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FOR SCHOOL COUNSELLING IN SINGAPORE 

Lee Boon Ooi  
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 

Abstract: The Indigenous Counselling Framework (ICF) was derived from an empirical study 
conducted in Singapore. It provides a culturally relevant framework for counselling with 
Singaporean students. The ICF is based on two premises. Firstly, counselling is originated from 
Western culture and its belief systems about the cause and treatment of psychological problems 
may not be consistent with those of the Singaporean clients. When counselling with students, 
teacher-counsellors should be aware of their students’ perceptions about psychological 
problems. They have to match counselling modalities (e.g., psychodynamic, cognitive-
behavioural, humanistic, or religious-spiritual models) with the students’ beliefs because more 
positive outcomes in counselling may come about through converging the counsellor’s and 
client’s belief systems. Secondly, a holistic counselling approach is culturally more appropriate 
in the Singapore context. The ICF, which perceives individual’s problems in a larger context, 
consists of several interdependent systems: the person, immediate family system, extended 
family system, micro-social system, macro-social system, and natural-ecological system. All 
systems are inter-related to each other; changes or disturbances in one system may lead to 
changes and disturbances in another. As adolescents’ concerns are always related to their 
families, peer groups, and schools; the ICF will provide teacher-counsellors with a more 
comprehensive picture for planning intervention programmes 

 

Background 

This paper presents a counselling model – the Indigenous Counselling Framework – to explain, 
describe and help adolescents from an ecological systemic perspective. It suggests that, in order to 
understand adolescent behaviour, it is essential to put it in context; for example, in the family and 
school. There is certainly nothing original in this orientation. Beginning with the field theory of 
Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) (cf. Shaw & Costanzo, 1982), several ecological, systemic or holistic 
models have been developed and applied to behavioural medicine (Engel, 1980; vonBertalanffy, 
1968), human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992), and counselling (Germain, 1994; 
Germain & Bloom, 1999). Central to these theories are that (1) conventional biomedical, 
intrapsychic, and psychological models do not adequately account for the complexity of human 
behaviours and concerns; (2) and by placing people in their context, the ecological systemic 
perspective  

“… facilitates our taking a holistic view of people and environments as a unit in which neither 
can be fully understood except in the context of its relationship to the other. That relationship is 
characterised by continuous reciprocal exchanges, transactions, in which people and 
environments influence, shape, and sometimes change each other.” (Germain & Bloom, 1999, 
p. 16). 

Although it is also systemic by nature, the Indigenous Counselling Framework (ICF) differs from 
these models on two aspects. Firstly, its contents and emphases are more socioculturally sensitive to 
local clienteles. For example, in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological model, family, school 
and peers are part of the microsystem with whom the person has immediate contact. Distant settings 
such as the extended family, neighbours, friends of family, or workplaces are placed in the 
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exosystem. By contrast, in the ICF, the immediate family is conceived as part of the extended 
family system to underscore the strong family value imbedded in Singapore society.1 A broken line 
as shown in Figure 1 (the ecological profile or E-File) denotes the bond between these two systems. 

This indicates that, albeit being holistic, the ecological-systemic view has to be modified in 
some ways when it is applied across cultures and societies, for what constitute as properties in 
the ecological system are socioculturally constructed and laden with values. By the same token, 
family systems therapy as a Western model is not necessarily more applicable than individual 
therapy to Asians who are though family oriented because of the differences in family 
structure, definitions of gender roles, and self concept between the Western and Asian families 
(Sue & Sue, 1999).  

Figure 1: The Ecological Profile (E-File) of a typical Adolescent 

 

Next, whereas the above ecological systemic models are rooted in a Western context, the ICF is 
empirically derived from my study done on the lay beliefs about psychological problems in 
Singapore (Lee, 1998). It explored the Chinese clients’ and non-clients’ (people not receiving 
therapy) belief systems of psychological problems. They were asked to what extent they would 
                                                           
