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Abstract 

Using Interpersonal Process Recall, 8 international student participants (6 men, 2 women) 

described what they thought was helpful or hindering to the therapeutic relationship 

during an analog counselling session in a photo-assisted context. A thematic qualitative 

analysis revealed that the participants found five counsellor qualities and techniques as 

helpful to the therapeutic relationship: (a) active listening, (b) casualness, ( c) direction, 

( d) enthusiasm, ( e) connected with client's culture. Three factors were identified as 

hindering to the therapeutic relationship: (a) language barriers, (b) fast pace, (c) 

counsellor disengagement. The following were deemed helpful factors related to the use 

of photographs: (a) provided a visual reference, (b) took focus away from client, (c) 

evoked emotions. Finally, ineffective incorporation was seen as an unhelpful aspect 

related to the use of photographs. The implications of these findings for counselling 

practice are discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

According to Citizenship and Immigration Canada (2013), there are a growing 

number of international students studying in post-secondary institutions in Canada. In 

2010, approximately 7 .5% of students ( or 100 000 students) enrolled in post-secondary 

education in Canada were international students, which are defined as "students in 

Canada on a visa or refugees, neither of which do not have a permanent residency status 

in Canada" (Statistics Canada, 2011 ). With this high number of international students 

studying in Canada, many of whom are recruited by the Canadian government and post

secondary institutions, it is both timely and appropriate for mental health researchers and 

advocates to examine whether international students are receiving the mental health 

services they need. 

According to Popadiuk and Arthur (2004 ), when international students begin their 

studies in Canada they are vulnerable to not only the mental health issues to which any 

student is susceptible (e.g., anxiety, depression, etc.), but also to culture shock, language 

barriers, and discrimination. Although international students have access to mental 

health services in Canada, studies have shown that international students do not use them 

(Chen & Lewis, 2011; Keeling & Nielson 2005; Kilinc & Granello, 2003; McGoldrick et 

al., 2005). In most cases, they fear the stigmatization associated with attending therapy 

(Abe-Kim et al., 2007; Lin & Yi, 1997; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Sandhu, 1994) and 

if they do attend counselling, they often feel that services are conducted in ways that are 

incongruent with their cultural values ( e.g., focusing on personal interests and values, as 
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opposed to family needs) (Anderson & Myer, 1985; Chen & Lewis, 2011; Shea & Yeh, 

2008; Yoon & Jepsen, 2008). 

Since many international students come to Canada with values and beliefs that 

differ from those that are dominant in Canada, it is important to find innovative ways to 

provide the mental health support they need during this vulnerable time. Some of the 

reasons why international students reported not going to counselling included: language 

barriers, feeling uncomfortable opening up to a stranger, and a lack of understanding 

from the therapist (Yoon & Jepsen, 2008). However, there is a dearth of information in 

the literature regarding how therapists could foster a professional collaborative and 

therapeutic relationship, that allows international student clients to feel comfortable and 

understood. 

With this in mind, there is a need for research that examines the factors that 

positively and negatively influence the therapeutic relationship between counselling 

professionals and international students and the therapeutic tools that serve to decrease 

cultural barriers. The overarching purpose of this study was to gain a better 

understanding of what elements are helpful or hindering in the development of a 

therapeutic alliance with international university students. A more specific goal was to 

determine if the participants found the incorporation of photographs useful in relationship 

formation. 

According to Stevens and Spears (2009), therapies that incorporate photographs, 

referred to primarily as phototherapies (Weisser, 2004), have been noted as effective for 

facilitating the establishment of an informal and enjoyable counselling environment. The 

inclusion of photographs in counselling allows for both the therapist and client to work 
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together therapeutically while observing an object, as opposed to fixing attention solely 

on the client. In this way, a non-hierarchical relationship is created wherein clients can 

communicate their feelings, emotions, and thoughts through an indirect, visual medium. 

Although phototherapy is argued to be effective by some scholars (Cappello, 

2005; Loewenthala, 2013; Kopytin, 2004; Stevens & Spears, 2009; Weisser, 2004), 

research evidence in this area is limited. Most of the articles written on the subject 

include examples of ways the strategy could be used in a clinical setting (Kopytin, 2004; 

Loewenthala, 2013; Stevens & Spears, 2009; Weisser, 2004) or a research setting 

(Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007; Cappello, 2005; Croghan, Griffin, Hunter, & Phoenix, 

2008; Lachal et al., 2012). However, there is a shortage of research designed specifically 

to observe the utility of photos in developing a strong therapeutic relationship. 

In this literature review, I describe some of the existing literature surrounding 

international students' mental health, the use of photographs as a research method and as 

a therapeutic tool, and the therapeutic alliance. The intent of this research was to gain a 

better understanding of some of the helpful and hindering factors in developing a 

therapeutic alliance with international students, and to see if the use of photographs 

proved to be a helpful tool. 

International Students 

With an increasing number of international students in Canada (Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada, 2013 ), scholars have recognized the need to better understand the 

psychological experience of this part of the student population. However, the term 

'international student' is broad because it includes individuals from a wide range of 
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countries and cultures. For example, the experience of an international student from the 

U.S attending a Canadian university will likely be different from the experience of a 

student from China. Similarly, a Canadian woman studying in Australia is an 

international student, but her experience will be very different than that of a Moroccan 

woman studying in Canada. According to Pederson ( 1991 ), the greater the difference 

between home and host cultures, the more difficulty these students will have adjusting. 

Since most international students come from non-western countries (i.e., Africa, Asia, 

Latin America, Middle East), it is critical to understand some of the common challenges 

these students may face when studying in Canadian universities (Canadian Bureau for 

International Education, 2012). 
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Common challenges. Popadiuk and Arthur (2004) explained that international 

students' potential problems are an amalgamation of the problems faced by majority 

groups and other minority groups on campus. For example, international students often 

share the same problems as most university students, such as selecting and registering for 

the correct courses. Additionally, they are likely to share the same problems as racial 

minority students, such as discrimination, language difficulties, unique dietary needs, and 

financial problems. They may also face similar difficulties with acculturation (i.e., the 

process of cultural and psychological change that comes with engaging with a new 

culture) as students who are recent immigrants (Berry, 1997). Finally, international 

students may also share the same problems as temporary residents in that they are in the 

midst of a cultural transition and may only reside in the host country for a short period of 

time. 

According to Mori (2000), international students' mental health support is usually 

dependent on their ability to become connected with other international students of the 

same nationality. Mori (2000) reported that cultural and linguistic barriers often limit 

international students to superficial interactions with majority students. For example, 

some international students may misinterpret casual North American pleasantries, such as 

"let's get together soon" as a more heartfelt extension of friendship. Moreover, if 

international students wish to make stronger connections, they often have to adapt to the 

"different food tastes, views regarding sexual openness, perceptions of time, and gender 

roles" that the host culture espouses (Lee & Rice, p. 386). Unfortunately, incidences of 

discrimination and prejudice towards visible minorities continue to occur on campus, and 

studies (Bevis, 2002; Cole & Ahmadi, 2003) have reported that "even before 9/11, 
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women who wore veils or saris had difficulty integrating with campus life and suffered 

unpleasant experiences" (as cited in Lee & Rice, 2007, p. 385). With increased 

experiences of disappointment in not being able to deeply connect, as well as 

discrimination that may occur, international students may feel discouraged from seeking 

any serious relationships with Canadian students. 

Unfortunately, international students who are not strong in English are often 

referred to as the "silent minority" because of the linguistic and cultural challenges they 

encounter in being able to communicate their needs (Singh, 1994, p. 232). According to 

Wilton and Constantine (2003), Latin American and Asian students were more prone to 

"greater levels of stress than other international students" because of cultural and 

linguistic barriers (p. 385). If family and friends in the home country had never 

encountered similar stressors, they may not be able to empathize and provide to the 

international students' needs (Mori, 2000). As already mentioned, connection with peers 

from their own nationality tends to be international students' main source of support. 

However, if there is a limited number of students from their home country, if permanent 

resident groups from their ethnic community are non-existent in their area, or if they do 

not share much in common other than being of the same nationality, international 

students may feel socially isolated and devoid of any social support. While counselling 

may be an appropriate resource to assist these students with these vulnerabilities, 

adjusting to a new way of receiving support for their mental health concerns may be yet 

another obstacle for international students. 
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Individualistic and collectivist models of mental health: A comparison. 

According to Seo (2010), there are a number of important differences between the way 

mental health is perceived in western and non-western countries. Mental health services 

in Canada and other western countries are typically individualistic, meaning that 

counsellors usually counsel clients based on the following assumptions: (a) creating and 

maintaining a positive sense of self is important; (b) having unique personal attitudes and 

opinions are valued; and ( c) attaining personal goals leads to greater life satisfaction. 

Non-western countries, on the other hand, typically deliver mental health services based 

on the following collectivist assumptions: (a) group membership is central to one's 

identity; (b) maintaining harmonious relationships and sacrificing for the common good 

are highly valued; and ( c) success in carrying out social roles and obligations leads to 

higher life satisfaction. 

Attempts at incorporating some of these collectivist values in counselling have 

been demonstrated as effective strategies for counselling individuals from non-western 

cultures. For example, ethnic-specific services (ESS) have been developed in the U.S. in 

an effort to provide more culturally sensitive and accessible mental health services for 

members of ethnic communities (Leong & Lau, 2001 ). According to Leong and Lau 

(2001), features of ESS agencies include "the recruitment ofbicultural, bilingual 

personnel, modifications in treatment practices that are presumably more culturally 

relevant, and fostering an atmosphere in which services are provided in a culturally 

familiar context" (p. 210). Modifications in treatment practices included the use of a 

medical model (i.e., diagnostic), the practitioner adopting an authoritative stance, 

incorporating family support, exercising patience, incorporating the client's interpretation 
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and meaning, and using directive, concrete, and problem-focused techniques. As well, a 

culturally familiar context meant holding these services in an area that was easily 

accessible to this specific client population and that worked collaboratively with its 

community members. In studies by Flaskerud and Hu (1994) and Yeh, Takeuchi, and 

Seu (1994), participants who used ESS services were less likely to drop out prematurely 

and reported a higher level of mental well being (as cited in Leong & Leu, 2001). 

Mental health services usage in ethnic minority and international student 

populations. Although there have been significant strides taken to establish more 

culturally sensitive counselling services for ethnic minority populations, there has been 

little done in terms of research and culturally sensitive service provision for the specific 

ethnic minority group of international students (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). An 

examination of the findings of studies reporting international students' perceptions of 

counselling and studies reporting ethnic minority perceptions of counselling is warranted 

since members of these groups often face many of the same issues, such as discrimination 

and language issues (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). 

According to Shea and Yeh (2008), Asian American students were less likely to 

continue counselling due to the discrepancies between the way counselling services are 

typically conducted in North America and the way these students viewed accessible and 

useful support. Some of the barriers identified by this population include: "a lack of 

culturally competent personnel, contradictions between values held by the Asian clients 

and the Western model of counseling ... and lack of culturally responsive services" (Shea 

& Yeah, 2008, p. 158). Culturally competent personnel include counsellors who make 

strides in understanding their personal cultural biases, gaining knowledge about other 
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existing cultures, and who make explicit attempts to create a therapeutic relationship that 

incorporates the cultural values of the client in session (Collins & Arthur, 2007). 

Culturally responsive services are ones that acknowledge and make efforts to provide 

services that meet the needs of clients who may not benefit from the traditional western 

approach. Leong and Chou (2002), Mori (2000), and Pedersen (1991) also found that 

cultural and linguistic barriers were critical in international students' decisions to seek 

mental health support. 

Linguistic and cultural barriers are especially prevalent when international 

students try to express their emotions in counselling. Individuals from collectivist 

cultures are often raised to suppress the expression of their emotions in order to maintain 

group harmony (Seo, 2010). Therefore, they may not have been taught the vocabulary 

needed to label certain emotions. Likewise, individuals who are not proficient in English 

may find it challenging to readily think of the appropriate words to label their emotions. 

This difficulty in articulating their emotions may leave some students fearing criticism or 

judgment from the counsellor. In a study by Yoon and Jepsen (2008), over half of the 

Asian international student participants in their study expressed concern about their level 

of English when speaking with their counsellors. This concern included mild anxiety 

over making grammatical errors and not being able to orally express themselves as easily 

and as well as they would like. International students' lack of proficiency in English and 

fear of being judged is linked to what Luzio-Lockett (1998) described as the "squeezing 

effect" that many international students encounter. She defined this as the "obstacle to 

'performing' one's identity, to being able to share feelings and to being able to 'feel' the 

empathy emanating from people around" (p. 220). In this sense, if international students 
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cannot articulate their thoughts and feelings in a way that is personally understandable to 

the counsellor, the student will not feel connected enough to have their inner experiences 

validated. 

Due to these barriers, it is often challenging for international students to feel 

understood by and connected with their counsellors. When counselling does not address 

these barriers, it leads many international students to give up on the process. 

Unfortunately, many counsellors treat clients "either very differently (based on 

stereotypes), or exactly the same as they treat members of the majority culture without 

regard for beliefs and behaviours associated with the family's unique ethno-cultural 

milieu" (Chen & Lewis, 2011, p. 311). Furthermore, Zhang and Dixon (2010) reported 

that when counsellors used standard counselling techniques, Asian international students 

perceived them to be "less expert, less attractive, and less trustworthy than those who 

were culturally responsive" (p. 51, as cited in Nilsson, Berkel, Flores, & Lucas, 2004). 

Although most international students tend to be hesitant to attend counselling due 

to stigma and the perceived ineffectiveness of treatment, the problems they encounter 

cannot be ignored. Most international students arrive in North American at around the 

age when many mental health issues emerge, which can lead to adverse academic, 

occupational, health, and social outcomes (Eisenberg et al., 2009). Eisenberg et al. 

(2009) also stated that any interventions during this time could result in significant long

term benefits. 

The need for change. Since the needs of international students do not conform to 

the way therapy on campus is typically conducted (i.e., individual counselling focused on 

verbal communication, disclosure of emotions and focusing on the self of the individual), 
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alternative forms of providing international students with assistance need to be explored. 

Nilsson et al. (2004) argued for the development of innovative approaches in assisting the 

international student population. Innovative approaches may mean incorporating 

therapeutic tools that are less commonly used in therapy. The purpose of exploring and 

adding different therapeutic tools would be to address the barriers that international 

students face so that a strong enough therapeutic relationship, or collaborative counsellor

client rapport, is built that international students would be more eager to seek and 

continue with counselling. 

Therapeutic Relationship 

In order to improve counselling services for international students, a closer 

examination of client-counsellor interactions is warranted. According to Horvath and 

Bedi (2002), the term therapeutic relationship ( also referred to as 'therapeutic alliance' or 

'working alliance') is used to describe "the quality and strength of the collaborative 

relationship between the client and therapist in therapy" ( as cited in Angus & Kagan, 

2007). A strong therapeutic relationship is one comprised of a secure relational bond and 

client-counsellor collaboration on the development of goals and tasks (Angus & Kagan, 

2007). This strong relational bond involves the client "feeling understood, supported, 

and provided with a sense of hope" (Horvath & Bedi, 2002, p. 60). While clients may 

not necessarily quit therapy if there is a weak relational bond, some clients described it as 

being a major interference in the process of therapy (Paulson, Everall, & Stuart, 2001 ). 

Moreover, studies (Horvath & Bedi, 2002; Horvath & Symonds 1991; Martin, Garske, & 

Davis, 2000) have found that the strength of the therapeutic relationship is a key 

determinant of the outcome of any type of therapy conducted, and in many cases is an 
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even better predictor of positive outcomes than therapeutic techniques, in the early stages 

of counselling. 

In order to better understand what is important in developing a positive rapport 

with a client, a number of studies have examined the factors that strengthen or weaken 

the therapeutic relationship. In Bedi, Cook, and Domene (2012), participants indicated 

the following as hindering factors to the strength of the therapeutic relationship: reserved 

or non-genuine client engagement, unwanted counsellor directiveness, erroneous 

counsellor statements, counsellor disengagement communicated non-verbally, inattentive 

or distracted counsellor, and unresponsive or inappropriate counsellor affect. Another 

study by Fitzpatrick, Janzen, Chamodraka, and Park (2006) looked at the helpful factors 

in a strong therapeutic alliance by examining the client's perspectives on the therapists' 

behaviour. The participants in this study expressed that helpful factors in a therapeutic 

relationship involved counsellors who helped clients think in new ways, shared 

something meaningful, responded to clients' wishes, gave tools or assignments, and 

encouraged clients to take space ("clients elaborated how their therapists created 

opportunities for them to actively engage in the process" such as inviting collaboration 

and client expression) (Fitzpatrick, Janzen, Chamodraka, &Park, 2006, p. 490). 

Although there are many studies examining the therapeutic relationship from the 

counsellors' perspective, there are few qualitative studies from clients' perspectives 

(Bedi, 2006), and a search of the literature revealed none from the perspective of 

international students. According to Bedi (2006), this is problematic because: (a) clients 

and counsellors have differing views on ways to measure the quality and strength of the 

therapeutic alliance; (b) the outcome of therapy is more dependent on clients' views of 
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the alliance, as opposed to counsellors' views; and ( c) counsellors tend to perceive the 

therapeutic alliance from the therapeutic orientation they espouse. 

Phototherapy 

The incorporation of photographs in counselling may be attractive to international 

students because it is less focused on oral communication (i.e., minimizes linguistic 

barriers), and it is centered on visual depictions of clients' memories (i.e., minimizes 

cultural barriers since the counsellor can see tangible parts of the client's cultural 

background). Since international students reported a desire for services that addressed 

linguistic and cultural barriers, innovative solutions ought to be explored to address these 

client needs. Moreover, given that searches of the literature to date have yet to yield any 

studies on the use of photos as a therapeutic tool with international students or related 

populations, phototherapy with international students would be a worthwhile area for 

investigation. 

Using photos as a research method. Before discussing the therapeutic use of 

photographs, it is important to understand their origins as a means of collecting data. 

John Collier was the first to formally advocate for the use of photographs in academic 

research and it was he who coined the term photo elicitation-the incorporation of 

photographs in research interviews (Harper, 2002). Collier (1957) used photos to 

"accelerate the processes of research" (p. 843) and as a way to collect more accurate 

participant information than traditional oral and written methods. He concluded that the 

enjoyment involved in looking at and speaking about photographs more quickly 

increased researcher-participant rapport building. Moreover, photographs improved the 
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content of the interviews by providing more concrete, specific, and empathic responses 

than verbal interviews. 

Since Collier (1957), other health-related studies have incorporated photographs 

into their research methodology. Croghan et al. (2008) used photographs to learn more 

about the way youth describe their self-identities. These scholars remarked that since 

photographs provided tangible evidence of a memory that both the researcher and 

participant could see, researchers could comment on any discrepant information between 

what was shown in the photographs and what the participants said. They argued that this 

allowed for more accurate data than oral accounts alone. Likewise, Mathews and Tucker 

(2000) argued that photos created a "common base for discussion, not dependent on 

verbal skills" (as cited in Cappello, 2005, p. 171). Cappello (2005)'s research on 

classroom writing strategies with children had similar findings-photo elicitation 

interviewing helped foster an environment for participants to be more open and less 

tentative with their responses. 

