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Fact Sheet | Counselling 
 

What is Counselling? 

Professional counselling is a service provided by practitioners who have training, degrees, and 
certifications in a particular field of mental health. Counselling can be delivered by medical 
professionals, psychologists, social workers, family therapists and general counsellors. In some 
instances, counselling is provided by trained peers; people who have lived experience with mental 
health and substance use challenges.  

Counselling takes place in the counsellor’s office in, what is often called, a talk therapy session. 
The counsellor may use a questionnaire or ask several questions in the first meeting. Sometimes 
the counsellor will just let the client talk for most of the session while he or she takes notes. It can 
take several in-person sessions for the counsellor to gather information for a mental health 
assessment and a treatment plan. Only licensed medical doctors, psychiatrists, psychologists and, 
sometimes, nurse practitioners can prescribe medications.  

Counsellors are trained in techniques that enhance a person’s ability to understand their situation, 
symptoms, and life challenges. Techniques, sometimes called interventions, can include Cognitive 
Behaviour Therapy, Dialectical Behaviour Therapy, Interpersonal Therapy, Narrative Therapy and 
more. The main purpose behind these therapies is to connect thinking, feeling, and behaviours so 
that the person can solve problems better and increase life satisfaction.  

Finding a Counselor  

Finding a mental health counsellor for yourself or a family member can be a challenge especially 
when the need for counselling is immediate. People may find that in their search for help, they are 
facing waiting lists or that the cost of private counselling presents a barrier. A person can become 
discouraged when prompt help is not available and when the need for support is high.  

There are some first steps in seeking out professional counselling. If the situation is urgent, then 
contact crisis services first. These are listed at the end of this article.  

Steps and options:   

• A first step, in getting counselling, is to check in with your family doctor. This is important for 
two reasons; the first is that your doctor can decide if there is something physically wrong. 
Second, your doctor is the first line of referral for psychiatry/psychology in your region. Your 
doctor can link you to practitioners whose cost is covered through health services.  
 

• Added options are to contact a local mental health or psychological association and/or the 
regional health services branch in your community. Every region of the province has a 
branch of Community Mental Health. This service can help to navigate to find a psychiatrist, 
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mental health worker or psychologist. Your region will have a central intake line where you 
can call for a first assessment. 
 

• Another step is to contact the closest Health Access Centre in your community. These 
centres usually have a shared care team of practitioners which include a general physician, 
psychiatric or nurse therapist, psychiatrist, and mental health counsellor.  
 

• Most cities and communities will have an array of counselling options that are free or low-
cost. If you live in a rural area you may have to drive to a town close by or to the nearest city 
to receive services. However, as the delivery of services is changing, it may be possible to 
get counselling through video streaming or by telephone.  
 

• Private counselling is a possibility but can be prohibitive depending on the cost. Some 
practitioners will offer a sliding scale to income which can make the service affordable. Find 
out if you have coverage through a workplace health insurance plan. Insured health benefits 
will often include a yearly sum for individual and family counselling. If your employer has an 
Employee Assistance Program you can access counselling through them. These services 
are usually brief with a limited number of sessions allotted.  
 

• If you are First Nations or Inuit, you may be covered for some services through NIHB (Non-‐
Insured Health Benefit). These may include coverage for drugs, mental health counselling 
and medical transportation. To find out if you are eligible, go to: https://www.sac-
isc.gc.ca/eng/1574187596083/1576511384063.  

Types of Counselling  
Being informed about the kinds of counselling that are available is a crucial step along the way to getting 

help. Professionals who might provide counselling services include:  

• Social Workers (MSW, ACSW).  

• Psychologists (PhD).  

• Mental Health Counsellors (RCC) (MA, MEd, EdD).  

• Psychiatrists (MD).  

• Marriage and family therapists (MFT).  

• Psychiatric nurses (BSN, MSN).  

• Clergy (MDiv)  

When you are looking for a private counsellor, it is important to ask about the kind of training, 
certification, or licensing that they have. Agencies which provide counselling for the public handle 
ensuring that their providers are credentialed according to the mandate of the organization. For 
instance, most family service agencies will hire counsellors with a master’s degree in Social Work, 
Counselling, or Marriage and Family Therapy. The agency may also have a staff Psychologist.  

https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1574187596083/1576511384063
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1574187596083/1576511384063


Mental Health Education Resource Centre: Peer Connections Manitoba 
 

  

 

100-4 Fort St, Winnipeg, MB R3C 1C4 | Phone: 204-942-6568 | Toll Free: 1-855-942-6568 
Website: www.PeerConnectionsMB/MHERC.ca | Email: MHERC@peerconnectionsmb.ca  

 

There are counsellors in private practice who do not hold advanced degrees but who are knowledgeable 

and ethical. If you choose someone who is not licensed or does not hold an accredited degree, you will 

need to check their background. Wherever possible, get references.  

The counsellor may be connected to an organization, faith groups or professional counselling service that 

can vouch for them.  

It may take a couple of times to find the right person but do not give up. Finding a good counselor will 

pay off for you eventually so be persistent in finding the right person for you.  