1  Tan (1992) asserted that the extended family had been replaced by the nuclear family in Singapore. However, such a 

development is more a physical rather than a sociopsychological one. The immediate and extended families are bound 
together transcendentally even though they do not live under one roof. As the family sociologist Stella Quah (1998) 
observes: “families [in Singapore] may live in a nuclear setting and independent homes but it is possible that a sense of 
filial piety and family affection keep these nuclear families together in a network of affective relations and mutual help 
that has been called the modified extended family.” (p. 80) This modified extended family is built on the filial obligation 
which is an important dimension of parenting, and co-operation whereby extended family (e.g., grandparents) is a 
common option for child care and a common source of help (Chua, 1999; Quah, 1999). 
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endorse the etiology and treatment beliefs about psychological problems held in Chinese indigenous 
therapies [Chinese medicine psychotherapy, dang-ki (shamanism), and feng-shui (geomancy)], 
Western psychotherapies (psychodynamic, humanistic, behaviour and cognitive therapies), and the 
other model (organic, socioeconomic and naïve beliefs). Overall, all participants endorsed Chinese 
medicine psychotherapy (but not dang-ki or feng-shui), Western psychotherapies, and the other 
model. This shows that Chinese clients in Singapore hold a multidimensional or holistic worldview 
of the cause and treatment of psychological problems; particularly making no distinction between 
the internal and external locus of causality. Therefore, it is preferred to adopt a holistic rather than 
an unimodel approach (e.g., psychological or somatic) to work with these clients.  

Description of the Indigenous Counselling Framework 

Basic assumptions  

The ICF:  

• recognises that counselling or psychotherapy is a cultural system and all forms of helping arise 
from a particular cultural context; 

• proposes the use of both Western and Asian (indigenous) approaches to helping in Singapore; 
• recognises the influence of clients’ beliefs about psychological problems on the counselling 

process; and 
• contends that the individual problems are best perceived from the point of interactional patterns 

of the multiple systems such as the family, social groups and ecological environment (described 
as follows). 

Description 

The ICF consists of six systems (Figure 1): the natural-ecological system, the macro-social system, 
the micro-social system, the extended family system, the immediate family system, and the person 
system (e.g., the client). Each system contains several subsystems or settings; for example, the 
person system comprises cognitive, affective, behavioural and biological subsystems. Each system 
is at the same time both a part and a whole. The client, for example, is both an unique individual 
with distinctive biological and psychological characteristics, and an indivisible part of the family, 
society and nature in general. Changes and disturbances in one system will lead to corresponding 
changes and disturbances in other systems. The force that maintains the integrity of all systems is 
referred to as balance. The systems are dynamic and changeable over time (that is called fluidity); 
and develop, evolve and grow towards the state of balance. However, if balance does not follow, 
problems will occur. In the person system, such an imbalance manifests in the form of 
psychological problem. In the macro-social system, it becomes social unrest or political upheaval.  

Two areas deserve attention when applying the ICF. The boundaries that demarcate the six systems 
are artificial, for from the standpoint of Chinese medicine psychotherapy, all elements and entities 
(including humans) are indivisible. The demarcation is made for purposes of analysis so as to 
provide practitioners with a structural and systematic approach to counselling. Secondly, it is 
important to take into account the client’s perspective in the systemic analysis. Counsellors have to 
understand how the client perceives the properties, social distance and function of his/her ecological 
system. A client may treat his peers as blood brothers and see them as part of his immediate family 
members. Another client may feel closer to her teacher (who is part of the micro-social system) 
than to her immediate family members.  
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The process of counselling  

The ICF is not only concerned with how the client’s problems are perceived in an ecological 
context but also with the cultural appropriateness of counselling process. Some of the issues that 
counsellors should take note of when working with local clients are presented as follows (Lee, 
1998):  

Client beliefs about psychological problems. Counsellors have to understand how their clients 
construct the meanings of their problems (belief systems about the cause and treatment of 
psychological problems) so as to formulate relevant intervention strategies.  

Cognition and behaviour. Although cognitive-behaviour therapy is receptive to the local clients, 
what constitute dysfunctional thoughts and behaviours are culturally defined.  

Exploring emotions. The concern here is not so much on whether Asian clients can share their 
feelings, but rather to what extent they wish and can share. Asian clients prefer a moderation of 
emotional expression. Excessiveness or inhibition, rather than emotional expression per se is 
considered pathological. Catharsis, a psychodynamic technique may not be suitable, for it may 
cause discomfort to some Asian clients. 