The kind of environment that phototherapy creates allows participants to act as 

expert-guides and to be more active in the research in which they are participating. For 

example, in Blackbeard and Lindegger (2007), the participants were instructed to take 

photos that captured the theme of "my life as a young man living in South Africa today" 

(p. 32). During this exercise, they had the liberty to select what photos to bring to the 

study, and to choose what they wanted to share in the research. This method of 

conducting research contrasted with other studies in which participants are often asked 

specific, pre-selected questions. 
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In terms of using photo elicitation in mental health research, Lachal et al. (2012) 

claimed that their study was the first to be used in psychiatric research. In this study, 

they asked the participants, obese adolescents, to bring a picture that captured their meals 

with family. In the form of a semi-structured interview, they asked the participants to 

share their stories, using the photograph as a way to catalyze thoughts. They concluded 

that using photos combined with a qualitative, thematic approach to analyzing the data, 

was an effective way to better understand participants' experiences. 

Using photos as a therapeutic tool. Although there exist many studies that use 

photos as a research method, there is a shortage of research studies using photos as a tool 

for facilitating a therapeutic relationship. Most of these articles are personal accounts 

from practitioners who use photos in their practice, rather than systematic research 

studies. Despite this deficit in the clinical practice literature, the rationales for using 

photos as a research method and as a therapeutic tool are largely the same. Harper (2005) 

argued that photo elicitation interviews "connect 'core definitions of the self to society, 

culture and history'" (p. 13). The photos are not used as concrete depictions of the 

client's life, but as a tool used to describe their perception of the event captured in the 

photo. Therefore, photographs can be used to facilitate awareness of clients' 

interpretations (Loewenthala, 2013 ). 

The use of photographs in counselling may also create a more positive 

environment that would permit clients to feel more comfortable expressing their thoughts 

and feelings to another person. Ginicola, Smith, and Trzaska (2012) argued that since the 

photos take some focus away from the client, they create a less confrontational or 

threatening space for the clients. In this way, it is a favourable method for working with 
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clients who may be less ready or eager to share their personal thoughts and feelings with 

a stranger. Stevens and Spears (2009) asserted that, "a photograph has the ability to 

transport a client from a state of anxiety to a state of relaxation by encouraging deep, 

often critical, engagement of alternative communication" (p. 10). According to Weisser 

(1988), since individuals rarely take photographs of unhappy events or of individuals 

they do not like, it is easier and safer to ask direct questions to the client. Once the client 

and counsellor have discussed this happy event, one can later discuss who is missing 

from the photograph and what emotions this photograph evokes. As well, since 

photographs can be seen as emotionally charged, Weisser (1988) argued that it is 

impossible to speak dispassionately about the photograph. This latter statement is further 

explained by Stevens and Spears (2009), who argued that phototherapy induces a "more 

positive, reflective, and complete communication process" (p. 9) because it integrates the 

use of the right hemisphere of the brain (responsible for sensations, images, and 

nonverbal meaning-making of words) with the left hemisphere of the brain (responsible 

for language processing). 

Photographs in therapy are also useful because of their accessibility. Unlike other 

forms of art, photographs tend to be widely used, even by people who do not consider 

themselves 'artistic' (Weisser, 2004). Almost everyone has had contact with 

photographs, and so it is considered to be a familiar form of art. Weisser (2004) asserted 

that people tend to hold onto the photos that have strong meaning to them, and so the 

process is certain to evoke some salient emotions. As well, as we are now in the "digital 

era," increasing numbers of photos are taken with digital cameras, cellular phones, and 

computers, and then shared by e-mail and social media sites, such as Facebook 
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(Loewenthal, 2013; Loewenthal, 2011; Weiser, 2000). This makes the incorporation of 

photographs into therapy not only accessible for most clients, but also more natural and 

current. 

Furthermore, Hanieh and Walker (2007) argued how "it appears critical that in the 

process of communication, particularly therapeutic communication, we use nonverbal 

mediums" (p. 183). Likewise, Kopytin (2004) asserted that a strong therapeutic 

relationship is dependent on the art therapist's ability to connect with the client in a 

nonverbal way. Garcia-Retamero and Dhami (2011) used photographs as a means of 

communicating medical risks to patients and argued that this method of nonverbal 

communication should be applied more widely in the medical profession. Moreover, 

Stevens and Spears (2009) argued that even though there is minimal research on the 

topic, findings so far have shown that communication through art is an "effective way of 

expressing hard-to-reach feelings" (p. 10). It is in this way that the mediation of art 

within a client-practitioner relationship proves to be a good option when trying to initiate 

dialogue between health care professionals and their clients (Kopytin, 2004 ). 

This indirect form of communication between the therapist and client seems to 

promote a closer relationship between the therapist and client (Gosciewski, 1975). This 

reinforces the idea that many clients may prefer counselling methods that allow for 

informal, nonverbal ways to express oneself and describe one's background. According 

to Weisser (1988), "in discussing photos, people are rarely aware of how much of 

themselves they are revealing either in their displayed images or their responses to 

photos-and this can be a trust- and rapport-building 'hook' for the well-tuned therapist 

while at the same time being a fairly enjoyable experience for the client" (p. 255). 
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Weisser (2004) argued that clients are unaware of how much they are revealing to the 

therapist, and this creates an opening for the therapist to intervene in a proactive way. As 

well, Chickerno (1993) proposed that since images hold tangible information about the 

client, the client cannot deny or rationalize what went on in the event ( as cited in Stevens 

& Spears, 2009). Weisser (2004) believed that "like footprints of their lives, personal 

snapshots show not only where people have come from ( emotionally as well as 

geographically), but also foreshadow where they might next be heading, even when they 

may not know this consciously yet" (p. 24). With this therapeutic tool, the therapist is 

subject to a flood of emotionally salient information. It is crucial during this time that 

therapists ask questions that encourage the clients to take the lead and disclose as much 

as they wish. 

As demonstrated above, several scholars have made a compelling case for the use 

of photos in therapy. It appears to be an effective way of fostering an informal 

therapeutic relationship that minimizes cultural and linguistic barriers. Unfortunately, 

there is currently a lack of research to support these claims, especially in terms of 

assisting international students. With the resurgence of interest in photography due to 

social media sites like Facebook, and the integration of cameras into cellular phones, 

tablets, and computers, phototherapy is an area that should be subjected to further 

research. Moreover, since it allows for the incorporation of nonverbal communication, 

phototherapy has the potential to be useful for international students who may not have 

the language skills or confidence to speak about themselves. Finally, it may assist in 

developing a strong therapeutic relationship because it will allow the therapist to see and 

visualize what the client is trying to communicate, especially if the client is trying to 
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describe a ritual or object of which the counsellor may have no knowledge ( e.g., a 

Russian samovar). 

Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to explore helpful and hindering factors in 

establishing a positive therapeutic relationship with international students. This research 

was both timely and important because while there are an increasing number of 

international students studying in Canada, the existing literature has revealed that current 

counselling practises in Canada are not adequately addressing international students' 

unique needs (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). These unique needs include counselling that 

seeks to decrease language and cultural barriers to feeling understood and supported in 

counselling. This study sought to better understand the factors that international students 

perceive as important in therapeutic relationship formation, including but not limited to 

the role that photographs play in developing that relationship. 
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Chapter 2: International Students' Views of the Helpful and Hindering Factors in 

Forming a Therapeutic Relationship in the Context of a Photo-Assisted Session 

Abstract 

Using Interpersonal Process Recall, 8 international student participants (6 men, 2 

women) described what they thought was helpful or hindering to the therapeutic 

relationship during an analog counselling session in a photo-assisted context. A 

thematic qualitative analysis revealed that the participants found five counsellor qualities 

and techniques as helpful to the therapeutic relationship: (a) active listening, (b) 

casualness, (c) direction, (d) enthusiasm, (e) connected with client's culture. Three 

factors were identified as hindering to the therapeutic relationship: (a) language barriers, 

(b) fast pace, ( c) counsellor disengagement. The following were deemed helpful factors 

related to the use of photographs: (a) provided a visual reference, (b) took focus away 

from client, (c) evoked emotions. Finally, ineffective incorporation was seen as an 

unhelpful aspect related to the use of photographs. The implications of these findings 

for counselling practice are discussed. 
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During the course of their post-secondary education, many students are 

encouraged to study abroad in order for them to gain new cultural and life experiences 

(Stephenson, 1999). These inter-cultural experiences often enhance these individuals' 

competitiveness in the job market, strengthen their interpersonal skills, and increase the 

number of their networking contacts (Kitsantas & Meyers, 2001 ). The number of 

international students in Canada, defined as "students in Canada on a visa or refugees, 

neither of which do not have a permanent residency status in Canada" studying in post

secondary institutions, has been increasing with each successive year, representing a 

60% increase since 2004 (Citizenship and Immigration, 2013). Although there are many 

benefits to studying abroad, a number of studies (Chen & Lewis, 2011; Mori, 2000; 

Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004; Yoon & Jepsen, 2008) have reported some distinct challenges 

international students may face. 

According to Popadiuk and Arthur (2004), the typical challenges that post

secondary students face, such as succeeding academically and meeting new friends, are 

often exacerbated for international students by additional challenges specific to being 

from a different country. For example, students in North America are often expected to 

participate in class and engage in critical thinking if they wish to succeed academically. 

Since many international students come from cultures that do not espouse these 

expectations, these students may find it challenging to try and adapt to this new student 

role. Other cultural barriers, such as interpreting North American pleasantries, can make 

it challenging to make new friends. For example, some international students may 

misinterpret "I' 11 call you" as a sincere offer of friendship, as opposed to what may, in 
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actuality, be merely a superficial exchange (Mori, 2000). As well, if international 

students are not proficient in English, language barriers may make it more challenging 

for these students to meet new friends and establish a social support system in Canada. 

For this reason, international students are often referred to as the "silent majority" due to 

the difficulty they experience in attempting to communicate to others what they need 

(Singh, 1994, p. 232). 

Given the fact that international students face distinct challenges that may 

significantly impact their academic and personal success, one might predict that 

counselling would be an available service international students commonly access as 

they cope with the challenges of cultural transition. Unfortunately, studies have shown 

that international students are more likely to discontinue counselling prematurely 

compared to majority students (Chen & Lewis, 2011; Keeling & Nielson 2005; Kilinc & 

Granello, 2003; McGoldrick et al., 2005). One of the main complaints related to their 

experience in counselling provided by international students was a perceived lack of 

understanding by the counsellor due to language and cultural barriers. Language 

barriers experienced by participants included finding it challenging to accurately 

articulate their thoughts in English, as well as perceived judgment of their language 

ability by their counsellor. For example, one study reported that Asian international 

students expressed concern over making grammatical mistakes in front of their 

counsellors (Yoon & Jepsen, 2008). As well, since many individuals from collectivist 

cultures are not brought up to express their emotions, often in an effort to maintain 

group harmony, students from collectivist cultures may not have the vocabulary to 

express their feelings in counselling (Seo, 2010). Other cultural barriers included 
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counsellors' use of standard counselling techniques without cultural consideration, or the 

use of stereotyping in working with culturally diverse clients (Chen & Lewis, 2011; 

Nilsson, Berkel, Flores, & Lucas, 2004). It seems clear from the literature that there are 

a number of factors that hinder the creation of a collaborative, professional relationship 

with international students. 

Therapeutic Relationship 

In order to make counselling in a North American context suitable for 

international students to feel comfortable enough to remain in counselling without 

quitting prematurely, there needs to be a better understanding of what is and is not 

effective in the creation of a therapeutic relationship with this population. The term 

therapeutic relationship (also referred to as 'therapeutic alliance' or 'working alliance') 

is described by Horvath and Bedi (2002) as "the quality and strength of the collaborative 

relationship between the client and therapist in therapy" ( as cited in Angus & Kagan, 

2007). When a therapeutic relationship is deemed strong, it is comprised of a secure 

relational bond and client-counsellor collaboration on the development of goals and 

tasks (Angus & Kagan, 2007). This strong relational bond involves the client "feeling 

understood, supported, and provided with a sense of hope" (Horvath & Bedi, 2002, p. 

60). Studies (Horvath & Bedi, 2002; Horvath & Symonds 1991; Martin, Garske, & 

Davis, 2000) have found that in the early stages of counselling, the strength of the 

therapeutic relationship is central to the outcome of any type of therapy conducted. For 

international students, this latter point is particularly relevant because a weak relational 
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bond is often described as a major interference in therapy, and may lead some clients to 

quit (Paulson, Everall, & Stuart, 2001). 

While there have been a number of studies examining the therapeutic 

relationship, there are few qualitative studies from the client's perspective (Bedi, 2006). 

From the literature examining the therapeutic relationship, studies have revealed that 

clients viewed the following as helpful factors contributing to the strength of the 

therapeutic relationship: counsellors helped clients think in new ways, shared something 

meaningful, and provided tool and assignments (Fitzpatrick, Janzen, Chamodraka, & 

Park, 2006). Some of the hindering factors identified as detracting from the strength of 

the therapeutic relationship included: reserved or non-genuine client engagement, 

unwanted counsellor directiveness, erroneous counsellor statements, counsellor 

disengagement communicated non-verbally, an inattentive or distracted counsellor, and 

unresponsive or inappropriate counsellor affect (Bedi, Cook, & Domene, 2012). 

While these factors may reflect what is commonly seen as helpful or hindering to 

the therapeutic relationship, they may not reflect the views of members of minority 

populations, such as international students. A literature search did not reveal any 

qualitative research on the helpful or hindering factors of the therapeutic relationship 

from international student clients' perspectives. Moreover, studies that have examined 

ethnic minority clients' perspectives of counselling have shown that factors such as 

counsellor directiveness were indeed helpful to the therapeutic relationship (Abad, 

Ramos, & Boyce, 1974; Rivera, 1984; Sue, 1981; Trimble, 1981; Vontress, 1981), as 

opposed to hindering as previously mentioned ( as cited in Yau, Sue, & Hayden, 1992). 

Due to the lack of available research emanating from the perspective of international 
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students and the conflicting findings in the existing related research, it seems clear that 

there is a need for research that looks, not only at the therapeutic relationship from the 

perspective of clients, but at the therapeutic relationship from the perspective of 

international students in particular. 

Phototherapy with International Students 

Since the literature on counselling international students emphasizes the 

centrality of cultural and linguistic barriers to international students' decisions to 

continue with counselling, research on relationship formation ought to also look at 

therapeutic tools, in addition to counsellor qualities, that may address these barriers. 

One approach that has been clinically used, but not heavily researched, is the 

implementation of sessions that incorporate photographs (i.e., phototherapy). Since 

photographs involve visual cues of a captured memory, counsellors are able to see, as 

well as hear, what the client is trying to explain. Phototherapy has been shown to be 

helpful in decreasing linguistic and cultural barriers because the photographs can 

visually depict what the client is struggling to articulate in a way that is understandable 

to the counsellor (Garcia-Retamero & Dhami, 2011). According to Mathews and 

Tucker (2000), sharing photographs helps in "creating a common base for discussion, 

not dependent on verbal skills" (Cappello, 2005, p.171). Moreover, Garcia-Retamero 

and Dhami (2011) noticed the strength of using photographs as a tool for communication 

when working with immigrant patients who could not speak the same language as them. 

Phototherapy has also been shown to be useful in decreasing cultural barriers because it 

helps clients articulate emotions and aspects of themselves that might otherwise be 
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challenging for them to communicate. For example, Blackbeard and Lindegger (2007) 

found that participants in their study, South African men, were able to communicate 

their story effectively because they took on the role of "expert guide", where they were 

active in sharing the content of the pictures (p. 32). 

These findings demonstrate that the incorporation of photographs may be an 

effective tool toward addressing the cultural and linguistic barriers that international 

students often face. By overcoming these barriers, through the use of photographs in a 

session, international student clients may feel better understood and more comfortable 

and may consequently continue in counselling. Although encouraging in theory, no 

previous research had examined the relationship described here, leading to this study 

being the first of its kind to examine the therapeutic relationship with international 

students in a photo-assisted context. 

Present Study 

The present study, an exploratory, qualitative examination of international 

students' experiences in an analogue of a photo-assisted counselling session was 

designed to explore these students perceptions of the process of forming a therapeutic 

relationship and the role that photographs can play in this process. The research utilized 

Interpersonal Process Recall (IPR), which permitted an in-depth exploration of the 

participants' experiences speaking with a counsellor in a photo-assisted context. The 

following research questions guided the study: 

1. What do international students find helpful in creating a strong therapeutic 

relationship with a counsellor? 
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Design 

2. What do international students find hindering in creating a strong therapeutic 

relationship with a counsellor? 

3. How is the incorporation of photographs in session helpful, unhelpful, or 

insignificant to the process of creating a strong therapeutic relationship? 

Method 

A method based on Kagan's (1980) video-assisted Interpersonal Process Recall 

(IPR) was used. Since IPR does not rely on a specific theoretical lens, an inductive 

thematic analysis with a realist epistemology was used to analyze the data. Since the 

purpose of this study was to provide an objective, descriptive look at international 

students' views of the therapeutic relationship, as opposed to an interpretive analysis of 

their perspectives, a realist epistemology was chosen. 

Participants 

The sample consisted of two female and six male international students, who 

were aged 18 to 28, and had been in Canada between .5 and 4.5 years. Participants 

identified their home country as India (4), China (1), Mexico (1), Nigeria (1), and Saudi 

Arabia (1). Five participants were undergraduates and 3 were master's students. Their 

majors were engineering (n = 5), computer science (n= 2), and English (n = 1). 

Participants were not receiving counselling at the time of their research involvement and 

did not have an untreated diagnosed psychological disorder. 
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All participants for the study were recruited through university email listservs, 

posters around campus, and snowballing methods, which are all acceptable means of 

recruitment for qualitative studies (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). 

Procedures 

Photo-assisted discussion analogue session. Each participant attended a 

discussion session, led by a counsellor, which served as an analogue to an initial 

counselling session. An analogue counseling session is a study that attempts to replicate 

a real life situation under controlled conditions (Cowen, 1961 ). Counsellors were any 

individuals who had completed or were in the final stages of completing a graduate 

degree in counselling or a related field. Counsellors were provided the opportunity to 

give written informed consent in person and were informed about their role as 

counsellors in an analogue counselling session (Appendix A). The counsellors received 

a 45-minute training session that involved learning the key aspects of the theory and 

technique of incorporating photos into an interview. They were trained to limit their role 

to rapport-building and an information gathering role, and were asked not to conduct any 

interventions. Counsellors were also asked to provide written informed consent to 

maintain ethical counselling practice during the study (Appendix B). Participants had 

not consented to receive psychotherapy in this study. Counsellors were provided with a 

sheet of questions to keep in mind as they interviewed the international student 

participant (Appendix C), and counsellors were informed that the type of questions 

posed were less important than the level of comfort created with participants in the 

session via the use of these photographs. 
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Prior to the analogue session, participants were informed by the researcher by 

email about their role, were asked if they met the participant requirements, and were 

asked to bring a digital or hard-copy photograph to represent "My life before arriving in 

Canada" to the analogue session (Appendix D). At the start of the analogue session, 

participants met with the researcher in person and were again informed about their role 

and at this point provided written consent (Appendix E). Afterwards, participants were 

introduced to the counsellor and then left alone with the counsellor to discuss their 

experience of living in Canada while showing their photographs. Sessions ranged from 

31 to 61 minutes, and all were video recorded. 

Data collection interview. An in-depth, semi-structured IPR interview was used 

to gather information about participants' experiences in the photo-assisted discussion 

session. Interviews were audio-recorded and lasted 1 to 1.5 hours. They involved 

playing back the video recording of the discussion session, with the researcher and 

participant both pausing the video at key points to comment on the following: (a) What 

were you thinking at that moment? (b) What were you feeling at that moment? ( c) What 

was your level of comfort? ( d) If it changed throughout, how and when? (See Appendix 

F for interview protocol). All but one of the participants contributed to pausing the 

video. 