Remember that the key components of having an effective mental health counsellor are affordability, the 

ability to effectively talk to your counsellor, and most importantly, finding the answers to your current 

problems. If you do not see any improvement in your mental health condition after a few months of 

collaborating with your current counsellor, you may think about trying to find someone else. The main 

point of talking to a counsellor is to help you get better and to help with your mental health concerns.  

The following is a breakdown of types of counselling that are available in the community:  

• Substance Use : Most counsellors are employed by substance use and mental health 
service treatment centres. These types of counsellors may have training specific to helping 
people with substance use problems, gambling and eating disorders. The counsellor might 
hold degree credentials in counselling, marriage and family therapy, nursing, social work, or 
psychology. In some cases, the counsellor’s experience is a combination of academic 
training and experiential learning. The latter means that they may have lived experience of 
mental health and substance use but have achieved a solid period of recovery. Effective 
addiction counselling will be person-‐centred, informed on mental health and trauma, and 
should use a motivational (non-‐confrontational) style of interaction. Programs can differ 
significantly, so it is important to get referrals through knowledgeable sources like a doctor, 
nurse, or therapist. Word of mouth can be helpful, especially when someone has done well 
after attending a program. 12-‐step groups can augment more formal substance use 
counselling. Most counsellors and programs will suggest self-‐help groups as an adjunct to 
a substance use program. However, 12-‐step groups, while effective for many, may not be 
helpful to all. 
 

• Crisis Counselling: is short-term counselling for when a person is in an immediate 
mental health emergency. Most crisis counsellors work for agencies, hospitals, or shelters 
that offer help to people who are experiencing acute or urgent mental health and/or life 
challenges. Crisis counsellors are typically trained in brief counselling, crisis stabilization, 
non-‐ violent intervention and suicide prevention. Crisis counsellors may have formal 
certification in social work or counselling but not always. The strength of the crisis 
counsellor is in their assessment of mental health distress, empathy for the person, helping 
safety, empathic listening and knowing when a person needs a higher level of care. If you 
needs crisis services, see the LAST page for more details.  
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• Marriage and Family: “Marriage and family counsellors, commonly referred to as marriage 
and family therapists, help individuals, couples and families cope with mental and 
emotional issues. For example, they might help people work through marital troubles, 
child-‐parent conflicts or death within a family. They also might help individuals and 
families deal with mood disorders, alcoholism, or drug addiction. Marriage and family 
counsellors may use counselling techniques and family systems theory, a branch of 
psychotherapy that considers intimate familial relationships the basis of mental health and 
social functioning. These methods are intended to increase understanding and 
communication among couples and family members, which can help foster behavioural 
development and end family crises.”  
 

• Peer-to-Peer Support: The Mental Health Commission of Canada defines Peer Support as: 
“An important contributor to recovery, peer support is a supportive relationship between 
people who have a lived experience in common.” The peer support worker provides emotional 
and social support to others who share a common experience. But despite evidence of the 
benefits, for both individuals and families, peer support programs have yet to receive the 
focus, funding, and attention needed. There is no "one-‐size-‐fits-‐all" approach to peer 
support. It can take many different forms.  
 

 

• Psychotherapy: “Psychotherapy is primarily a talk-‐based therapy and is intended to help 
people improve and support their mental health and well-‐being. Registered 
Psychotherapists collaborate with individuals, couples, and families in individual and group 
settings. Psychotherapy occurs when the Registered Psychotherapist (RP) and client enter a 
psychotherapeutic relationship where both works together to bring about positive change in 
the client’s thinking, feeling, behaviour and social functioning. Individuals usually seek 
psychotherapy when they have thoughts, feelings, moods and behaviours that are adversely 
affecting their day-‐to-‐day lives, relationships and the ability to enjoy life” (from: 
https://www.crpo.ca/what-‐is-‐psychotherapy). Counsellors based on the psychotherapy 
model will have advanced degrees either in psychiatry, psychology, or social work. They will 
specialize in therapies such as CBT, DBT, Interpersonal Therapy, and /or groups. They are 
expected to follow the ethical and professional guidelines of the college or institution that 
licenses them.  

 

• Trauma-Informed: SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration) 
in the U.S., defines a trauma-‐informed approach to helping survivors of trauma as 
demonstrating the following key components of client-‐centered, strengths-‐ focused, and 
evidence-‐based care: 1) safety, 2) trustworthiness and transparency, 3) peer support 

http://www.crpo.ca/what-
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(creating safety in community), 4) collaboration and mutuality, 5) empowerment, voice and 
choice, and 6) embracing understanding of cultural, historical and gender domains 
(SAMHSA, 2015). According to the Trauma Informed Toolkit (Klinic Inc.); “Trauma is often the 
underlying cause of many of the most pressing problems of our communities including but 
not limited to poverty, crime, violence, domestic abuse, sexual exploitation, low academic 
achievement, mental health problems and addiction.” Klinic Inc. provides medical and 
mental health services as well as training for service providers. For more information, go to 
http://klinic.mb.ca/education-‐training/training-‐ opportunities/trauma-‐informed.  

 

Resources in Community  

Klinic Crisis Line | (204) 786-8686  

Peer Connections Manitoba | (204) 786-1616  

CMHA Service Navigation Hub | (204) 775-6442  

Psychology Today | www.psychologytoday.com  
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