from the following remaining three predictors
ranked according to their importance for the explanation of the criterion:

e Importance of practice in training.
¢ Further training on counselling competence.
o Satisfaction with counselling practice.
Between these three predictors and the criterion, there is an attributed va-

riance of 22%.

Importance of practice in training
(3=0.34)

Avoidance strategies of the
counsellor R? = 0.24

Further training on counselling com-
petence (3 = 0.23)

Satisfaction with counselling practice
(3=0.19)

Figure 2. Regression analysis with the criterion avoidance.

Figure 2 shows the following picture: career counsellors who use avoidance
strategies to deal with conflict are more likely to say that they consider the prac-
tical approach in training to be important, that they have not attended any fur-
ther training on counselling competence and they are satisfied with their coun-

selling practice.

7. Summary and Discussion

According to the heuristic model (Filipp, 1981) and the nine-component model
(Jager, 1989), coping behaviour is a processual event. However, when in action,
the individual often does not know why he or she displays a particular behav-
iour. It is after some time only that the individual becomes aware of the signifi-
cance of this behaviour. At the beginning of the coping phase, many people react
with avoidance behaviour. It is only later on that they deal with the problem.
Avoidance and confrontation are not simply two different coping reactions but

they fulfil different functions in the coping process (Katz & Schmidt, 1991).
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However, it seems reasonable to assume that only those individuals who deal
with a problem cognitively and also implement this actionally, can actually solve
the problem. If a person avoids dealing with an unpleasant situation cognitively,
he or she will not show any behaviour that can lead to a solution to the problem.

Coping strategies are in relation to counselling behaviour in conflict situations
of great importance. This refers not only to the behaviour of the clients but also
to the behaviour of the counsellors who supervise and counsel them.

In everyday professional life, career counsellors are confronted with a variety
of conflict situations. These conflicts are not only related to clients but also to
problems with colleagues, with a service provider or with the team management.

For the research group “Behaviours of adolescents and young adults in their
vocational and study orientation phase and their training and study success”, it
was important to use the modified coping questionnaire for counsellors to find
out which areas of conflict the 346 counsellors were confronted with, which
coping strategies they used, how they assessed these strategies and what connec-
tions these behaviours had with personal attitudes and positions.

The three most noticeable areas of stress for counsellors are problems with ado-
lescents under 25 years of age and adults over as well as problems with colleagues.
Respondents reported that the event was perceived as unpleasant/stressful and was
of great significance to them. According to a self-assessment, 72% of the coun-
sellors were able to cope successfully with the problem. The predictability and
duration of the problem had a secondary influence only on successful coping.

301 counsellors (97%) resorted to actional acts of confrontation, with an av-
erage of seven action alternatives. 304 counsellors (99%) used cognitive strate-
gies of confrontation with an average of 14 alternative actions. 266 counsellors
(86%) reported that they also carried out actional avoidance strategies with an
average of three action alternatives. 249 counsellors (81%) also used cognitive
avoidance strategies to solve problems with a mean value of four action alterna-
tives. A correlation calculation showed that all coping actions had a high corre-
lation. Since many counsellors dealt with the problem situation both cognitively
and actionally, one can assume in the sense of Katz & Schmidt (1991) that they
were also able to solve the problem and that avoidance and confrontation reac-
tions fulfil different functions in the coping process. According to Jager (1989) it
can also be assumed that the counsellors’ behaviour was characterised by a
so-called change of action and that they consciously or unconsciously switched
between avoidance and confrontation. One reason for these reactions can also be
found in their training and further education. When the interviewed counsellors
had been trained in counselling skills and conflict resolution strategies during their
studies and had attended further training on this topic, they used more actional
and cognitive confrontation strategies in a professional counselling situation.

An interesting tendency was found in the answers to the question “How help-
ful was the behaviour shown?”: The cognitive and actional confrontation actions

were rated as not being very helpful, the cognitive and actional avoidance actions
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however as quite helpful. Statistical analysis confirmed that counsellors who
used avoidance strategies considered this behaviour to be of greater help than
the use of confrontation actions. This result corresponded significantly with
non-participation in further training on counselling competences and conflict
resolution.

Two regression analyses yielded the following results: Career counsellors who
used conflict resolution strategies were more likely to say that they had compre-
hensive information for their clients, that they were dealing with a heterogene-
ous client base, that it was important for them to discuss the behaviour exhibited
by their clients, that they considered a scientific grounding to be important for
practice, and that they were more likely to be dissatisfied with their own coun-
selling. However, career counsellors who used avoidance strategies to deal with
conflicts were more likely to say that they considered the practical approach in
training to be important, that they had not attended any further training on
counselling and that they were satisfied with their own counselling.

In summary, the following thesis can be formulated: If the curriculum of the
studies and further training places great emphasis on the teaching of counselling
competences, which include conflict resolution strategies, the career counsellors
concerned were more able and/or more willing to apply conflict resolution ac-
tions in conflict situations, especially with clients. Career guidance counsellors
who valued practical experience as an important element in their studies showed
avoidance behaviour in conflict situations in particular, and especially when deal-
ing with clients and colleagues. It may be that these career counsellors orientated
themselves on a wrong practice model and have an incompatible image of day-
to-day counselling i.e. they had learned from a model unsuitable to them.

Finally, it can be assumed that career counsellors who want to positively change
situations in their counselling work or who are dissatisfied with their current
counselling service, prefer to use cognitive and actional conflict solving man-

agement.
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