Data analysis. After transcribing the audio-recordings, I conducted a thematic 

analysis using Braun and Clarke's (2008) procedures for coding. This involved 

identifying and tabulating content, with supporting quotations, that was relevant to the 

research questions; that is (a) helpful factors, (b) hindering factors, ( c) experience with 

photographs. I focused only on explicit semantic content rather than hidden or 
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underlying meanings. For each transcript, I sorted the codes into thematic categories 

based on similar meaning, with all codes placed in only one category. Afterwards, I 

wrote a report for each participant, outlined the corresponding themes, and explained 

each theme with the corresponding codes and quotes (Appendix G). Pseudonyms 

chosen by the participants were used throughout the reports. 

I then emailed each report to the corresponding participant for member checking. 

In the member checking email correspondence, I asked participants the following 

questions: (a) What is your feedback? (b) Is there anything important that I missed? (c) 

Should I make any changes to the wording? Seven of the participants replied, with all of 

them stating that the content of the reports were accurate. After completing the member 

checking, I created overarching themes to reflect the overall experiences of the 

participants in their counselling sessions. In order for a theme to be included in the final 

list, it needed to be present in the experience of more than one participant. 

Self of the Researcher. Although I am not an international student, I am a 

Canadian-born female of mixed ethnicity (a 6th generation Canadian father with an Irish 

ancestry, and an Armenian mother from Iran). Growing up, my family hosted 

international students from a variety of countries, such as Germany, China, Japan, and 

Mexico. Living with international students allowed me to understand the influence 

cultural upbringing has on the beliefs, values, and perceptions we hold as individuals. 

Since then, I have always had an affinity for learning about other cultures and endeavour 

to be open minded with regard to other's perspectives. 

In accordance with the multicultural competencies developed by Collins & 

Arthur (2007), I engage in self-awareness activities, such as journaling, in order to be 
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aware of my biases and how they could impact others. Specifically, prior to conducting 

this research, my pre-existing beliefs about what would help and hinder international 

students' therapeutic relationship were that active listening and cultural knowledge 

would be helpful, and that closed body language and language barriers would be 

hindering. Similarly, my perspective on phototherapy was that it would be helpful for 

therapeutic relationship formation by providing the opportunity for distraction from 

prolonged eye contact and by bringing up emotionally salient information through the 

recall of memories. These pre-existing beliefs stemmed from my prior counselling 

training and education. 

In order to address these biases, I made sure to not mention any of these pre

existing beliefs to the counsellors, so that they did not either explicitly or inadvertently 

apply the helpful factors or avoid applying these hindering factors to the interview. As 

well, as mentioned before, I engaged in member checking so that participants had the 

opportunity to oppose any of the themes that I used to describe their experiences. 

Findings 

The eight participants described 5 themes reflecting the helpful factors of the 

therapeutic relationship, and 12 themes reflecting the hindering factors of the therapeutic 

relationship. Only themes that met the predetermined criterion of having at least 2 

participants sharing the same theme will be elaborated upon here. These themes are 

presented in Table 1 and Table 2 respectively, along with the individual codes that 

contributed to each theme, and the total number of participants who described 

experiences related to each theme. Additionally, all eight participants expressed the 
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belief that the photographs had a substantive influence on the strength of the therapeutic 

relationship, revealing 6 themes reflecting how the use of photographs was helpful in the 

process of creating a strong therapeutic relationship (Table 3), and 8 themes reflecting 

unhelpful factors associated with the use of photographs (Table 4). 

Table 1. 

Factors Identified as Helpful to the Therapeutic Relationship 

Themes (n of participants) 

Active listening 
(n= 6) 

Casualness 
(n= 7) 

Direction 
(n= 5) 

Enthusiasm 
(n= 6) 

Connected with the client's culture 
(n= 2) 

Codes 

1. Patience 
2. Use of reflective skills 
3. Open body language 

Suggested words 

1. Informal comments 
2. Self-disclosed 
3. Established a non-hierarchical 

relationship 
4. Moved around 
5. Flexible 
6. Mildness 
7. Was fun 

1. Asked direct questions 
2. Gave information 

1. Curiosity 
2. Acted surprised 
3. Friendliness 

1. When counsellors were perceived to 
be culturally knowledgeable 

2. When counsellors found ways to 
enhance cultural understanding 
through the use of analogies 
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Table 2. 

Factors Identified as Hindering to the Therapeutic Relationship 

Themes (n of participants) Codes 

Language barriers 1. Participants' difficulty articulating 
(n=4) their thoughts in English 

2. Understanding English words used by 
the counsellor 

Fast pace 1. When the counsellor prematurely 
(n= 3) switched topics 

2. When participants said they felt 
pressure to say something or to bring 
up a new topic 

3. When there were few pauses or 
silences 

Counsellor disengagement 1. Contrived reactions 
(n=2) 2. Inappropriate reactions 

3. Not using the client's vocabulary 
4. Showing discomfort 
5. Lack of eye contact 
6. Fidgeting 

Ineffective questioning 1. Broad, open questions 
{n=2} 2. Interrogation 

In this section, I will first describe all 5 themes that represent the factors deemed 

helpful to the therapeutic relationship since they met the criterion. Second, I will 

examine the 4 out of the 12 themes that met the criterion that describe the factors 

unhelpful to the therapeutic relationship. Third, I will describe the 3 out of the 6 themes 

that met the criterion that represent the helpful factors related to the incorporation of 

photographs. 
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Table 3. 

Factors Identified as Helpful through the Use of Photographs to the Therapeutic 

Relationship 

Themes (n of participants) 

Visual reference 
(n= 7) 

Took focus away from client 
(n= 3) 

Evoked emotions 
(n=4) 

Table 4 

Codes 

1. Helped describe 
2. Initiated conversation 
3. Enabled preparation 

1. Provided an acceptable distraction 

1. Brought up positive emotions 
2. Recalled positive memories 

Factors Identified as Unhelpful through the Use of Photographs to the Therapeutic 

Relationship 

Themes (n of participants) Codes 

Ineffective incorporation 
n=2 

1. Interfered with the flow of discussion 

Helpful Factors to the Therapeutic Relationship 

Themes were categorized as factors helpful to the therapeutic relationship when 

participants described aspects of their experience that increased their level of comfort or 

helped them feel understood or supported. The following themes represented factors 

that participants indicated as helpful: (a) active listening, (b) casualness, (c) direction, 

( d) enthusiasm, and ( e) connected with client's culture. 
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Active listening. The theme of active listening involved the counsellor making 

the effort to understand both the participant's explicit and implicit messages and was 

composed of 4 codes: patience (3), the use of reflective skills (4), open body language 

(2), and suggested words (4). One participant described the way the counsellor was 

patient in listening to his story, was able to accurately reflect his emotions, and was 

paraphrasing his story: 

Yeah, [the counsellor] gave it like, [the counsellor] gave it, [the counsellor]'s 

with the mode, like when I slowed down, [ the counsellor] slowed down, when I 

get quickly, [ the counsellor] tried to catch up to understand everything quickly. 

And this time [ the counsellor] was trying to understand I think my face. [The 

counsellor] tried to read my face, my reactions, my voice, and [ the counsellor] 

tried when I said 'one more' [the counsellor] tried to give a big sentence a full 

explanation. 

Another participant described how the counsellor suggested words that helped the 

participant more accurately describe her story, thus demonstrating that the counsellor 

was actively following her story: "I was like that's exactly the word I would use to 

describe my friend, [friend's name]. 'The connector'. I couldn't find the correct word, 

[the counsellor] helped me in pinpointing it. It was exactly what described [friend's 

name]". 

Casualness. Casualness was defined by therapist behaviours or characteristics 

that were perceived by the participants as less formal than a traditional professional 

interview. The 7 codes that characterized this theme were: informal comments (2), self

disclosure ( 4 ), the establishment of a non-hierarchical relationship ( 5), moved around 
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(1), flexibility (1), mildness (1), and being fun (2). A casual counsellor was one who 

treated the interview as a conversation, sharing thoughts and opinions, as opposed to 

simply questioning: 

[The counsellor's] approach was good because [the counsellor] was trying to 

make me comfortable so that [ the counsellor] could just steer it as a normal 

conversation as opposed to a straight one-on-one formal things where you're 

both formal and you can't speak your heart out. 

Another participant described how the counsellor's casual body language made her feel 

more at ease: "[the counsellor] was friendly and not still the whole time. [The 

counsellor] kept moving, so you know that person is not actually paying full attention. 

They're distracted and keeping themselves engaged in their own way. So that was a bit 

comforting. " 

Direction. A counsellor who was directive was one who took an active role in 

the way the counselling session was progressing. This theme was defined by 2 different 

codes: asked direct questions (2) and gave information (5). One participant described 

how answering direct questions, such as closed questions, was more comfortable 

because it did not necessitate deep reflection: 

I think it makes you feel more comfortable and easier ... you don't have to make, 

like, think deep or do different things at the same time, try to remember, talk to put 

into words. It was just 'yeah', 'yes', 'no'. 

Another participant described how it was helpful when the counsellor gave him 

information: "Don't only ask me questions, but also give me situations, give me some 
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feedback that is useful and interesting. " It seemed that this participant appreciated a 

more dynamic session that involved learning information, as opposed to simply sharing. 

Enthusiasm. An enthusiastic counsellor was one who was very positive, 

energetic, and open to learning throughout the counselling process. This theme was 

defined by 3 codes: curiosity (3), acted surprised (1), and friendliness (4). The 

counsellor's surprised reaction was described by one participant: "Normally I don't talk 

about my pets to someone, so I was really happy how [ the counsellor] reacted. [The 

counsellor] was happy at that moment. [The counsellor] was really surprised." It 

appeared that this surprised reaction showed that the counsellor found the participant's 

story exciting and interesting. This made the participant feel validated for sharing 

something personal about himself that he does not share with others. Another 

participant described how comfortable he felt seeing the counsellor's enthusiasm to 

learn, as demonstrated through curiosity: 

You can see ... from the comfort level from me speaking to [ the counsellor] that 

[the counsellor]'s like quite open; otherwise, you're always hesitant and you try to, 

you know, like put some extra emphasis to explain what is that. But here it's 

coming naturally, so it means like [the counsellor]'s open and already had that 

curiosity to learn at the back of mind and the transition is already easy. 

Connected with the client's culture. Counsellors demonstrated an ability to 

connect with the client's culture when they were able to find ways to show participants, 

in an explicit way, that they understood an element of their culture. The feeling of 

connection occurred when the participants felt like the counsellor understood a piece of 

their cultural identity. This theme was defined by 2 codes: when counsellors were 
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perceived to be culturally knowledgeable (2), or when counsellors found ways to 

understand the client's culture through the use of analogies (1). 

When the counsellor reported having travelled in a number of African countries, 

the participant from Nigeria said that it made him feel more confident that the counsellor 

would be able to understand his stories: 

Researcher: How did that impact the way you started, the way you kept talking 

with [ the counsellor]? Once you knew [ the counsellor] had been there and that 

[the counsellor] had maybe seen things? 

Participant: I felt like if I say something that happened in Africa, [the counsellor] 

would understand. 

As well, the counsellor demonstrated cultural knowledge by relaying an understanding 

of the way the school system works in the participant's home country. He said that it 

made it less challenging to share his story with the counsellor: 

Participant: See how [the counsellor]'s getting along with the conversation? Like 

[ the counsellor] knows like the stuff like 'Junior 1' and yeah. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Participant: It makes it easy. 

Another participant said that the counsellor overcame cultural barriers by coming up 

with an analogy to communicate cultural understanding to the participant. This meant 

that the counsellor did not necessarily have any pre-existing cultural knowledge about 

the client, but was able to find an alternative way to understand a part of the client's 

culture. The participant was explaining the intricacies of putting on a turban, and the 

counsellor came up with the analogy of putting on a tie: 
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It would have been hard if [the counsellor] didn't, for example if [the counsellor] 

doesn't come up with that tie analogy, so I would have to like show something 

else, or like that. Or put some extra emphasis to explain what [ the counsellor] like, 

[the counsellor] was wise enough to like bring something out and it was like easy 

for me to tell. It wasn't tough for me. 

Hindering Factors to the Therapeutic Relationship 

Hindering factors to the therapeutic relationship were identified when 

participants described aspects of their counsellors' personal qualities or techniques that 

decreased their level of comfort or hindered their ability to feel understood or supported. 

These descriptions were categorized into four themes reflecting different kinds of 

hindrances: (a) language barriers, (b) fast pace, ( c) counsellor disengagement, ( d) 

ineffective questioning. 

Language barriers. Language barriers were defined as obstacles to being able 

to comfortably orally communicate and feel understood by the counsellor due to both the 

participants' lack of proficiency in English and the counsellors' failure to adequately 

accommodate. Two codes contributed to this theme: participants' difficulty articulating 

their thoughts in English ( 4) and understanding English words used by the counsellor 

( 1 ). One participant explained how challenging it was to explain something a first time, 

and then to have to find a way to explain it a different way since the counsellor did not 

understand it the first time. In this case, the participant found it challenging to speak 

because of his own lack of proficiency in English, as well as the counsellor's inability to 

assist in making it an easier process: 
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See, I get more confusing how to explain it more. At the first time I explain it, 

not probably in sequence sentences, now I stick with the single words. So when 

I, when someone doesn't understand me with my full explanation when I came 

back to the explanation again, I'm really sure that it's going to be more difficult 

to explain. 

Another participant described the frustration that occurred when she could not easily 

articulate her thoughts in English. In this case, it may be due to the participant's lack of 

proficiency in English, but also due to the counsellor's inability to either assist in 

providing words or of reassuring the participant that she did not need to express herself 

eloquently in the session: 

Yeah, like when I usually talk, I'm usually like 'I'm so bad at talking' 'cause I 

have to think really hard about what I want to say' like I'll think about it, and 

then I'll say it all wrong. It's completely disconnected. So like I get stuck with 

the language, and so that was also an issue. I had to keep thinking like 'I have to 

say this' and for me the sentence, say it. And then I get stuck with the words, 

which is worse. Because then it messes my sentence. 

Fast pace. When a session was said to be conducted at a fast pace, it meant that 

the participants felt like the counsellor was rushing them through the session. A session 

conducted at a fast pace was defined by 3 codes: when the counsellor prematurely 

switched topics (2), when participants said they felt pressure to say something or to 

bring up a new topic (1), and when there were few pauses or silences (1). 
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One participant described how the counsellor switched topics while she was still 

reflecting on the previous topic. She said that it felt like the counsellor was inhibiting 

her from adequately reflecting on the previous topic: 

It was unexpected because we were talking about the picture and all of a sudden 

[the counsellor] asked me how it was going-it was a different topic. All of a 

sudden we're talking about something else, so I was very caught offhand or 

something, you know, maybe that was running in my head, 'whoa whoa, we're 

talking about something different'. 

Another participant described how he felt compelled to keep talking because the 

counsellor was continually asking him questions without much of a pause. He felt like 

the counsellor was not paying much attention to him: 

Yeah, like, [the counsellor] had questions and the sequence after each other. 

There was no pause and [the counsellor] didn't think, I don't know if [the 

counsellor] was focusing with me or just trying to bring another question. Yeah, 

this is why I was continuing talking. 

Counsellor disengagement. The theme of counsellor disengagement was 

perceived to be when the counsellor did not seem fully involved in the conversation and 

when the participant felt a slight disconnection to the counsellor. This theme was 

constructed from 6 codes: contrived reactions ( 1 ), inappropriate reactions ( 1 ), not using 

the client's vocabulary (1 ), showing discomfort (2), lack of eye contact (1 ), and 

fidgeting (1). One of the participants connected not making eye contact with not feeling 

understood: 
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Sometimes I don't know whether [the counsellor] is understanding what I'm 

talking about or not, because sometimes I noticed where [ the counsellor]' s 

staring at some other place, not at my eyes. But [the counsellor] may not 

understand my talking. 

Another participant explained that she perceived the counsellor to be disengaged when 

the counsellor was uncomfortable and not present: 

Participant: Yeah, [the counsellor] was kind of lost. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Participant: Not much to say there, at that point. 

Ineffective questioning. Ineffective questioning occurred when the counsellor 

asked questions in a way that made the participant feel either confused or anxious. 

There were 2 codes that contributed to this theme: broad, open questions (2) and 

interrogation (1 ). One participant described how open questions were challenging for 

him to answer because it involved having to give elaborate explanations, which were 

challenging for him: 

Researcher: So for you, it would be easier if they asked direct yes or no 

questions, factual questions. 

Participant: Yeah 

Researcher: As opposed to open questions that's more about your feelings ... 

Participant: .. .in which you have to explain which I'm not really good at. 

Another participant described how the beginning of the session was uncomfortable when 

it was strictly question-answer because it felt formal and there was not much time for 

reflection: 
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I thought it was going to be harder, as the beginning, sort of like when I had to 

think of an answer, and then there's going to be another question and I'm going 

to have to answer back, and maybe have like a limit to what I say. 

Helpful Factors Related to the Incorporation of Photographs 

All 8 participants reported at least some aspects of the incorporation of 

photographs as useful to increasing their level of comfort or their ability to feel 

understood or supported. Participants found the following as ways that photographs 

were helpful in creating a strong therapeutic relationship: pictures (a) were a visual 

reference, (b) took focus away from client, ( c) evoked emotions. 

Visual reference. Visual reference was defined as the way photographs provide 

a tangible tool for participants to receive visual information about a part of their lives. 

There were 3 codes that contributed to this theme: helped describe ( 5), initiated 

conversation (3), and enabled preparation (2). One of the participants described how 

photographs were helpful in describing details of his story, especially since he said he 

found it challenging to give explanations in English: 

My explanation isn't good, so if you don't have the photograph then it would be 

a lot more difficult for me to describe the situation. And if [the counsellor] asks, 

like the market, how do you want to describe the market like that without no 

photograph? 

Since the photographs were visible to both the participant and counsellor, they were both 

able to look at it and find a topic of conversation from the photograph. One participant 

said the following: 
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It gave me ideas, for example, if I ran out of something to say directly to [the 

counsellor], like I could mention the picture and we could start up a conversation. 

Something different. 

Participants also explained that photographs were helpful because the request to bring a 

photo with them allowed them to prepare for the counselling session. They said that 

because they got to choose which photograph to bring, they could begin to think about 

what kind of questions the counsellor would ask. This ability to prepare made many 

participants less anxious about speaking with someone. One participant described the 

effect of this preparation: 

Researcher: Okay. And how was it to first show [the counsellor] that picture? 

Participant: I was like expecting questions, 'what's this like, and what do you call 

that?' And I think that was the first question. And I answered it". 

Focused away from client. The theme of photographs providing a focus away 

from the client was defined as the way photographs helped make participants feel less 

targeted and less pressured to maintain the counsellor's attention during the session. 

The 1 code that formed this theme was: provided an acceptable distraction (2). An 

acceptable distraction was when participants felt like it was socially appropriate to avoid 

eye contact because it still meant that both individuals in the conversation were engaged 

in the conversation. This is distinctly different from a typical distraction, which would 

be fidgeting or looking out the window and which may demonstrate a lack of interest. 

One participant described how photographs assist in providing an acceptable distraction: 
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Yeah, 'cause like job interviews, you just look at a person for a while. It's 

uncomfortable because you're just staring at each and other and it's 

uncomfortable. But in this situation you can just look elsewhere. 