Socioeconomic factors. Individual emotional distress should be dealt with beyond the intrapsychic 
conflicts, as shown in the case study reported in this paper. 

Client-therapist relationship. Because of the hierarchical structure of social relationship in the Asian 
culture, it is suggested that a hierarchical therapeutic relationship is preferred to an egalitarian 
approach (as valued in the humanistic therapies) when working with Asian clients. 

Non-confrontative attitude. In the Western mode of therapy, problems are perceived to occur in a 
linear causal relationship and problem-focus is a preferred strategy. However, in Asian culture, 
people do not necessarily subscribe to this approach. Particularly, when under interpersonal 
conflicts, they may prefer avoidance to confrontation, for confrontation will lead to further 
antagonism between the parties involved and upset the balance of the entire system. They may use 
such statements as “Forget the past”, “Don’t talk about it anymore”, “Don’t think too much”, “No 
point of dwelling on the matter”, “Learn to live with the problems”, “People won’t change” and 
“Learn to give way”. To a Western trained counsellor, these attitudes are dysfunctional, escapism, 
and leave problems unsolved. But to Asian people, a non-confrontative attitude helps avoid further 
antagonism between opposing forces and therefore helps maintain the balance of the whole system 
(e.g., the family system). This is why family therapy that stresses open communication may not be 
suitable to some traditional Asian families (see Sue & Sue, 1999). 

Implications for School Counselling in Singapore: A Case Study 

In counselling, children and adolescents are rarely the only clients. Their problems are often related 
to their families, schools, workplaces, and peers (Geldard & Geldard, 1999, Peterson, 1996). To 
illustrate the application of ICF to adolescent counselling, the following case is presented. 
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Table 1: Assessment based on the Indigenous Counselling Framework 

System Description 
The Person  a) Cognitive: The client does not think that she will pass the examination and sees herself as academically inferior to her 

classmates. 
b) Affective: She is apathetic and seldom shows feelings  
c) Behavioural: In class, she is quiet and does not participate in group tasks. She is a loner. 
d) Biological: She has asthma since the age of three. Recently, she has fallen sick frequently (e.g., cold). Her illness is 

stress-related. 
Immediate 
family 

The client is the only daughter. Her parents divorced when she was three and currently she is under her mother’s custody. 
The client is not close to her father. She often feels frustrated and depressive during weekends because she has to stay 
with him from Friday’s evening to Sunday. At her father’s house, she is too distressed to concentrate on her study. 

Extended 
family 

The client lives with her mother, grandmother, grandfather and aunt (aged 18) in a four-room flat. Her mother is not on 
good term with the grandmother and aunt over some family issues. Her family environment is not conducive to her 
emotional, social and academic developments. Both her mother and grandmother are too busy to coach her after school. 
Her mother works late and her grandmother is busy in looking after the grandfather who is paralysed. 

Micro-social As a loner in school, she does not join her classmates in games nor take part actively in group work. Externally, she 
appears aloof, uninterested and cold. Internally, however, she is replete with fear of rejection, loneliness and needs for 
companionship.  

Macro-
social 

The client’s presenting problem is related to the school and educational system. She is not able to cope with the demands 
of the schoolwork and is under tremendous stress because she has to take part in the streaming examination.  

Natural-
ecological 

Her home environment is not conducive. It is crowed (having five occupants in a small four-room flat) and dusty. Her 
grandfather had been an antique collector before his paralysis. He had collected many valuable antiques that are now 
lying around with layers of dust. They not only turn the flat into a miniature museum but also deteriorate the client’s 
asthma that in turn affects her study. 

Case study 

For the purpose of this paper, the case has been simplified to highlight only the stages of assessment 
and intervention. The client was a Chinese student in primary four from a neighbourhood school. 
Her teacher referred her to me for her poor academic performance. As shown in Table 1, the 
client’s academic difficulty is nested in a web of problems. 

The concept of the natural-ecological system deserves some lengths of clarification. This concept, 
central to the Chinese medicine psychotherapy, perceives human as an indivisible part of nature. 
Changes in nature, whether benign or devastating, will have corresponding changes in humans and 
vice versa. Humans have to learn to live with nature and maintain harmony with it. Any 
inconsiderate desires to control nature through science and technology will culminate in 
repercussions such as environmental problems.  