Evoked emotions. The theme of photographs evoking emotions is defined by 2 

codes: brought up positive emotions (4) and recalled positive memories (1). One 

participant described how talking about the photograph allowed her to recall some of the 

humorous things she and her friends would do, which made her laugh in the session: 

I was trying to think of different jokes that they used to say and that kind of made 

me laugh when I thought about some of them. You know some of those funny 

things that you can't stop laughing about no matter how many times you've 

heard it. Every time you think about it, you feel like laughing again. 

Unhelpful Factors Related to the Incorporation of Photographs 

There was only one theme that at least 2 participants agreed on, regarding how 

the photographs were not helpful in the session: ineffective incorporation (2). In this 

case, the issue was more to do with how the photographs were used, rather than the 

presence of photographs per se. Specifically, the counsellor used the photographs 

ineffectively when the participants perceived them to be incorporated in a way that 

interfered with the flow of the discussion: 

Participant: I mean I was far away to start explaining something in Canada it's 

my professors [in city] and [the counsellor] went like [the counsellor] come back 

to the story, to the picture. I was not expecting that, 'oh what?' and there was 
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surprise, 'what's the reason? We went away from the topic? Why did [the 

counsellor] come back to the topic?' 

Researcher: Okay. Did that change anything in the relationship between you and 

[the counsellor]? It was just kind of 'that's random'? 

Participant: Yeah, just back to the topic as someone going away from the topic 

and going back to the topic. Same thing happened here. 

Discussion 

The thematic analysis applied to the participants' responses in the IPR interview 

revealed a number of themes reflecting what international students may perceive to be 

helpful or hindering factors related to the therapeutic relationship during the analogue 

counselling session. In this section, I will first discuss the ways in which the themes 

either align with or contradict related studies in the field and to reflect how this study 

has further extended what we know about counselling with international students. 

Second, I will outline the implications these findings have for counselling practice. 

Third, I will make suggestions for future research based on the findings of this study. 

Finally, I will conclude by discussing this study' s limitations. 

Helpful Factors to the Therapeutic Relationship 

In answering the first research question, "what do international students find 

helpful in creating a strong therapeutic relationship with a counsellor?", 5 themes were 

identified: active listening, casualness, direction, enthusiasm, and connected with the 

client's culture. Many of these themes parallel helpful factors identified in previous 

studies examining the therapeutic relationship of clients who were not international 
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students, such as active listening, casualness, and enthusiasm (Bedi, Davis, & Williams, 

2005; Duff & Bedi, 2010). Moreover, the helpful theme of direction and the hindering 

factor of language barriers have been commonly identified in literature examining 

counselling with international students (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004; Yau, Sue, & Hayden, 

1992). Therefore, it appears that this study has been able to extend and connect the 

research on the therapeutic alliance and on counselling international students by 

providing specific evidence, grounded in the experiences of international students 

themselves, on what international students find to be helpful in an analogue counselling 

session. 

Active listening. Since active listening is a central foundational skill in 

counselling, it is understandable that it was described to be a helpful factor by 75% of 

the participants in this study. Active listening is typically defined by the following 

skills: attentive body language (appropriate body language and gestures, eye contact, 

facial expressions, body movement), following skills (infrequent, timely, and considered 

questions; attentive silence), and reflecting skills (paraphrasing, reflecting, summarizing) 

(Robertson, 2005). In the present study, participants expressed increased comfort in 

opening up and sharing about themselves when the counsellors demonstrated both 

verbally and non-verbally that they were paying attention to what the participants were 

saying and that they understood the participant. Since language barriers have been 

identified as a concern for international students in this study and other studies ( Chen & 

Lewis, 2011; Yoon & Jepsen, 2008; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004), counsellors' 

demonstration of accurate understanding through reflecting skills is particularly helpful 

in creating a stronger therapeutic relationship with this population. According to 
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Henkleman and Paulson (2006), "counsellors need to constantly check for 

understandings, and should not trust assumptions which are likely to be inaccurate" (p. 

141). 

Although participants included reflection as a defining part of active listening, 

they also perceived patience to be an integral part of active listening. This finding raises 

an important cultural element in understanding the nature of active listening, because 

patience is not typically emphasized in the North American literature on active listening. 

For these participants, patience as a listening skill means following the clients' rhythm 

and giving them enough time to properly articulate their thoughts. Emphasizing the 

importance of this finding, Mori (2000) explained that "counselors can put the students 

at ease by accommodating their culturally derived, unique communication styles 

respecting their way of interacting, length of silence and conversational turns, and 

degree of explicitness and openness" (p.141 ). 

Casualness. Casualness was a helpful factor that was expressed by 88% of the 

participants. This preference for disclosing to someone who adopts a casual, informal 

stance is evident in the literature on international students' social supports. Yoon and 

Jepsen (2008) noted that international students were more likely to seek help from 

informal sources, such as friends and family, as opposed to making an appointment with 

a counsellor. The participants in this study expressed how comfortable they felt when 

the counsellor treated the session like a "normal conversation" and "not like an 

interview," which is in all likelihood how their preferred social support sources would 

interact with them. 
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Pedersen ( 1991) asserted that international students may be more comfortable 

with a counsellor who is more casual because "counseling international students 

frequently occurs in an informal setting, such as a hallway, home, or street comer, and 

frequently depends on an informal method, such as a presentation, discussion, or daily 

encounter, which might not be perceived as counselling according to standardized 

models" (p. 28-29). The evidence provided in the present study suggests that 

counselling may be occurring in such informal settings because of international students' 

preferences for a more casual approach to help. 

Direction. Participants' preference for a directive style of counselling is 

consistent with other studies examining international students' preferred styles of 

counselling (Yoon & Jepsen, 2008; Mori, 2000). Mori (2000) explained that 

international students expect and prefer counsellors who provide "concrete, tangible 

help" as opposed to non-directive counselling (p. 140). Non-directive counselling, 

according to Pedersen ( 1991 ), emphasizes "client verbalization and client responsibility" 

(p. 27). However, this type of counselling appears to adopt western values, such as 

having unique personal attitudes and opinions, which may not resonate with individuals 

from non-western countries (Seo, 2010). According to Yau, Sue, and Hayden (1992), a 

number of studies have concluded that minority students prefer a more directive style of 

counselling. These studies included ones that reported counsellors' impressions of 

working with minority clients (Abad, Ramos, & Boyce, 1974; Rivera, 1984; Sue, 1981; 

Trimble, 1981; V ontress, 1981 ), questionnaires that examined the counsellor role and 

counselling expectations (Foley & Fuqua, 1988; Tan, 1967; Yuen & Tinsley, 1981), and 

finally analogue counselling sessions wherein both majority and minority participants 
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were asked to watch different types of role-played counselling sessions and to rate them 

(Atkinson et al., 1978; Exum & Lau, 1988). The present study not only supports the 

findings of these studies but is unique in that its data is from the perspective of a client 

in an analogue counselling session ( as opposed to simply watching other counselling 

sessions). Moreover, the findings of this study suggest that international students may 

not only prefer and desire directive counselling to receive information, but primarily as a 

way of overcoming language barriers. Participants in this study reported feeling more 

comfortable with closed questions because these required less verbose answers than 

open questions, which was important because of their difficulties in expressing 

themselves in English. 

Enthusiasm. Five out of eight participants expressed that it was helpful to have 

a counsellor who was not only friendly and supportive, but who was also curious and 

who reacted with surprise. Although other studies have found being friendly, warm, and 

positive to be helpful factors in the therapeutic relationship (Bachelor, 1995; Bedi et al., 

2005), there are few that identified the theme of enthusiasm specifically. A study by 

Duff and Bedi (2010) reported that "asking questions" and "encouraging comments" 

were counsellor behaviours that participants (79 adults) in their study found helpful to 

the therapeutic alliance (p. 99). In another study by Luborsky, Crits-Christoph, 

Alexander, Margolis, and Cohen (1983), "the therapist's investment in the treatment 

relationship was found to be manifested through enthusiasm" ( as cited in Allnock, 

Hynes, & Archibald, 2013, p. 5). The latter statement reflects the sense of therapist 

engagement participants in the present study felt when the counsellor was enthusiastic. 

This pattern of findings suggests that the same friendly and engaged attitude that has 
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been found to be important to relationship formation in previous research extends to 

clients who are international students. 

Connected with the client's culture. Although there were only two participants 

who made direct statements about their counsellors' abilities to overcome cultural 

barriers, this theme was identified as a critical factor in participants' beliefs that they had 

a strong therapeutic relationship with their counsellors. Both participants expressed that 

it was helpful that the counsellors expressed cultural knowledge, such as knowledge 

about the geography and educational system of their home countries. One participant 

stated that it was helpful when his counsellor made a clear effort to try to understand his 

culture by making comparisons with North American cultural norms. 

Participants' positive responses to counsellors' abilities to overcome cultural 

barriers is consistent with the results of other studies. Najmi (2013) found that 

international student participants reported a stronger therapeutic alliance with 

counsellors who expressed cultural awareness. Collins and Arthur (2007) argued that 

when counsellors demonstrate cultural competencies through knowledge of self and 

other cultures, more effective counselling could ensue. In this study, when one of the 

counsellors simply mentioned of having travelled to the participant's continent, the 

participant reported feeling more understood. He said that knowing that the counsellor 

had this lived experience allowed him to talk about his culture without feeling like he 

had to explain extra details to ensure understanding. The effectiveness of the 

counsellor's self-disclosure demonstrated a good use of judgment. According to Collins 

and Arthur (2007), judgment, or the "ability to assess when to apply particular 

knowledge or skills" (p. 41 ), is a quality needed to determine when to effectively and 
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ethically apply one's learned cultural knowledge. Therefore, this study was able to 

provide some support for the idea that cultural knowledge of self and others, as well as 

the appropriate judgment on when to disclose, is effective for therapeutic relationship 

formation with international students. 

Hindering Factors to the Therapeutic Relationship 

In answering the second research question of "what do international students find 

hindering in creating a strong therapeutic relationship with a counsellor?" a total of 4 

themes, which met the criterion of having at least 2 participants share the same theme, 

around the hindering factors of the therapeutic relationship were identified. These 

themes included: language barriers, fast pace, counsellor disengagement, and ineffective 

questioning. Given that language and cultural barriers are strong concerns for many 

international students (Chen & Lewis, 2011; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004 Yoon & Jepsen, 

2008), these results are not surprising. As further discussed below, hindering factors 

such as language barriers and a fast pace in counselling, as well as counsellor 

disengagement and ineffective questioning would exacerbate language and cultural 

barriers, respectively. 

Language barriers. Three out of the eight participants expressed how language 

barriers, or the inability to comfortably communicate in English to the counsellor, made 

it challenging to feel confident and understood in the counselling session. This finding 

is not surprising given that this is one of the most consistent results found in the 

literature on counselling with international students (Leong & Chou, 2002; Luzio

Lockett, 1998; Mori, 2000; Pedersen, 1991; Yoon & Jepsen, 2008). 
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One element that is surprising, however, is that only 3 out of 8 participants 

(37.5%) expressed that language barriers were a negative factor. None of the 

participants in the study had English as a mother tongue, and most of them expressed 

that communicating in English can, in general, be challenging. It may seem that the 

results reflect some of the findings by Swagler and Ellis (2003): "Feeling at ease was 

associated with easier communication and a better ability to express oneself. However, 

perhaps surprisingly, actual language ability seemed to be less of a factor" ( as cited in 

Moores & Popadiuk, 2011, p. 300). 

For these three participants it appears that they did not feel sufficiently at ease to 

be able to communicate effectively with the counsellor. This coincides with a finding by 

Yoon and Jepsen (2008) where the majority of Asian international student participants in 

their study agreed with the following statement about attending counselling: "I am 

concerned that I would not be able to communicate effectively in English with the 

counselor" (p. 123 ). This hindering factor is concerning because several studies have 

shown that language barriers are a major deterrent to seeking counselling support 

(Leong & Chou 2002; Mori, 2000; Pedersen, 1991; Yoon & Jepsen, 2008). Therefore, 

this study confirms the findings of other studies demonstrating that language barriers are 

an issue for international students, but also adds that language barriers may only be a 

concern for a minority of international students. 

Fast pace. Three out of the eight participants also stated that it was unhelpful to 

the strength of the therapeutic relationship when the counsellor conducted the 

counselling session at a fast pace. Participants stated that there were very few pauses in 
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the conversation and that it felt like the counsellors were rushing through each 

conversation topic. 

As is recommended for all counsellors, regardless of whether they are working 

with international students or not, counsellors ought to avoid rushing because silence can 

enable deep client self-reflection (Meier & Davis, 2008). According to Levitt (2002), 

there are 3 types of pauses: "(a) emotional, where clients attend to strong feelings, (b) 

expressive, where clients sought labels or language to describe what they were 

experiencing, and ( c) reflective, where clients sought meaning or made connections of 

what they were experiencing" ( as cited in Meier & Davis, 2008, p. 9). 

When the counsellors conducted the session at a fast pace, participants reported 

that any pause felt awkward and that they felt obligated to think of something to say. 

This kind of pressure to keep talking inhibits the reflection needed to accurately 

articulate thoughts and feelings, therefore leading to more superficial discussions. One 

of the participants said that he wanted to continue discussing a certain topic, but because 

they kept "going from one conversation to another there wasn't much time to actually 

say more stuff'. These findings suggest that international students also prefer it when 

counsellors facilitate conversations in a way that maintains a moderate pace while 

providing the holding space for participants to reflect and articulate their thoughts 

without feeling the need to rush. 

Counsellor disengagement. Three out of the eight participants reported that it 

was hindering to the therapeutic relationship when counsellors were disengaged from the 

process. Participants said that they felt like the counsellors were not genuinely 
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interested in the conversation when they behaved in ways that reflected disengagement, 

such as not making eye contact. 

Counsellor disengagement has been found to be a hindering factor in other 

studies examining the therapeutic relationship. In Bedi et al. (2012), university student 

participants stated that, "incongruent interactions between client and counselor" and 

"counselor disengagement communicated nonverbally" were hindering factors to the 

therapeutic relationship with a master's level counselling trainee (p. 354). Other than 

"lack of enough eye contact" and "fidgeting", many of the examples of the 

aforementioned themes in Bedi et. al (2012) do not correspond with what the 

participants in this study described, such as "incorrectly interpreting client body 

language" (p. 358). However, both studies capture the participants' feelings of 

disconnection with the counsellor (Bedi et al., 2012, p. 358). 

These hindering factors that contribute to counsellor disengagement align with 

research by Duff and Bedi (2010) that found that counsellor behaviour such as sitting 

still and looking at the client, and counsellor honesty contribute to a stronger therapeutic 

alliance. Therefore, the findings in this study may show that international student clients 

may also find that behaviours related to counsellor engagement are important for 

creating a strong therapeutic relationship. 

Ineffective questioning. Two out of the eight participants reported that 

ineffective questioning, such as interrogating and asking broad questions, were 

hindering factors to the therapeutic alliance. Other studies have reported similar 

references to interrogation, such as "counselor being too directive" and "counselor just 

keeps pushing and pushing" (Paulson et al., 2001, p. 57). Interestingly, a search of the 
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literature revealed no studies reporting broad questions as a hindering factor. In this 

study, broad questions referred to questions that were both open and unfocused. There 

are a number of studies (Atkinson & Matsushita, 1991; Li & Kim, 2004) that showed 

that international students, particularly Asian international students, preferred directive 

styles of counselling, which involves focused questioning with the intent of reaching a 

goal. Therefore, the results of this study may demonstrate that like majority clients, 

international students find interrogative and "pushy" counselling behaviours as 

hindering, but that questioning styles that involve some direction and focus may be a 

helpful factor that is especially appreciated by international student clients. 

Helpful Factors Related to the Incorporation of Photographs 

In answering the third research question of "how is the incorporation of 

photographs in session helpful, unhelpful, or insignificant to the process of creating a 

strong therapeutic relationship?" a total of 3 themes, which met the criterion of having at 

least 2 participants share the same theme, around the helpful factors related to the 

incorporation of photographs were identified. These themes included: visual reference, 

took focus away from client, and evoked emotions. As discussed in more detail below, 

these factors align well with the literature on phototherapy that describes how 

photographs allow both counsellors and clients to focus on its visual aspects, while at the 

same time permitting clients to recall and experience emotionally salient memories 

(Stevens & Spears, 2009). 

Visual reference. Participants indicated that photographs were helpful because 

they provided a visual reference during the counselling session. A visual reference 
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meant that the photograph provided visual cues on how the conversation could proceed. 

Participants said that it was helpful to be able to choose the photograph for themselves 

because it allowed them to prepare for the conversation beforehand, knowing that the 

counsellor would most likely ask at least some basic questions about the photograph ( e. 

g., who is in the photograph?). As well, the photographs assisted in initiating 

conversation and providing details for conversation by both parties because they could 

be viewed by both the counsellor and participant. 

Participants' responses to the effect that photographs could be used as a visual 

reference is in line with research in this area. According to Weiser (2004 ), photographs 

contain stories with rich detail so there is always something to fall back on in the 

conversation. Furthermore, since "the language of photography is the language of 

events ... a photo can be interpreted as factual recordings of events that have occurred. 

People don't usually argue against the factuality of a photograph" (Stevens & Spears, 

2009, p. 9). For example, one of the participants brought a photograph of herself with 

her family when she was a baby. Although she could not remember anything about that 

day because she was so young, the photograph was able to prove that she was there and 

show how close her family has always been. Moreover, the photograph was able to give 

evidence to details of her story, such as her father always having a stem facial 

expression. Therefore, photographs have the ability to communicate facts, which 

assisted participants in being able to share their stories as effectively as possible. When 

participants were able to effectively describe their story, the photographs assisted in 

"bridging the culturally distinct worlds of the researcher and the researched," or in this 

case bridging the culturally distinct worlds of the counsellor and the client (Samuels, 
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2004, p. 1528). Hence, the findings in this study demonstrated that photo-assisted 

contexts were effective in overcoming cultural and linguistic barriers that international 

students may face. 

Took focus away from the client. Participants reported that photographs were 

helpful in being able to take the focus off of them during the counselling session. They 

said that photographs were an appropriate distraction because they allowed the 

participant to stop making direct eye contact for a moment in order to look at the 

photograph. Inappropriate distractions would be looking at the clock or at the window 

instead of making direct eye contact. Participants also said that photographs helped 

avoid awkward silences because when they could not think of something to say, they 

would look at the photograph. 

This latter point is supported by Clark-Ibanez (2004) who stated that photographs 

could make interviews less awkward since there is something to focus on other than 

each other. As well, several researchers (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007; Cappello, 

2005; Ginicola, Smith, & Trzaska, 2012) argued that since photographs take an active 

role in therapy, participants do not need to feel like they are being confronted by the 

counsellor or forced into talking. According to Cappello (2005), "photographs have the 

potential to challenge ... conventions and 'shatter the composure of a guarded reply'" (p. 

172). Instead of experiencing counsellors as confrontational, the findings of this study 

have shown that photographs assisted international student clients in giving more open 

answers and in being more comfortable in the session. 

Evoked emotions. Participants reported that photographs were able to bring 

positive emotions and bring up positive memories. Many of the participants experienced 
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feelings of joy as they shared their memories of home to the counsellors. These 

experiences are in line with what Weiser (1988) stated about phototherapy: only 

photographs that have some sort of emotional meaning are kept by individuals. Even 

when participants were nervous and guarded at the beginning of the session, with the use 

of photographs, they began to experience the emotions associated with the memories 

involved in the photo. This demonstrates photographs' utility in being able to help 

clients emotionally express themselves, particularly international students who may be 

more hesitant to express their feelings with others due to their cultural upbringing. 

Unhelpful Factors Related to the Incorporation of Photographs 

Ineffective incorporation. One theme that at least two participants agreed upon 

for the unhelpfulness of photographs was when counsellors ineffectively incorporated 

the photograph into the conversation. This is not in line with the literature, which stated 

that, "there is no standard or universal method to incorporate photography into a 

therapeutic setting" (Stevens & Spears, 2009, p. 7). However, it appears that some 

participants felt like their counsellors used the photographs as a crutch when they could 

not think of something to say and did not want to leave an awkward pause. If this were 

the case, then counsellors would indeed be going against the purpose of the 

incorporation of photographs, which is to incite thoughtful reflection and discussion 

around the client's story. The findings of this study suggest that international student 

clients can recognize when a therapeutic tool is not properly used, even if it is their first 

time encountering it. This does not mean that the use of a photograph as a therapeutic 
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tool was hindering, but that counsellors may need more focused training in incorporating 

photos into counselling. 

Overall, the findings of this study have demonstrated that with the exception of 

its ineffective incorporation, photographs are generally helpful in counselling 

international students because of their ability to provide visual cues, take the focus away 

from the client, and bring up emotions. These helpful factors mirror the original premise 

of incorporating photographs in counselling with international students because they are 

less focused on oral communication (i.e., the visual cues assist in minimizing language 

barriers), less formal (i.e., takes focus away from client), and centered around the client 

recalling emotionally salient memories (i.e., minimizing cultural barriers since the 

counsellor can see tangible parts of the client's cultural background). 

The findings also suggested that a counsellor's personal qualities and techniques 

that involved making explicit efforts to overcome cultural and linguistic barriers, while 

trying to show support and understanding, were helpful in creating a stronger therapeutic 

relationship with international students. Explicit efforts that were helpful in 

demonstrating their level of care and engagement with the client included connecting 

with the client's culture, actively listening, casualness, being directive, and showing 

enthusiasm. When counsellors conducted the session at a fast pace, ineffectively asked 

questions, or could not overcome language barriers or become more engaged in the 

process, participants found this hindered their ability to feel supported and understood 

during the session. Awareness of these helpful and hindering factors may encourage 

counsellors and mental health service providers to take active steps toward improving 

their services with international students. 
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Implications for Counselling Practice 

This study has provided new insight into international students' experiences of 

engaging with a counsellor, within the context of an initial session assisted by the use of 

photographs. As such, this study is useful in informing counsellor education, 

counselling practice, and counselling program development. In the context of counsellor 

education, adding a focus on developing multicultural competencies into the curriculum 

may help foster cultural interest and understanding, which was an important finding of 

the present study. Multicultural competencies focused on counsellor self-awareness and 

cultural knowledge of others may allow counsellors to demonstrate to their clients that 

they have some understanding of their cultural background, such as common ethnic 

practices, and may allow counsellors to find ways to compare their own cultural 

practices to that of the client, such as the tie analogy. As well, since photographs 

facilitated verbal communication, memory recall and elicitation of emotionally salient 

information, it may be beneficial for counselling trainees to learn and practice alternative 

therapeutic tools, such as the use of photographs. Since ineffective incorporation of 

photographs was found to be a hindering factor, supervision and adequate training in 

phototherapy may be helpful in avoiding its ineffective incorporation in therapy. 

In terms of implications for counselling practice, these findings revealed that 

language ability influenced the type of approach international students found helpful. 

These findings confirm that a directive approach to counselling may be useful for at 

least the beginning sessions of therapy with international students, to reduce their 

discomfort with having to give long oral explanations. Additionally, a casual approach 

to interacting with the client, such as using humour and self-disclosure, may also be 
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helpful in practice with international students since it may help them to feel more at 

ease. Furthermore, the findings indicated that international students found it problematic 

when the counsellor proceeded at too fast of a pace. For both personal and group 

counselling mediums, it is recommended that counsellors provide sufficient time for 

international student clients to pause, reflect, and formulate their responses. 

With regard to counselling service development, these findings suggest that there 

are advantages to incorporating photographs in counselling. The incorporation of 

photographs provided a visual reference for clients to be able to better describe their 

story, brought up positive emotions, and took the focus off of the client, allowing them 

to feel more comfortable. With this knowledge, counsellors may want to add 

photographs as a therapeutic tool into their treatment plans. Counselling centers may 

also want to make cameras available for clients to borrow and use in order to make it 

more accessible. 

Implications for Future Research 

Although the findings of this research brought forth some interesting and 

practical findings, there are a number of areas that may warrant further exploration. To 

determine whether these helpful or hindering factors would reflect the experience of 

other international student clients, replication studies may be helpful to see whether the 

same or similar themes would be found. As well, since some IPR studies involve 

gathering data from both the client's and the counsellor's perspectives (Larsen, Flesaker, 

& Stege, 2008), future studies may want to also address the counsellor perspective in 

order to determine whether they would identify the same or similar helpful or hindering 

factors as their clients. Finally, studies that involve asking participants to bring 
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photographs with another theme instead of "My life before arriving in Canada" would be 

helpful to see if other themes would emerge. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations that must be considered when interpreting these 

findings. First, participants may have had a different experience with the incorporation 

of photographs if the counsellors were more adequately trained in phototherapy. Since 

the counsellors were newly experienced in counselling and had only received brief 

training in phototherapy, they may not have incorporated the photographs as effectively 

as counsellors with more experience in both counselling generally and in phototherapy 

specifically might have. 

Second, the study was also designed to explore international students' 

experiences in only a single counselling session. Alternative helpful or hindering factors 

may have emerged if participants were able to meet with the counsellor on more than 

one occasion. This possibility is particularly likely, given the established knowledge 

that therapeutic relationships change over the course of therapy. 

Finally, since this was an analogue study, participants were not actual 

counselling clients. While these participants still shared something personal about 

themselves, they did not approach the session as a client seeking help or assistance for a 

specific issue as would a typical client. If the study involved international student 

clients instead of analogue clients, the results may have varied. 

Conclusion 

This exploratory qualitative study utilized IPR and thematic analysis to examine 

the experiences of 8 international students from non-western countries in terms of what 
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they perceived to be as helpful or hindering to their ability to feel comfortable, 

supported, and understood during an analogue counselling session that involved the use 

of photographs. From the findings of this study, it can be concluded that strong 

therapeutic relationships are possible to form with international students, but that it 

requires a number of special considerations from the therapist. These considerations 

include approaching the session in a way that recognizes and addresses the possible 

language and cultural barriers that may exist, such as finding ways to connect with the 

client's culture, avoiding conducting the session at a fast pace, and being directive. As 

well, this study demonstrated that photographs have the potential to be a useful tool in 

building a strong therapeutic relationship with international students and possibly also 

non-international student clients. 
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Chapter 3: Implications for Counselling 

The purpose of this section is to outline some of the practical ways the findings 

of this study could enhance counselling practice. Following a brief overview of the 

study's findings, suggestions on ways to incorporate these findings into counsellor 

education, counselling practice, and counselling program development will be 

delineated. 

Overview of Findings 

This study's main objective was to learn more about international students' 

experiences speaking with a counsellor; more specifically, what they perceived as 

helpful or hindering in creating a collaborative, professional relationship (or therapeutic 

alliance) in the context of a photo-assisted initial session. A thematic analysis revealed 

that the participants in the study found the following as helpful to the therapeutic 

relationship: (a) active listening, (b) casualness, (c) direction, (d) enthusiasm, (e) 

connected with client's culture. The following factors were identified as hindering to 

the therapeutic relationship: (a) language barriers, (b) fast pace, (c) counsellor 

disengagement. The following were deemed helpful factors related to the use of 

photographs: (a) a visual reference, (b) took focus away from client, (c) evoked 

emotions. Finally, ineffective incorporation was identified as an aspect related to the 

unhelpful use of photographs. 

Counsellor Education 

According to Schulz, Sheppard, Lehr, and Shepard (2006), "the attitudes, 

awareness, knowledge and skills essential to the competent and ethical provision of 
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counselling in a culturally diverse society must be an integrated and omnipresent factor 

of counsellor education" (p. 132). Fortunately, the Canadian Counselling and 

Psychotherapy Association (CCPA)'s Code of Ethics include specific articles that 

mandate its members to be sensitive to diversity (AlO), respect diversity (B9) and to be 

sensitive to diversity when assessing and evaluating (Dl0). Although current counsellor 

education in Canada emphasizes the importance of gaining multicultural competencies 

(Schulz et al., 2006), there is not much of an emphasis on the issues specific to working 

with international students as clients. 

Since participants in this study found that connecting with the client's culture 

( cultural knowledge and the use of analogies to understand culture) to be a helpful 

factor, counsellor education that involves learning about working with international 

students would be useful. According to a Collins and Arthur's (2007) Culture-Infused 

Counselling Competencies model, multicultural competencies consist of 3 core 

competency domains: cultural awareness of self, cultural awareness of others, and 

creating a culturally sensitive working alliance. Some ways that these competencies 

could be incorporated into counsellor education include: (a) introducing assignments 

that ask students to research and present on some of the issues that international students 

face, (b) introducing assignments that focus on case studies with international student 

clients, (c) introducing assignments that encourage counselling students to engage in 

volunteer work with international students or other cultural minority groups (LGBT 

groups, women's centres, etc.). Additionally, many of the existing strategies for 

preparing counsellors to work with clients from other cultures are likely to be useful in 

preparing them to work with international students. For example, Chung and Bemak 
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(2002) suggested that counsellors practice with the understanding that clients come from 

a variety of family and community backgrounds, incorporate healing or techniques from 

their clients' culture, become knowledgeable of clients' historical and socio-political 

background, and be sensitive to the oppression and discrimination that their clients may 

encounter on a daily basis (as cited in Schulz et al., 2006). 

Through explicit assignments designed to ensure that counselling students' gain 

exposure to varying cultural issues, pre-service counsellors will not only gain some 

cultural knowledge, but may also find creative ways to understand unfamiliar cultural 

concepts. According to Nilsson, Berkel, Flores, and Lucas (2004), there is a need for 

counsellors to find innovative ways to work with international student clients. In this 

study one of the counsellors was able to use an analogy to understand the intricacies of 

tying a turban. As well, the incorporation of photographs into counselling helped 

participants in this study overcome language and cultural barriers by providing them 

with a visual reference to describe their story to the counsellor. Since ineffective 

incorporation of photographs was a hindering factor to the use of photographs, 

counselling trainees should be encouraged to practice alternative counselling tools, such 

as phototherapy, while under supervision so that they may receive feedback. 

Counselling Practice 

Many of the helpful factors identified in this study appear to be common sense, 

such as active listening and enthusiasm, to the point that "these factors may seem so 

obvious that psychotherapists could be unaware of their potential impact on the 

therapeutic alliance" (Bedi, Davis, Williams, 2005, p. 317). It is important that 
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counsellors, at any stage in their career, make efforts to engage in ongoing self

evaluation and self-reflection (e.g., the use of video recordings, client evaluations, 

consulting with colleagues) in order to maintain ethical, competent practice (article Al, 

CCPA Code of Ethics). When international student clients in this study perceived their 

counsellor to be disengaged, participants described how they felt like the counsellors 

were not interested in what the participants were saying. This phenomenon could pose 

serious risks to client self-esteem and self-value, if they perceive their narratives to be of 

little interest to the counsellor. This could also have a detrimental effect of the client's 

perception of the usefulness of counselling in general. 

Participants expressed a preference for counselling that was less focused on 

them, suggesting that counsellors ought to find ways to accommodate this desire by 

shifting focus in their sessions with international students. First, counsellors can 

introduce a more directive style of counselling that involves closed questions and giving 

information. Directive counselling was also described as a helpful factor because it 

allowed participants to avoid feeling put on the spot, and having to orally express 

themselves in a way that is understandable to the counsellor. This approach can be 

implemented in initial sessions with international student clients until a strong enough 

therapeutic alliance is built to allow clients to feel more at ease to give longer oral 

explanations in response to more exploratory and open-ended questions. Second, even if 

counsellors engage in more directive questioning, they may want to also develop a more 

casual approach throughout. This may mean that while they ask closed questions, they 

may want to add appropriate informal or funny comments, and be flexible in following 

the client's desired topics for discussion. This may show clients that they are not being 
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examined or are part of a formal interview, but that they and the counsellor are both 

working together in a relaxed way to help overcome the client's issues. Finally, 

counsellors can introduce activities, such as the use of photographs, which help provide 

visual details and provide appropriate ways to divert eye contact. Since photographs in 

this study have been shown to bring out positive emotions in therapy, the use of 

photographs in session may be a useful tool to incorporate with clients who find it 

challenging to be emotionally expressive in counselling. 

Counselling Service Development 

Many of the findings of this study could be useful in the development of 

counselling programs. The development of treatment programs centered around the 

incorporation of photographs into personal counselling may be effective in helping 

international students to overcome language and cultural barriers in counselling. Many 

of the participants described the photographs as a great "ice breaker" and so this might 

be an effective way to begin a session. Furthermore, since photographs were effective 

in helping to elicit positive emotions, counsellors may want to readily incorporate 

photographs into their treatment plans in order to better understand the client's emotions. 

Counselling centers may also want to make cameras and other materials available for 

counsellors and clients to use. Allowing clients to borrow cameras to take photographs 

to bring to the next session may make the use of photographs in counselling more 

accessible. 

It is through the incorporation of research findings into practical areas that 

progress in providing culturally sensitive services can be made. With the collaboration 
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of researchers, counselling practitioners, counselling educators, and counselling program 

developers/directors that international students' mental health needs will begin to be 

addressed resulting in a more positive educational experience for international students 

in Canada. This study contributes insight into the perspectives of international students 

on their experiences of counselling to these collective efforts. 
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Appendix A: Counsellor Participant Written Consent Form 

Researcher: Sarine Willis-O'Connor, Faculty of Education, University of New 
Brunswick. 

Supervisor: Jeff Landine, PhD, Faculty of Education, University of New Brunswick 

Contact info: Sarine Willis-O'Connor can be contacted at 
sarine.willisoconnor@unb.ca or 4 78-4248; Dr. Landine can be contacted at 
ilandine@unb.ca or 453-4839 

If you have any concerns about the research, you may contact, at UNB, Dr. David 
Wagner, Associate Dean of Graduate Programs, Faculty of Education, 
dwagner@unb.ca, 447-3294; at STU, Dr. Michelle Lafrance, Chair of STU Research 
Ethics Board, mlafrance@stu.ca, 452-4039. 

Dear participant, 

You are invited to take part in this research, which is designed to examine 
international students' experiences developing a therapeutic relationship. The goal 
of this study is to learn more about what factors are important in developing a good 
connection between counsellors and international students. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you will be 
asked to take part in an afternoon workshop on an introductory training of the 
incorporation of photographs in interviewing. This workshop will entail an 
explanation of some of the key aspects of the theory and technique of incorporating 
photos in interviewing, and will allow counsellors the opportunity to practice this 
type of interviewing with other consenting participants. 

After the training, you will be asked to meet with consenting international student 
participants in a UNB classroom for an interview. During the first interview, which 
will be video-recorded, you will be asked to ask these students about their time 
living in Canada while referring to their photograph. This interview should take 
approximately 45 minutes. 

Consenting international student participants will then meet with me to review the 
video recording of your interview. I will ask international student participants to 
share what factors they believed to be helpful or hindering to the interaction 
between you and them in the interview experience. This interview will be 
audiotaped and I will transcribe the recording in order to code for themes. 
Although you will not have access to these transcripts or the audio recordings (in 
an effort to ensure the most accurate responses from international student 
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participants), you will be able to learn the overall results of the study once it is 
completed. 

The potential risks of taking part in this study are minimal. However, if you ever 
feel uncomfortable, you can take a break from the workshop and interview, or 
decide that you no longer want to continue at all. Indeed, you may withdraw from 
the study at any time, for any reason. You also have the right to withdraw any data 
that you have previously contributed to the study, by asking us to remove that 
information. 

All information that is obtained in this study will remain confidential and will be 
disclosed only as required by law. We will store all recordings and other 
information collected in the study in locked rooms and password protected 
computer hard-drives. Only members of the research team (listed below) will have 
access to this information. After the study is over, all recordings will be destroyed. 
Transcripts (with identifying information removed) and coded data will be 
securely stored for potential future analysis. Results of this study may be published 
in an academic journal and as a conference paper and may include quotations from 
your interview. A pseudonym will be used instead of your name and any names of 
individuals you mention, and efforts (negotiated with you) will be made not to 
disclose your identity or the identity of others you mention. 

Please keep your copy of this consent form to refer to as needed, and in case you 
need to contact us. Also, if you are feeling distressed for any reason, be aware that 
free and confidential support and counselling are offered to UNB and STU students 
at University Counselling Services, (506) 453-4820, counsel@unb.ca 

Signature Date 

Name (please print) 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the University of New 

Brunswick and is on file as REB 2014-002. This project has also been reviewed by the 

Research Ethics Board of St. Thomas University and is on file as REB 2014-10 
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Appendix B: Counsellor Participant Confidentiality Agreement 

Counselling Participant Confidentiality Agreement 

This study, International Students' Views of the Helpful and Hindering Factors in Forming a Therapeutic 
Relationship In the Context of a Photo Assisted Session, is being undertaken by Sarine Willis-O'Connor 
at the University of New Brunwick in fulfillment of her M.Ed Counselling degree. 

The study has 3 objectives: 

1. To examine what international students find helpful in creating a strong therapeutic relationship 
with a counsellor 

2. To examine international students find unhelpful in creating a strong therapeutic relationship with 
a counsellor 

3. To examine how the incorporation of photographs in session are helpful, unhelpful, or 
insignificant to the process of creating a strong therapeutic relationship 

Data from this study will be used to 

I, ____________ , will maintain high standards of professional competence and ethical 

behaviour by agreeing to: 

1. Keep all the research information shared with me confidential by not discussing or sharing the 
research information in any form or format with anyone other than the Principal Researcher; 

2. Keep all research information in any form or format secure while it is in my possession; 
3. Return all research information in any form or format to the Principal Investigator(s) when I have 

completed the research tasks; 
4. Destroy all research information in any form or format regarding this research project that is not 

returnable to the Principal Researcher, after consulting with the Principal Researcher. 

Research Participant: 

(print name) (signature) (date) 

Principal Researcher: 

(print name) (signature) (date) 

If you have any questions or concerns about this study, you may contact, at UNB, Dr. David Wagner, 
Associate Dean of Graduate Programs, Faculty of Education, dwagner@unb.ca, 447-3294; at STU, Dr. 
Michelle Lafrance, Chair of STU Research Ethics Board, mlafrance@stu.ca, 452-4039. 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the University of New Brunswick and is 
on file as REB 2014-002. This project has also been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of St. Thomas 
University and is on file as REB 2014-10 
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Appendix C: Photo-Assisted Interview Guidelines 

Photo-Assisted Interview Guidelines 

Brief: The participants were asked to bring a photo of "My Life Before 
Arriving to Canada" 

Goal of this interview: To try to have the client feel understood 

Conditions: 
• Duration: 45mins.- 1 hr. max. 
• Photographs must be actively used in the interview 
• Treat this as an interview, not a counselling session ( almost like you are a 

journalist who is fascinated by their story) 
o You may speak about some of the participant's challenges/obstacles, 

but not their problems 
o Try to keep the interview positive, or at least end the interview on a 

positive note 
o Use your judgment, if the participant is starting to speak about 

problems or is getting emotional, change the topic 

Suggestions: 

• Feel free to directly say "I would love to hear more about that, 
that sounds important to you, but for the purpose of this 
interview, I think we should stick to something a little less 
deep, what do you think?" 