In Chinese medicine psychotherapy, “people are advised to achieved inner peacefulness by 
observing natural phenomena, and learning to relax as if in the state of hibernation to correspond 
with other beings” (Lee, 1998, p. 29). With a sense of connectedness to nature or a human-nature 
balance, we are able to (1) assuage our existential loneliness; (2) cultivate self-actualisation; (3) 
alleviate the fear of death; and (4) foster our appreciation and acceptance of and our compassion for 
our fellow human feelings (Dubos, 1968 in Germain, 1999, p. 30). Next, based on the above 
assessment, a series of interventions is drawn out to restore various systemic imbalances (see Table 
2). 
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Table 2: Interventions based on the Indigenous Counselling Framework 

System Intervention 
The person  Cognitive-behaviour therapy is conducted to deal with her academic problems. She is taught to think positively as she 

often thinks that she will fail the examination. She learns relaxation exercise to control her examination stress, and time 
management and mind-mapping to improve her study.  

Immediate 
family 

The client and her mother are seen together in therapy to re-examine their relationship issues. For example, how they can 
spend quality time together in view of the mother’s heavy workload. Another issue is the client’s frustration of having to 
stay with her father over the weekends. However, given that it is a legal issue and not possible to have the father in 
therapy, the aim of counselling is to support them rather than to help them resolve the issue.  

Extended 
family 

The client’s emotional problems and her relationship issues with her mother are also related to the latter’s hidden tension 
with the grandmother and aunt. However, it is culturally inappropriate to run a family session with such a traditional 
Chinese family because its members may feel uncomfortable to engage in open communication, emotional sharing and 
self-disclosure. Instead, the mother is advised to divert attention from the family tensions and focus on her daughter (the 
client). See the previous description on this non-confrontative strategy. 
 The counselling is also aimed at making the home environment more conducive to the client’s personal development. The 
family is advised to hire a maid to look after the paralysed grandfather so as to allow the grandmother to provide guidance 
and support to the client after school. This strategy also helps reduce the grandmother’s stress so as to improve her 
relationship with the client’s mother. 

Micro-social The second strategy to improve the client’s ecological environment is to sent her to the after school care centre. At the 
centre, the client receives tuition to meet her academic needs and she also has opportunity to meet her social needs by 
socialising with other children. 
In school, the client learns collaborating skills so as to participate more effective in group work and assignments. The 
teacher also arranges a peer tutor to coach the client. 

Macro-
system 

Although part of the client’s academic stress stems from the educational system, it is difficult to change the system to 
relieve the personal stress. For immediate effects, the client learns study skills to cope with the demands of the 
educational system (these study skills have been described in the person and micro-social systems). Therefore, it is 
possible to change one system by changing another system. However, on a long term basis, psychologists and 
counsellors should prepare to take up the role of advocator to create a conducive educational system. 

Natural-
ecological 

The after school care centre provides the client not only with an environment to facilitate her academic and personal 
development but also with a healthier physical environment to control her asthma.  
The client is a Christian but feels a sense of alienation from her god because she is unable to attend church service on 
Sunday when she stays at her father’s house. The client and her mother are advised to seek help from their pastor to 
discuss ways to meet her spiritual need. In this case, a reintegration between the client and her natural ecological system 
is a spiritual and religious experience.  

Conclusion 

As shown, the Indigenous Counselling Framework provides counsellors with more information and 
different angles to deal with psychological problems. However, the framework is not without 
limitations. First of all, it is still at the infancy stage of development and requires more empirical, 
particularly, process research to ascertain its theoretical properties and usefulness in clinical 
settings. Next, the ICF is derived from a study (Lee, 1998) on lay beliefs about psychological 
problems, which only focused on Chinese Singaporeans. Whether the ICF is applicable to other 
ethnic groups such as Malay and Indian remains to be investigated. Future directions of research 
will be focusing on various indigenous helping systems, including those from the Malay and Indian 
cultures, to sensitise the counselling process when working with Singaporean clients. 
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