To start the interview (you will have been introduced already): 
1. Hi again, my name is . So, the purpose of this interview is to 

learn a little bit more about the life of an international student at UNB. I saw 
that you brought a photograph, how about we look at it together? 

2. Allow the photograph to first bring you and the participant to the past 
o "So tell me a little bit about the story of this photograph. What was 

going on?" 
• Prompt with these questions if necessary: 

• Who is in the photograph? 
• Who took the photograph? 
• Who else was there but was not photographed? 
• What was going on at the time? 
• What were you feeling when the photograph was 

taken? 
• Where was the photograph taken? 
• When was the photograph taken? 
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• Why was a photograph taken? Was this an important 
moment? 

• How did you take this photograph? Was it with a digital 
camera, polaroid, camera phone, etc. 

3. Now reflect on the photograph in the present 
o What are you feeling now seeing this photograph? 
o Why did you bring this photograph? 

To end the interview: 
• "Sorry, but it looks like we are almost out of time for the interview, so we 

will need to wrap up, unfortunately" 
• "How was this for you?" 
• "Thank you so much for your time, it was a pleasure getting to know you". 

88 



Appendix D: Explanatory Letter for International Student Participants 

Dear _____ _ 

Thank you for your interest in our project on international students' experiences 
developing a therapeutic relationship. The goal of this study is to learn more about what 
factors are important in developing a good connection between counsellors and 
international students. This research is being conducted in fulfillment of a Master's 
degree in the Faculty of Education. 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to take part in two interviews. For the first 
interview, we will ask that you bring a photograph that you personally own and possess 
that represents your life before arriving in Canada. During the first interview, which will 
be video-recorded, you will be asked to meet with an interviewer and discuss your time 
living in Canada while referring to your photograph. In the second interview, you will be 
asked to review the video recording with the principal researcher, while being audio
taped. The first interview should take approximately 45 minutes, and the second one will 
be approximately 1.5 hours. 

The interviewer with whom you will meet is an individual who has completed or is in 
the final stages of completing a graduate degree in Counselling or a related field. Since 
the interviewers are not necessarily associated with UNB Counselling Services, our 
research team cannot guarantee the confidentiality of the information revealed during the 
interview. The interviewers, however, will have signed a confidentiality agreement that 
outlines their professional ethical responsibility to keep all interview information 
private. 

The potential risks of taking part in this study are minimal. However, if you ever feel 
uncomfortable, you can take a break from the interview, choose not to answer some of 
the questions, or decide that you no longer want to continue at all. Indeed, you may 
withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason.You also have the right to 
withdraw any data that you have previously contributed to the study, by asking us to 
remove that information. 

All information that is obtained in this study will remain confidential and will be 
disclosed only as required by law. We will store all recordings and other information 
collected in the study in locked rooms and password protected computer hard-drives. 
Only members of the research team (listed below) will have access to this information. 
None of the photographs will be reproduced or shown publicly. After the study is over, 
all recordings will be destroyed. Transcripts (with identifying information removed) and 
coded data will be securely stored for potential future analysis. Results of this study may 
be published in an academic journal and as a conference paper and may include 
quotations from your interview. A pseudonym will be used instead of your name and any 
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names of individuals you mention, and efforts (negotiated with you) will be made not to 
disclose your identity or the identity of others you mention. 

In order to participate, you would need to meet the following criteria: 
1) You must be registered as a full- or part-time interantional student at UNB or 

STU 
2) Your home country must be in Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Carribbean, or 

the Middle East 
3) You must not be currently receiving counselling 
4) You must not have an untreated diagnosed psychological disorder 

If you meet the above criteria, please contact me at sarine.willisoconnor@unb.ca and we 
can arrange to pick a time for the interview. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. 
Jeff Landine at ilandine@unb.ca or 453-4839. If you have any concerns about the 
research, you may contact, at UNB, Dr. David Wagner, Associate Dean of Graduate 
Programs, Faculty of Education, dwagner@unb.ca, 447-3294; at STU, Dr. Michelle 
Lafrance, Chair of STU Research Ethics Board, mlafrance@stu.ca, 452-4039. 

Sincerely, 

Sarine 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the University of New 
Brunswick and is on file as REB 2014-002. This project has also been reviewed by the 
Research Ethics Board of St. Thomas University and is on file as REB 2014-10. 
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Appendix E: Interpersonal Process Recall Interview Guidelines 

Interpersonal Process Recall Interview Guidelines 

Goal: To learn more about your inner, unspoken experiences during the 1st 
interview 

Why? We want to ultimately know the helpful and hindering factors in 
creating a therapeutic relationship 

*NOTE: The interviewer will not be told any of this information. It will be confidential 
& amalgamated with the answers from other participants* 

In this portion of the study, you are a co-investigator with me. What does this 
mean? 

• Be curious about what was going on with yourself at specific times in the 
first interview 

o What were you thinking at that moment? 
o What were you feeling at that moment? 
o What sort of sensations or experiences did you have at that moment? 
o What was your level of comfort? If it changed throughout, how and 

when? 
o How was the way he/she reacted helpful in opening up? Unhelpful in 

opening up? 
o How were the photographs helpful, unhelpful, or insignificant in 

feeling comfortable sharing? 
• You and I have equal control over stopping the video to comment on specific 

areas 
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Appendix F: International Student Participant Written Consent Form 

Researcher: Sarine Willis-O'Connor, Faculty of Education, University of New 
Brunswick. 

Supervisor: Jeff Landine, PhD, Faculty of Education, University of New Brunswick 

Contact info: Sarine Willis-O'Connor can be contacted at 
sarine.willisoconnor@unb.ca or 4 78-4248; Dr. Landine can be contacted at 
ilandine@unb.ca or 453-4839 

If you have any concerns about the research, you may contact, at UNB, Dr. David 
Wagner, Associate Dean of Graduate Programs, Faculty of Education, 
dwagner@unb.ca. 44 7-3294; at STU, Dr. Michelle Lafrance, Chair of STU Research 
Ethics Board, mlafrance@stu.ca. 452-4039. 

Dear participant, 

You are invited to take part in this research, which is designed to examine 
international students' experiences developing a therapeutic relationship. The goal 
of this study is to learn more about what factors are important in developing a good 
connection between counsellors and international students. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you will be 
asked to take part in two interviews. For the first interview, we will ask that you 
bring a photograph that you personally own and possess that represents your life 
before arriving in Canada. During the first interview, which will be video-recorded, 
you will be asked to meet with a counsellor and discuss your time living in Canada 
while referring to your photograph. In the second interview, you will be asked to 
review the video recording with the principal researcher, while being audio-taped. 
The first interview should take approximately 45 minutes, and the second one will 
be approximately 1.5 hours. 

The interviewer with whom you will meet is an individual who has completed or is 
in the final stages of completing a graduate degree in Counselling or a related field. 
Since the interviewers are not necessarily associated with UNB Counselling 
Services, our research team cannot guarantee the confidentiality of the information 
revealed during the interview. The interviewers, however, will have signed a 
confidentiality agreement that outlines their professional ethical responsibility to 
keep all interview information private. 

The potential risks of taking part in this study are minimal. However, if you ever 
feel uncomfortable, you can take a break from the interview, choose not to answer 
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some of the questions, or decide that you no longer want to continue at all. Indeed, 
you may withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason. You also have the 
right to withdraw any data that you have previously contributed to the study, by 
asking us to remove that information ( contact info above) . 

All information that is obtained in this study will remain confidential and will be 
disclosed only as required by law. The interviews will be video- and audio
recorded. We will store all recordings and other information collected in the study 
in locked rooms and password protected computer hard-drives. Only members of 
the research team (listed above) will have access to this information. None of the 
photographs will be reproduced or shown publicly. After the study is over, all 
recordings will be destroyed. Transcripts (with identifying information removed) 
and coded data will be securely stored for potential future analysis. Results of this 
study may be published in an academic journal and as a conference paper and may 
include quotations from your interview. A pseudonym will be used instead of your 
name and individuals you mention and efforts will be made not to disclose your 
identity or the identity of others you mention. 

Please keep your copy of this consent form to refer to as needed, and in case you 
need to contact us. Also, if you are feeling distressed for any reason, be aware that 
free and confidential support and counselling are offered to UNB and STU students 
at University Counselling Services, (506) 453-4820, counsel@unb.ca 

Signature Date 

Name (please print) 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the University of 
New Brunswick and is on file as REB 2014-002. This project has also been reviewed 
by the Research Ethics Board of St. Thomas University and is on file as REB 2014-
10 
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Appendix G: International Student Participant Reports 

Anita's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Anita stated that speaking with a counsellor who was (a) casual, (b) enthusiastic, 

(c) an active listener, and (d) directive was helpful to opening up and feeling 

comfortable during a personal interview. 

Casualness. A casual counsellor was one who made (a) informal comments, who 

was (b) non-hierarchical, who (c) self-disclosed, and who (d) moved around. Informal 

comments included speaking as if the counsellor were the same age and friends with 

Anita: 

I felt like [the counsellor] was my own age, like a friend, 'cause we make 

comments like that, like I wouldn't expect, I don't know, an adult or somebody 

that you're having a serious conversation with to say something like that. 

The counsellor demonstrated to be non-hierarchical by actively contributing to 

the conversation, as well: "That made me feel like I wasn't being interviewed, it's not 

one-sided because we're both sharing and talking". When the counsellor shared an 

experience that related to Anita, that demonstrated counsellor self-disclosure: "we have 

a common experience and [the counsellor] knows what it feels like to be away from 

friends for such a long time, as well. And we've probably gone through some of the 

same things". Finally, a counsellor who moved around instead of sitting still helped keep 

the conversation casual: 

[The counsellor] was friendly and not still the whole time. [The counsellor] kept 

moving, so you know that person is not actually paying full attention. They're 
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distracted and keeping themselves engaged in their own way. So that was a bit 

comforting. 

Enthusiasm. An enthusiastic counsellor was one who was friendly. The 

counsellor was friendly by being fun and positive, "if someone was a bit more serious or 

direct would interview me instead, they probably would have gotten less, I wouldn't 

have been this comfortable talking". 

Active listening. A counsellor who actively listened was one who (a) used 

reflective skills and who (b) suggested words. The counsellor used reflective skills by 

paraphrasing what Anita said and labelling emotions that Anita was expressing: 

"Sometimes [the counsellor] described things better than I could. So I would keep quiet 

then because it's better. But sometimes ifl could correct [the counsellor], I would do it". 

Suggesting words was demonstrated by providing vocabulary that would help the client 

give accurate descriptions, "I was like that's exactly the word I would use to describe 

my friend, [friend's name]. 'The connector'. I couldn't find the correct word, [the 

counsellor] helped me in pinpointing it. It was exactly what described [friend's name]''. 

Direction. The counsellor was directive by (a) asking direct questions, (b) giving 

information, and (c) using gestures. According to Anita, answering direct questions, 

such as closed questions, was more comfortable because it did not necessitate deep 

reflection: 

I think it makes you feel more comfortable and easier I guess, you know, you 

don't have to make, like, think deep or do different things at the same time, try to 

remember, talk to put into words. It was just 'yeah', 'yes', 'no"'. 
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Giving information was important to Anita, because it allowed her to learn a new 

perspective, "it's not just like [the counsellor]'s asking me questions and I'm answering, 

'cause [the counsellor]'s sharing [the counsellor's] thoughts as well". Finally, using 

gestures was helpful in offering a more concrete way of understanding what the 

counsellor was saying, "demonstrating it explained it better because if [the counsellor] 

just said like 'rolling their skirts', I wouldn't have understood, but since [the counsellor] 

showed it with [their] hands, I was able to understand what [the counsellor] meant". 

Hindering Factors 

Anita stated that (a) language barriers, (b) a difficulty self-reflecting, and (c) a 

fast pace were hindering factors to opening up and feeling comfortable during a personal 

interview. 

Language barriers. Language barriers in the interview included (a) articulating 

thoughts, and (b) the use of unfamiliar words. For Anita, articulating her thoughts meant 

finding a way to orally describe what she was thinking or feeling in a way that the 

counsellor would understand: "I was getting a bit frustrating because I couldn't describe 

it very well I had a general idea how I felt like then, but I couldn't put it into words." 

The use of unfamiliar words was when the counsellor used an English word that Anita of 

which Anita had not heard: 

Researcher: 'Quirky' didn't resonate as much because you were unfamiliar with 

that word. 

Anita: Yeah. 

Self-reflection. Self-reflection in the interview included responding to open 

questions wherein Anita found it challenging to recall certain memories, as well as her 
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thoughts and feelings of a situation, "You know how there were yes or no questions, 

those were easier. But there were times where I had to pull out of a memory, or other 

things that happen so ... something that was casual, but at that moment had to be 

highlighted, so I had to think really hard". 

Fast-pace. A fast pace in the interview involved Anita feeling (a) pressure to 

speak and lost when the (b) counsellor prematurely switched topics. The feeling of 

pressure to speak occurred when Anita felt like she was expected to say something even 

though she had nothing in mind to say: "I'm trying to think 'okay I should be saying 

something now' but I can't think of what to say". As well, the counsellor prematurely 

switching topics occurred when the counsellor started talking about something else 

while Anita was still reflecting on the last conversation topic: "It was unexpected 

because we were talking about the picture and all of a sudden [the counsellor] asked me 

how it was going-it was a different topic. All of a sudden we're talking about 

something else, so I was very caught off hand or something, you know, maybe that was 

running in my head, 'whoa whoa, we're talking about something different'". 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Anita reported that photographs were helpful in being open and comfortable in 

the interview for being a (a) visual reference, (b) taking focus away, and (c) evoking 

emotions. 

Visual reference. The photographs provided a visual reference by (a) providing 

conversation topics, and helping in (b) describing her story. The photographs provided 

conversation topics when she felt like she had little else to say, "It gave me ideas, for 
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example, if I ran out of something to say directly to [the counsellor], like I could 

mention the picture and we could start up a conversation. Something different." 

Taking focus away. The photographs took the focus away by providing an 

acceptable distraction. The photographs were helpful in providing an acceptable 

distraction from direct eye contact, "I think it's more comfortable because you're not 

looking at a person straight for 45 mins. I think it's a distraction, it's very helpful". 

Evoking emotions. The photographs were useful in bringing up positive 

emotions. When Anita reflected on positive memories, she said that she felt like 

laughing just thinking about it, "I was trying to think of different jokes that they used to 

say and that kind of made me laugh when I thought about some of them. You know 

some of those funny things that you can't stop laughing about no matter how many times 

you've heard it. Every time you think about it, you feel like laughing again". 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Photographs were unhelpful for (a) limiting the topics of conversation, and for 

(b) making it challenging to go from reflecting in the past to reflecting in the present. 

Limiting the topics of conversation. The photographs were sometimes limiting 

the topics of conversation because a lot of the focus went into describing the various 

aspects of the photograph: "we had like talked a lot about the picture and I think [the 

counsellor] was running out of things to start up like it's difficult to continue once 

you've covered a lot". 

Making it challenging to go from reflecting in the past to reflecting in the 

present. It was challenging for Anita to go from reflecting in the past to reflecting in the 

present because it required re-situating herself: "It's really difficult because I hadn't 
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talked about what it was like back home in such a long time and all of a sudden I start 

thinking about it, and it's difficult to bring yourself back to the present." 
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Bhagat's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Bhagat reported (a) enthusiasm, (b) casualness, (c) direction, and (d) active 

listening as being helpful to opening up and feeling comfortable during a personal 

interview. 

Enthusiasm. An enthusiastic counsellor was one who was friendly. The 

counsellor demonstrated to be friendly by smiling and laughing. When the counsellor 

laughed, Bhagat felt comfortable because it demonstrated to him that the counsellor was 

comfortable: 

Researcher: Okay. And then you both are kind of laughing. [The counsellor]'s 

laughing at some of the jokes you're saying. How was that for you? 

Bhagat: It was good. Yeah, after [the counsellor] was comfortable, I was 

comfortable, too. 

Casualness. A casual counsellor was one who self-disclosed. When the 

counsellor shared a personal experience, that demonstrated counsellor self-disclosure, "I 

was feeling more comfortable that [the counsellor] was sharing. [The counsellor]'s being 

comfortable and making me comfortable, too". 

Direction. The counsellor was directive by giving information. When Bhagat 

realized the potential to learn about something new, that made him more engaged in the 

conversation: 

Bhagat: That day there was the career fair. The other day or that day itself, I 

don't remember, I was talking to a guy who the company was from [Canadian 

city], so that's the reason I'm asking about [ Canadian city]. 
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Researcher: So you're asking [the counsellor] for information. 

Bhagat: Yeah. 

Active listening. A counsellor who was actively listening was one who was (a) 

using open body language and was (b) using reflective skills. The counsellor used open 

body language by moving in closer, "the way [the counsellor] was coming up when I 

was trying to say something, [the counsellor] was trying to listen to me", and when [the 

counsellor] was leaning forward, "right here [the counsellor] was kind of interested you 

could say. The way [the counsellor] leaned." The counsellor demonstrated the use of 

reflective skills by restating information that Bhagat shared earlier in the conversation, 

"[the counsellor] remembered that I didn't like walking that much". 

Hindering Factors 

Bhagat reported the following as hindering to opening up and feeling 

comfortable during the interview: (a) counsellor passivity and (b) counsellor 

disengagement. 

Counsellor passivity. Counsellor passivity was reflected when the counsellor (a) 

did not actively initiate topics, (b) did not actively talk, and only (c) minimally self

disclosed. Bhagat discussed how he became bored when the counsellor did not actively 

initiate topics: "Not bored bored, but somewhat bored, I don't want to talk about stuff, 

you bring up some topic. That kind of thing." When the counsellor did not actively talk, 

Bhagat felt responsible to do most of the talking, which he did not wish to do: "Yeah, 

I'm not much of a talker, so I look for people to bring up stuff then I'll participate". 

Bhagat stated that he would have felt more comfortable opening up if the counsellor 
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shared more, demonstrating self-disclosure: "If [counsellors] were able to come up with 

topics [themselves] and talk about [their] interests, that would have been a little better". 

Counsellor disengagement. The counsellor demonstrated disengagement by (a) 

showing discomfort and by (b) not using the client's vocabulary. The counsellor showed 

discomfort when Bhagat sensed that the counsellor was either preoccupied or bored, "I 

felt [the counsellor] was just trying to come up with topics to talk about. I felt that". 

Bhagat expressed that the counsellor could have showed more engagement and interest 

if the counsellor used Bhagat' s vocabulary: 

Researcher: So if [the counsellor] called it, so at this point, you're changing your 

language for [the counsellor], you're saying 'soccer' because you know that [the 

counsellor] calls it 'soccer'. What would it, how do you think that would have 

felt if [the counsellor] called it 'football' and was using your language instead? 

Bhagat: It would make me more comfortable you would say. 

Researcher: Yeah, so if [the counsellor] made the effort to kind of use your 

language,just simple things like 'football' you would have felt more 

comfortable? 

Bhagat: Yeah. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Although Bhagat did not have much to report in terms of the way photographs 

were helpful in opening up and feeling more comfortable, he did say that photographs 

were helpful in engaging in conversation since they were a visual reference. 
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Visual reference. According to Bhagat, the photograph was helpful for initiating 

conversation, because "the picture would be to just break the ice I guess." 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Photographs seemed unhelpful to allowing Bhagat to feel comfortable in the 

interview when they were ineffectively incorporated. 

Ineffective incorporation. The picture was ineffective when it appeared that the 

counsellor was ineffectively incorporating it by using it as a crutch: "[The counsellor] 

came back to New York. I don't know how [the counsellor] came back. It was so stupid, 

but kind of funny". When the counsellor came back to the photograph without much 

reason, it disrupted the flow of conversation: 

Researcher: So at that point, [the counsellor] brought up New York again and 

there was a bit of a pause. What was going on here? 

Bhagat: I was like 'again New York? Why!' 

Researcher: So again just ... 

Bhagat: I was a little bit done with New York. 
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Joyous' Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Joyous reported the following as helpful in being open and comfortable in the 

interview: the counsellor was (a) actively listening, (b) showing enthusiasm, and being 

( c) directive. 

Active listening. According to Joyous, the counsellor actively listened by being 

(a) patient, (b) using reflective skills, and (c) giving words. The counsellor was patient 

by waiting and allowing Joyous to fully explain his thoughts: "Yeah, [the counsellor] 

was patient to wait for all of my explanation that I wanted to give". Joyous further 

explained how the counsellor demonstrated patience by following his rhythm: 

Yeah, [the counsellor] gave it like, [the counsellor] gave it, [the counsellor]'s 

with the mode, like when I slowed down, [the counsellor] slowed down, when I 

get quickly, [the counsellor] tried to catch up to understand everything quickly. 

And this time [the counsellor] was trying to understand I think my face. [The 

counsellor] tried to read my face, my reactions, my voice, and [the counsellor] 

tried when I said 'one more' [the counsellor] tried to give a big sentence a full 

explanation. 

The counsellor demonstrated reflective skills by re-explaining Joyous's stories to ensure 

a correct understanding: 

Yeah, and I tried to explain it again. But I didn't, [the counsellor] understood 

what I meant and I am one hundred per cent sure that [the counsellor] will say it 

again. I said 'okay [the counsellor] gets it, so that's okay, keep going'. 
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Joyous said that the counsellor gave words when he was experiencing difficulty 

explaining something, and when he was trying to express his feelings: "[The counsellor] 

mentioned two words that I was really like, I get it. It was the perfect words that I 

wanted to mention". 

Enthusiasm. The counsellor showed enthusiasm by being curious. Joyous said 

that the counsellor often reacted to his stories by asking lots of questions (curiosity): 

"[The counsellor's] reactions, when [the counsellor]'s continuing asking question after 

question. It's like make your mind busy with things". 

Directive. Joyous said that the counsellor was directive by sharing information. 

When the counsellor gave useful information, he felt encouraged to share more, "so [the 

counsellor] starts sharing information, a little bit, that's encouraging to give more". 

Hindering Factors 

Joyous reported the following as hindering to opening up and feeling 

comfortable in the interview: (a) language barriers and (b) fast pace. 

Language barriers. According to Joyous, language barriers included (a) using 

words in one's mother tongue knowing that the counsellor will not remember, and the 

(b) challenge in explaining things in English. 

Joyous explained that he often found it challenging to explain Arabic words to 

others, and so he does not bother. He said that he knew the counsellor would not 

remember the word anyway: 

It's difficult to let [the counsellor] say it again, because it's not an English word. 

So I said it twice and I know [the counsellor]'s going to forget it, and I said like 
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probably without trying to say it in English, I said it directly in what is it named. 

[Arabic word], it's difficult to even, try it. 

Joyous also said that it was challenging to explain things in English, especially 

when the counsellor asked him to re-explain something a new way: 

See, I get more confusing how to explain it more. At the first time I explain it, 

not probably in sequence sentences, now I stick with the single words. So when 

I, when someone doesn't understand me with my full explanation when I came 

back to the explanation again, I'm really sure that it's going to be more difficult 

to explain. 

Fast pace. Joyous also reported that another hindering factor was that the 

counsellor was going at a fast pace since there were few pauses. The client said that the 

counsellor asked so many questions that he had rarely any time to think: 

Yeah, like, [the counsellor] had questions and the sequence after each other. 

There was no pause and [the counsellor] didn't think, I don't know if [the 

counsellor] was focusing with me or just trying to bring another question. Yeah, 

this is why I was continuing talking. 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Joyous reported the following as ways that the incorporation of photographs was 

helpful in opening up: (a) visual reference and (b) evoked emotions. 

Visual reference. Joyous reported that photographs were helpful in being a 

visual reference since they (a) enabled preparation, (b) initiated conversation, and (c) 

helped describe the story. The photographs helped prepare for the interview because he 

knew what basic questions the interviewer would likely ask about the photograph: 
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Researcher: Okay. And how was it to first show [the counsellor] that picture? 

Joyous: I was like expecting questions, 'what's this like, and what do you call 

that?' And I think that was the first question. And I answered it". 

As well, Joyous described how photographs also helped initiate conversation: "As a 

concept, I like the concept. It brings more stories, especially with someone you don't 

know". Finally, Joyous also stated how photographs helped describe the stories: "And it 

gives you different concepts. When I see this, these small things in here, I remember we 

have goats and sheeps and chickens and this one". 

Evoked emotions. Joyous also said that it helped to bring positive emotions 

because they were cathartic: 

Yeah, like it's came to my mind like 'aww', but I think I continually get the end 

of the conversation. I said to [the counsellor] 'I'm the one who's going back to 

my photos when I feel like I'm depressed or like I'm feeling not good in here'. I 

usually go to my pictures and just go over them and try to remember to relieve 

the pressure. 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Joyous explained that photographs were unhelpful to opening up and feeling 

comfortable in the session when the counsellor (a) ineffectively incorporated them and 

(b) once all topics were exhausted. 

Ineffective incorporation. The counsellor used the photographs ineffectively 

when they appeared to be randomly incorporated: 

Joyous: I mean I was far away to start explaining something in Canada it's my 

professors in [city in Canada] and [the counsellor] went like [the counsellor] 
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came back to the story, to the picture. I was not expecting that, 'oh what?' and 

there was surprise, 'what's the reason? We went away from the topic? Why did 

[the counsellor] come back to the topic?"' 

Researcher: Okay. Did that change anything in the relationship between you and 

her? It was just kind of 'that's random'? 

Joyous: Yeah, just back to the topic as someone going away from the topic and 

going back to the topic. Same thing happened here. 

Once all topics were exhausted. Joyous stated that the photographs were no 

longer useful after a while since it was quick to run out of things to talk about: 

Joyous: You'll have everything to explain in less than an hour. Let's see, two 

hours. Done. 

Researcher: Yeah, so, bringing back the same photographs would not be helpful 

at all. 

Joyous: With the same person? 

Researcher: Yeah 

Joyous: Yeah, never. Honestly. 
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Kojo's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Kojo expressed the following as helpful factors to being open and comfortable in 

the interview: speaking with a counsellor who demonstrated (a) casualness, and who (b) 

connected with his culture. 

Casualness. According to Kojo, a casual counsellor was one who was (a) non

hierarchical, who engaged in (b) informal questioning, and who was (c) fun. A 

counsellor who was non-hierarchical was one who treated the interview as a 

conversation: "Yeah, it was okay. Our conversation was just a conversation, not an 

actual interview. 'Cause I thought it was going to be like an interview, like question and 

answer". A counsellor who engaged in informal questioning was one who was able to 

smoothly incorporate the questions into the conversation without it seeming like a 

formal interview or interrogation: 

Kojo: I was thinking more to like, I wanted to start something like that, just begin 

like an icebreaker. 

Researcher: So you liked that [the counsellor] made that comment. 

Kojo: Yeah, it made it easy. Just go with the conversation. 

A casual counsellor was also someone who was fun and made jokes in the interview: 

Researcher: So how was it like to be with an interviewer whose being funny and 

being really informal? She's saying like 'I'm turning into a mom' and making 

gestures. 

Kojo: Yeah, it's really interesting. Makes you feel more comfortable. 
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Connected with his culture. The counsellor connected with his culture by being 

culturally knowledgeable. When the counsellor described having travelled in some 

African countries, Kojo said that it made him more confident that the counsellor would 

be able to understand his stories: 

Researcher: How did that impact the way you started, the way you kept talking 

with [the counsellor]? Once you knew [the counsellor] had been there and had 

maybe seen things? 

Kojo: I felt like if I say something that happened in Africa, [the counsellor] 

would understand. 

As well, the counsellor demonstrated to be culturally knowledge by describing the way 

the school system works in Kojo's home country. He said that it made it less challenging 

to share his story: 

Kojo: See how [the counsellor]'s getting along with the conversation? Like [the 

counsellor] knows like the stuff like 'Junior 1' and yeah. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Kojo: It makes it easy. 

Hindering Factors 

Some of the hindering factors in opening up and feeling comfortable speaking 

with the counsellor were (a) language barriers, (b) ineffective questioning, and when the 

counsellor (c) went at a fast pace. 

Language barriers. Kojo said that language barriers were hindering because it 

was challenging to articulate his thoughts to explain his story: 

Kojo: Sometimes it's kind of like hard explaining things. 
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Researcher: Why? 

Kojo: I would say I'm not a really good explainer, so yeah. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Kojo: Mostly because I can't really find the right word to use. So that's what I 

think so. 

Researcher: So it was hard to explain stuff from back home because you didn't 

have the right words or right vocabulary to explain? 

Kojo: Let's say you know pigeon English, I know pigeon English, it would be a 

lot easier. 

Researcher: So there was kind of a language barrier there. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

Ineffective questioning. Ineffective questions were broad questions. According 

to Kojo, it was challenging to answer the counsellor's questions because they were so 

broad and not specific enough, which made it difficult to choose what he wanted to 

answer: 

Kojo: Yeah that was a really hard question. It depends on what you're looking at. 

If you're looking at the environment and how the place is I don't really miss it. If 

you're talking about like, because Nigeria is not like here, in Nigeria it's like 

every, it's not safe. People are always running around, trying to hide somewhere 

because there's always shootings, stuff, yeah 

Researcher: Okay. If [the counsellor] was a little bit more specific in the 

questions ... asked, it would have been more helpful. 
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Kojo: Do you miss your family? Do you miss your friends? Yeah. Do you miss 

the food? Yes. 

Moreover, Kojo described how open questions necessitated an explanation as an answer, 

which he said was challenging, as opposed to closed questions that involved 'yes or no' 

answers: 

Researcher: So for you, it would be easier if they asked direct 'yes' or 'no' 

questions, factual questions. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

Reseacher: ... as opposed to open questions that's more about your feelings. 

Kojo: .. .in which you have to explain which I'm not really good at. 

Fast pace. Kojo stated that another hindering factor was that the counsellor went 

at a fast pace by (a) presumptuously switching topics and making (b) any pause/silence 

feel awkward. Kojo said that the counsellor presumptuously switched topics by starting 

another subject instead of allowing Kojo to further share on the current topic: 

Kojo: Like, we just keep going from one conversation to another, so there wasn't 

much time to like actual say more stuff. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

Researcher: So, [the counsellor] was changing topics too often. 

Kojo: Yeah, [the counsellor] was changing topics. Keep conversation going. 

Researcher: It would've been more helpful to stay on one topic and go through it 

a little bit further? 

Kojo: Yeah. 
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Finally, Kojo said that because the interview was so fast paced, any silence felt 

awkward: 

Researcher: How was this pause like when you had nothing to say? 

Kojo: I think this was like towards the end, so they, I don't think there was 

anymore topics, yeah so it was kind of like awkward silence sometimes. 

Researcher: Okay, and what did you think during the awkward silence? Were 

you still fully engaged? 

Kojo: No, I was like 'come up with something'. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

Researcher: Okay, so you're getting a little bit frustrated, you want [the 

counsellor] to keep talking about something or bring up stuff. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Kojo said that photographs were helpful in feeling comfortable and open in the 

conversation by working as a visual reference. 

Visual reference. The photographs served as a visual reference by (a) preparing 

Kojo for the interview and helping him (b) describe. Photographs were helpful in 

preparing for the interview because he knew what to start talking about: 

Kojo: I was thinking like maybe because I brought the picture for the interview, I 

might as well show [the counsellor] the pictures. 
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Researcher: So you were prepared to show this to anybody. 

Kojo: Yeah. 

The photographs were helpful for Kojo to describe his story, because it allowed 

the counsellor to see more details: " ... and [the counsellor] gets it. [The counsellor] 

understands the photograph. I think maybe some things [the counsellor] understands 

from the photograph 'cause I didn't really put more details inside the explanation". As 

well, the photographs were helpful when it was challenging to orally express himself: 

My explanation isn't good, so if you don't have the photograph then it would be 

a lot more difficult for me to describe the situation. And if [the counsellor] asks, 

like the market, how do you want to describe the market like that without no 

photograph? 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Photographs were unhelpful because of their (a) inability to capture some 

important audio elements and they could be (b) deceiving. 

Inability to capture some important audio elements. Although the visual 

aspect was helpful in describing many things about his life before arriving in Canada, it 

was unable to describe important parts of Kojo's culture, such as the dialect used in his 

home country and the way individuals in his home country communicate: 

Kojo: The kind of language they use. What they actually sell there. Yeah, and 

how busy the place is. Because it was really busy compared to the [the current 

city in Canada Kojo is in]. 

Researcher: Okay, so the photograph couldn't capture the dialogue and 

communication that was going on, and just how busy it was. 
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Kojo: Yeah. The dialogues. That's what makes us Nigerian. 

Deception. Finally, the photographs were sometimes seen as deceiving because 

since they were older, they could not communicate how things are today and they could 

sometimes lead to false presumptions: 

That's the picture of the city, and [the counsellor] was like 'can you swim in this 

river?' That is like, the river, if you see the picture of the city and it is way bigger 

than some part of the city. [The counsellor] was like 'can you swim there?' I've 

never been there, that's a river far away! 
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Liliana's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Liliana reported that it was helpful to feeling comfortable and open during the 

interview when the counsellor demonstrated (a) casualness, (b) active listening, and (c) 

enthusiasm. 

Casualness. Liliana said that the counsellor demonstrated casualness by (a) self

disclosing, (b) being non-hierarchical, and (c) being mild. Liliana said it was helpful for 

the counsellor to self-disclose because when the counsellor shared, it made Liliana 

experience more positive feelings towards the counsellor: 

I just thought that was, well, when [the counsellor] mentioned the thing about the 

photographs, I was like 'oh that's a cool observation'. I just really liked that [the 

counsellor] had some input, besides the questions, that [the counsellor] had other 

things to say and like their own observations, and like, so that was nice. I thought 

that helped a lot like with the conversation. 

Liliana also said that it was helpful when the counsellor was non-hierarchical, 

because the counsellor was sharing and treating her as an equal. This enabled Liliana to 

feel comfortable being genuine when talking: 

Yeah, I just felt more comfortable with [the counsellor] and sharing, and when 

[the counsellor] just talks back to me I just feel like I can talk with [the 

counsellor] and just tell [the counsellor] what's on my mind, I guess. Whatever's 

on my mind, that was on my mind. 

The counsellor also demonstrated to be very mild and calm, which positively contrasted 

with the way Liliana said she was feeling: "Yeah, 'cause [the counsellor] was like 'yeah 
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that's fine'. I was making it such a big deal about it, and [the counsellor] was like 'yeah, 

it's fine, lets' move on"'. 

Active listening. Liliana also described the counsellor as an active listener 

because she used (a) reflective skills and was (b) patient. Liliana reported the counsellor 

to be a great listener-someone who listened attentively in a welcoming manner: 

Well, I don't know. [The counsellor] was just such a good listener, very friendly, 

I also forgot that the camera was there, so that helped a lot, 'cause like if I 

noticed the camera was there. But yeah, like, as it went, I just got into the 

conversation and just forgot everything. 

Finally, Liliana stated that the counsellor was very patient by facilitating a slower 

process that allowed Liliana to take her time, making it easier to explain her story: "I 

mean, like, [the counsellor] gave me time and stuff, [the counsellor] wasn't like 'come 

on, answer"'. 

Enthusiasm. The counsellor demonstrated to be enthusiastic by being friendly, 

such as smiling and showing interest: "Yeah [the counsellor] was really nice and 

friendly and a very good listener. Yeah, it was easy". Liliana said that the way the 

counsellor responded demonstrated a sense of caring and eagerness to learn more about 

Liliana's story: 

Well just like [the counsellor's] reaction, [the counsellor's] smile, I don't like, 

just like, you know, responses that make me feel like [the counsellor]'s listening 

or ... interested in what I'm saying. So that kind of response helps a lot to just 

keep on going. 

Hindering Factors 
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Liliana stated that the following were hindering to feeling open and comfortable 

in the interview: (a) language barriers, (b) self-criticism, and (c) ineffective questioning. 

Language barriers. Liliana stated that language barriers included difficulty 

articulating thoughts in English. Liliana described the frustration that occurred when she 

experienced difficulty verbally expressing her thoughts in English: 

Yeah, like when I usually talk, I'm usually like 'I'm so bad at talking 'cause I 

have to think really hard about what I want to say' like I'll think about it, and 

then I'll say it all wrong. It's completely disconnected. So like I get stuck with 

the language, and so that was also an issue. I had to keep thinking like 'I have to 

say this' and for me the sentence, say it. And then I get stuck with the words, 

which is worst. Because then it messes my sentence. 

Self-criticism. Liliana also described the way she self-criticized, or evaluated 

herself, throughout the interview. She said that she criticised herself by the way she was 

answering the questions: "It's me getting angry at myself because I can't get it right". As 

well, she said that after answering a certain way, she later felt bad for not being more 

open in the interview: "I just felt a little bad for [the counsellor] sometimes, because I 

felt like [the counsellor] was trying so hard, but then I was like 'yeah, this is my answer, 

move on'. It's more me. That's how I felt like". 

Ineffective questioning. Liliana described ineffective questioning as (a) broad 

questions and (b) interrogation. Broad questions were ones that were so general that it 

left Liliana uncertain how to answer: 

Yeah, 'cause like, in general with questions like 'tell me about your 

grandparents?' What about them? It would've been better to have something 
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more specific, because I can think about them, but I don't know what to say 

about them. 

Interrogation is when it was strictly question-answer, which made the process seem very 

structured and intimidating: 

No, I thought it was going to be harder, as the beginning, sort of like when I had 

to think of an answer, and then there's going to be another question and I'm 

going to have to answer back, and maybe have like a written or a limit to what I 

say. 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Liliana reported that the photographs were helpful in that they (a) evoked 

emotions and they (b) provided a specific topic of conversation. 

Evoked emotions. According to Liliana, the photographs brought up positive 

emotions in the present. Liliana said that when she was looking at her photograph, it 

helped bring positive emotions in the present because some of the memories she recalled 

made her laugh or smile: "just remembering the funny parts, yeah. Yeah, I felt so much 

more comfortable by then". 

Provided a specific topic of conversation. The photographs were also helpful, 

according to Liliana, because they helped bring up specific topics of conversation, as 

opposed to simply an oral interview: 

Well I think the specifics help more. Because the broader is just like, I should 

probably study something about Mexico beforehand, but like now that I have the 

picture, it's going to be more personal questions and my own experience there. 
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Whereas, the other one, I would be, I probably would have gone and done some 

research beforehand. I probably should know more about it. 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

The photographs were hindering in that Liliana said that she was sometimes 

unsure what to say about it because she (a) could not recall the actual event of the photo 

and because they (b) evoked feelings of nostalgia. 

Could not recall the actual event of the photo. Liliana said that since the 

picture was taken when she was very young, she could not remember details about it, so 

it was challenging to talk about: 

I didn't like remember about that, so I was like 'I'll have to look at the picture to 

see if I remember'. It was such a long time ago that, I don't know, it's really hard 

to talk about the picture because like I just have the picture and it has a lot of, it's 

meaningful because it has all my family in it, but I don't remember much about 

the time. 

Evoked feelings of nostalgia. Liliana said that while it was nice to speak about 

positive memories of her family, she said that it also brought on feelings of 

homesickness. She said that talking about the photographs brought "the watery eyes" 

and that "it like brings nice memories, but it's sad 'cause it's like 'oh I miss home'". 
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Ravi's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Ravi reported the following as helpful factors to feeling comfortable and 

understood in the interview: the counsellor being (a) an active listener, (b) enthusiastic, 

(c) casual, and (d) directive. 

Active listening. A counsellor who was an active listener was one who (a) used 

reflective skills and who (b) suggested words. The counsellor used reflective skills by 

accurately summarizing/labelling an important piece of Ravi's identity: 

Researcher: [The counsellor] calls you a caregiver, what did you think about 

that? 

Ravi: Yeah, I care about my birds, my pets, yeah. 

Researcher: Okay, so, again it's another accurate label? 

Ravi: Label, I would say that. 

Suggesting words is demonstrated by providing vocabulary that would help the client 

give accurate descriptions, "[the counsellor] was really helping what words, [the 

counsellor] was giving the vocabulary what it can be". 

Enthusiasm. The counsellor demonstrated enthusiasm by (a) acting surprised 

and by (b) being curious. When the counsellor acted surprised, te said that it made him 

feel happy and more confident in sharing an important part of himself: "normally I don't 

talk about my pets to someone, so I was really happy how [the counsellor] reacted. [The 

counsellor] was happy at that moment. [The counsellor] was really surprised at, yeah". 

The counsellor also demonstrated enthusiasm by being curious, such as "asking more 

and more questions". This curiosity helped Ravi feel like the counsellor was deeply 
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interested in what he had to say: "It was really good. I was really happy to talk to 

someone who was really interested. Talking about that." 

Casualness. A casual counsellor was one who made (a) informal comments and 

who (b) self-disclosed. The counsellor demonstrated informal comments by self

expressing in ways that were funny and amusing to Ravi: 

Ravi: I was happy, I wasn't bothered by that. I was really laughing at that point. 

Researcher: Okay. So you felt it kind of amusing. 

Ravi: Funny. 

The counsellor demonstrated self-disclosure by sharing thoughts, opinions, or something 

personal to Ravi. To Ravi, "it was nice like someone was sharing their experience, it was 

really nice". As well, he affirmed that self-disclosure at the beginning of the interview 

was important to feeling comfortable during the rest of the interview: 

Researcher: Okay, so, would you say, agree or disagree or kind of just agree and 

disagree, that it was important for [the counsellor] to open up a bit about 

[themselves] in the beginning of the interview and then gradually as it went on it 

wouldn't have really mattered as much? 

Ravi: I agree. 

Researcher: Agree? Okay. So it's important for [the counsellor] to open up a bit 

in the beginning just so you can kind of get to know each other? 

Ravi: Yes. 

Direction. The counsellor was directive by (a) giving information and (b) using 

gestures. Giving information was important to Ravi, because it allowed him to learn 

something new about a topic that he already enjoyed: 
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Researcher: How was that like for [the counsellor] to teach you something about 

birds? 

Ravi: I was getting knowledge, I was really happy about that. 

Finally, using gestures was helpful in offering a more concrete way of understanding 

what the counsellor was saying: "It was, it was helping me to visualize how it can be 

how [the counsellor] was talking about the nest, how it can look like. It was helping just 

visualize for that". 

Hindering Factors 

Ravi indicated the following as hindering factors to the relationship: (a) 

repetition, when the counsellor was (b) not attuned to Ravi's needs, and (c) being a 

reserved person. 

Repetition. Ravi said that when he became self-conscious when he (a) noticed 

himself repeating words and when (b) the counsellor was repeated to signal the end of 

the interview. When he noticed himself repeating words, he said that he became more 

nervous, even after he had already started to become comfortable in the interview: 

Ravi: I was starting to get nervous again. I remember that like just because of 

repetition of one or two things like I was just starting to get a bit nervous again. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Ravi: You might have noticed that I was speaking the word 'practically' again 

and again. 

Researcher: Okay, so you've noticed yourself repeating,just the way you were 

talking. 
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Ravi: Yeah. 

Researcher: So, at this point I guess, so before you were kind of just speaking 

your mind, but then now you kind of were more aware of yourself in that room? 

Ravi: No, it was just repetition of a few things, so I was like, I began getting 

nervous, I don't know why. 

Ravi said that when the counsellor was beginning to repeat things, he realized it was 

nearing the end of the interview, and it made him more nervous again: 

Ravi: I was like, I was feeling like I was summarizing my whole experience like 

I was okay like it's, I was feeling like [the counsellor] wants to stop now 

Researcher: Okay. So at this point, you noticed yourself repeating words and 

then you were kind of realizing 'okay the conversation is starting to end' and so 

you were kind of summarizing how you were feeling. And were you still kind of 

nervous at that point or more getting closure? 

Ravi: I was a bit nervous, like, not so much that I was at the start, not that much, 

but I was very nervous. 

Not attuned. The counsellor did not seem attuned to Ravi's needs when he was 

still reflecting on the feelings he had of his late dog. Ravi indicated that he would have 

liked to expand on a preferred topic so that they could have talked more about his 

feelings towards his late dog: 

Researcher: ... thinking about your dog. So, what would you, in an idealized 

setting like what would you have preferred that to have done? 

Ravi: To talk more about my dog. 
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Researcher: Okay, yeah. So if [the counsellor] had asked you a little bit more 

about that, that would have been ... 

Ravi: ... more good. 

Being a reserved person. Ravi also indicated that he is a rather reserved and shy 

person, so he is often predisposed to being nervous when meeting with someone: 

"Really nervous. I'm being an introverted person never really talked to many kind of 

persons. So I was really nervous especially when the meeting is one on one". 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 

Ravi reported that photographs were helpful in forming a strong relationship with 

the counsellor by allowing less common conversations to occur. 

Allowing less common conversations to occur. Ravi said that the photographs 

provided a way to talk about a topic that would be less common to talk about with 

someone otherwise: 

Researcher: So, what was it about that, why would it have been awkward to talk 

about the birds without the pictures? 

Ravi: I wouldn't have even been able to start the conversation. That's it. 

Researcher: Okay. So you just feel like it wouldn't, there, it would be too hard to 

instigate a conversation about your pets. 

Ravi: I wouldn't, like I couldn't be able to explain what, why I have birds, the 

type of birds. Like [the counsellor] was asking, like how [the counsellor] was 

acting, that's the reason why I was able to share with [the counsellor], otherwise 

I wouldn't have been able to. 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 
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Ravi did not report any unhelpful factors for the use of photographs. 
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Singh's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Singh reported the following as helpful to being open and comfortable in the 

interview: a counsellor who was (a) casual, (b) enthusiastic, and who (b) overcame 

connected with his culture. 

Casualness. A casual counsellor was one who was (a) non-hierarchical, (b) 

flexible, and (c) fun. A non-hierarchical counsellor was one who treated the interview as 

a conversation-sharing one's thoughts and opinions, as opposed to simply questioning: 

It was pretty good, because [the counsellor's] approach was good because [the 

counsellor] was trying to make me comfortable so that [the counsellor] could just 

steer it as a normal conversation as opposed to a straight one-on-one formal 

things where you're both formal and you can't speak your heart out. So it was a 

good transition from introduction to like getting up into the interview, sort of 

thing. 

A flexible counsellor was one who was goal-oriented, but relaxed enough to follow 

Singh's lead: "[the counsellor] was focused, but at the same way, [the counsellor] was 

like focused in like you know, in an easy way". He added that the counsellor was 

comfortable diverging from the proposed topic: "like not stressing, like not pushing a 

particular like, you know, you have to just walk in this straight line. [The counsellor] 

was swaying away and still trying to bring back on the same picture, right?" Singh also 

said that the counsellor being funny also demonstrated casualness. The counsellor was 

making jokes throughout the interview and making more serious topics light-hearted: 

"That was the good part, I liked it, [the counsellor] was really straight forward and even 
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if [the counsellor] was trying to say something in a serious way, that came out in a funny 

way. You become more comfortable". 

Connecting with his culture. Singh expressed that the counsellor connected 

with his culture by (a) making analogies and by being (b) culturally knowledgeable. 

Singh said that the counsellor made analogies, or comparisons, in order to better 

understand a cultural practice that he was explaining: 

It would have been hard if [the counsellor] didn't, for example if [the counsellor] 

doesn't come up with that tie analogy, so I would have to like show something 

else, or like that. Or put some extra emphasis to explain what [the counsellor] 

like, [the counsellor] was wise enough to like bring something out and it was like 

easy for me to tell. It wasn't tough for me. 

Sing also said that the counsellor was culturally knowledgeable by being aware 

of historical information about his home country: "It was easy because I think [the 

counsellor] already knew the background of colonialism and sometimes it's hard to 

explain to people, like they ask 'why did British go to India?"' The counsellor also 

demonstrated to know geographical information, as well: "Goa is quite a famous 

destination in India and all like the parties and all that stuff. I've been there quite a 

while, so I'm a bit surprised, 'oh [the counsellor] also knows it"'. 

Enthusiasm. Singh reported the counsellor was enthusiastic by being (a) curious 

and (b) friendly. The counsellor appeared to be curious by asking a lot of questions: 

Like for example, for this question, like how many different outfits and all that. 

So it means [the counsellor]'s like actually trying to like take me back into the 

very day and like to be detailed from 9:30-5:00 or whatever I did, how was the 
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feeling, and how long does it take, so that I can be like, you know ,just take a 

super plane and just go back there, you know? Back in time. So that's what I was 

talking about like [the counsellor's] curiosity to know and make it even more fun 

by the way [the counsellor] was approaching. 

Singh also viewed the counsellor as friendly because of the positive energy and emotion 

exhibited throughout the interview: 

Like the way [the counsellor] was asking questions about everything in the 

picture and like you know, getting some questions out of that, and like [the 

counsellor's] expressions, like [the counsellor] was excited, [the counsellor] was 

like surprised, or [the counsellor] was like sarcastic, and you know, all that stuff, 

you know? That was quite obvious that [the counsellor]'s interested in knowing 

that. 

Hindering Factors 

The only hindering factor to feeling comfortable opening up in the interview was 

the counsellor's explanation of confidentiality. Singh stated that explaining his rights to 

a confidential interview made him think that it was going to a lot more serious and 

personal than it was: 

Here when [the counsellor] told me like it's all confidential and I thought like 

'oh my God, what's [the counsellor] going to ask me about that?' Why is [the 

counsellor] saying that it's confidential, is [the counsellor] going to ask me 

something like very private or personal? 

Helpful Experiences with Photographs 
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Sing expressed the following as ways the photographs were helpful in opening 

up: they (a) brought up emotions and served as a (b) visual reference. 

Brought up emotions. The photographs brought up emotions by allowing Singh 

to recall positive memories. Singh said the photographs helped bring up positive 

memories because one typically only keeps photographs that reflect fun, positive 

memories: "It was nice. Like it was like quite 2, 3 years back, and just to take yourself 

there and like trying to remember everything, it was nice to remember, you know?" 

Visual reference. The photographs served as a visual reference because they 

helped (a) initiate conversation and helped (b) describe. Singh said that photographs 

provided conversation topics because there was tangible information in front of both 

people in the interview: 

And like it's about direction. Your interview will not be in a directed way. Here 

you have like a picture and you start, you got a starting point and then wherever 

you want to go from there, like, the whole thing is to get a feel of the life of a 

person back home, and that's a good strategy because then like he's, the person 

whom you are interviewing, is able to focus on a particular thing, and able to 

give you a directed feedback, or a directed conversation. So it's kind of a good 

thing. 

As well, Singh said that photographs helped to provide a reference and give details to an 

oral explanation: "because the picture has the evidence of everything, whatever I wasn't 

to say, and whatever there was". He added that having something in addition to the oral 

explanation makes sense since individuals often incorporate photographs and other 

communication methods into their daily lives: "that's why other things come into this 
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world. Otherwise, we should have always been talking. No pictures, no Facebook, 

nothing. Just talk about whatever you want to say. No expressions." 

Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Singh reported that unhelpful factors associated with the use of photographs were 

that it was challenging to have (a) access to an appropriate photograph and to be (b) 

restricted to one photograph would have been more convenient. 

Access to an appropriate photograph. Singh said that it was challenging to 

bring an appropriate photograph since many of his photographs are back in his home 

country: 

I was thinking 'oh this is just like a fun photograph, this is an educational sort of 

thing so you might be expecting something you know, something meaningful, 

like not fun'. So that was at the back of my mind, but I don't have any other 

option because that was the best from the phone, which I had. 

Restricted to one photograph. Singh also said that being able to bring more 

than one photograph to the interview would have been better since he could have had 

more visuals to support his story: "I told [the counsellor] about, well again, here I was 

feeling, I should have more data to support what I'm saying". 
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Yong's Experience 

Helpful Factors 

Yong reported that speaking with a counsellor who engaged in (a) active 

listening, who was (b) casual, and who was (c) directive was helpful to opening up and 

feeling comfortable during a personal interview. 

Active listening. A counsellor who engaged in active listening was one who was 

(a) patient, who used (b) open body language, and who (c) suggested words. The 

counsellor demonstrated patience by allowing Yong to speak while having the 

counsellor's undivided attention: "[the counsellor]'s very patient during the whole 

process and [the counsellor's] showing me ... concentration on the conversation". The 

counsellor demonstrated open body language by behaving in ways that were perceived 

as paying attention: "I feel [the counsellor's] very concentrated on my talking and I'm 

also very glad to share my experience, my story with [the counsellor]". Yong said that 

the counsellor's effort to make eye contact and effort to be still made him feel more 

comfortable, "[the counsellor] didn't fidget,just the look in my eyes, and just the 

show ... concentration on me. And sometimes [the counsellor] would follow and ask 

some questions". The counsellor was also actively listening by suggesting words or 

vocabulary that would help the client give accurate descriptions: "Yeah, sometimes [the 

counsellor] is speaking, [the counsellor] is trying to just the give me a hint or tell me 

how to say that word, so you can see I sometimes I repeat [the counsellor's] words". 

Casualness. The counsellor demonstrated casualness by engaging in a 

conversation that was less about seeking answers to questions, and more about 

maintaining a non-hierarchical relationship that was more about sharing and connecting 
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with Yong: "One way when [the counsellor] comes to this point where I obviously feel 

more comfortable than before because [the counsellor]'s really like the real and normal 

conversation now". He said that when they have something in common, it made him feel 

closer to the counsellor: "Yeah, it's to feel a connection between each other. I feel more 

close and we have something in common to talk about". 

Direction. The counsellor was directive by giving information. When Yong 

realized the potential of learning something new from the counsellor, it made him more 

engaged in the conversation: 

At this point, [the counsellor] is doing, giving me more information about the 

topic I am talking and [the counsellor] just tried to give me something I may 

want to know, at this point [the counsellor]'s not just interviewing me, but like 

the real conversation I also get some very effective, useful feedback. 

Yong elaborated and said that in an interview, he would prefer to have feedback and 

information, as opposed to just asking questions: "Don't only ask me questions, but also 

give me situations, give me some feedback that is useful and interesting". 

Hindering Factors 

Yong reported the following as hindering factors to feeling open and comfortable 

in the conversation: (a) counsellor disengagement and Yong (b) focusing on the 

counsellor. 

Counsellor disengagement. Yong expressed that the counsellor was disengaged 

by (a) not making eye contact, (b) not keeping still, giving (c) contrived reactions, and 

giving (d) inappropriate reactions. When the counsellor was not making eye contact, 

Yong had the feeling that the counsellor could not understand him: 
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There's another point that I sometimes I don't know whether [the counsellor] is 

understanding what I'm talking about or not, because sometimes I noticed that 

[the counsellor]'s staring at some other place, not at my eyes. But [the 

counsellor] may not understand my talking. 

When the counsellor was fidgeting, Yong felt like the counsellor was distracted and not 

truly engaged in the conversation: "I just feel like [the counsellor]'s talking and doing 

this particular gesture, I feel [the counsellor]'s distracted and that [the counsellor] may 

just not so focused on the conversation at that short period". As well, Yong described 

how he felt less connected with the counsellor when the counsellor gave contrived 

reactions, such as answering in ways that seemed superficial or lacked genuineness: 

I was happy with all of [the counsellor's] reactions. But, sometimes I just feel a 

bit, to be honest, I feel [the counsellor]'s doing this because of an interview for 

many times. [The counsellor] may just not so,just like something, like a reaction, 

[the counsellor]'s prepared. It's just a bit. 

An inappropriate reaction was one that seemed exaggerated and unnatural: "Yeah. 

Because I just feel sometimes [the counsellor] shows [they were] surprised. I don't 

expect such a big surprise". 

Focusing on the counsellor. When Yong focused on the counsellor, it meant 

that he felt (a) pressure to not bore the counsellor and (b) pressure to pronounce words 

for the counsellor to understand. When Yong felt like the counsellor was distracted or 

uninterested in the current topic, he would try to rush it so that he may talk about 

something else: 
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Yong: When I feel that [the counsellor] might not understand me, I'm going to 

try to use another way to express my ideas or I just skip to another topic. 

Something like that. 

Researcher: Okay. So do you get a little bit nervous with that? Like 'oh, [the 

counsellor]'s not, you know' or 'oh, clearly I'm not expressing myself well, or I 

should talk about something else', or are you just kinda like, or what's going on 

in terms of like yeah? 

Yong: I just feel maybe [the counsellor]'s not interested in this topic at all. 

Researcher: Oh okay. 

Yong: So I just finish it as soon as possible and skip to another one. 

Researcher: So do you feel like you almost need to rush through it? 

Yong: Yeah. 

Researcher: So at this point, you're talking with [the counsellor] and you're not 

sure if [the counsellor]'s really following along. [The counsellor] might be bored 

so you're having these thoughts in your head as you're talking about this stuff. 

Yong: Yes. 

Researcher: So when you're having these thoughts, is it making you kind of 

anxious, like do you feel like your heart going faster a bit or you getting sweaty 

or anything like that? 

Yong: No, I don't feel nervous or anxious. I just try to get [the counsellor's] 

attention I think. 

Researcher: Okay. So it's nothing, it doesn't change anything with your body or 

anything, it's just 'okay, I should probably just change topics' or whatever. 
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Yong: Yes, I think it's acceptable and understandable sometimes. 

Researcher: Okay, so you don't, you aren't mad, not mad, but you're not judging 

[the counsellor] based on that. It's kind of just like 'okay, I should probably 

switch'. And are you judging yourself on that at all? Or were you judging 

yourself on that? 

Yong: Sometimes I do judge myself. I hope myself can perform better. 

Researcher: Okay, so you're saying 'okay, I need to do a little better based on his 

reaction'. 

Yong: Yes. 

Researcher: So if [the counsellor] wasn't like that, then you would just stick to 

the same thing? 

Yong: Yes 

Researcher: It would be less critical. 

Yong also stated that he felt pressure to pronounce words in a way that would allow the 

counsellor to understand what he was saying: 

I understand, because I'm talking about words that I don't frequently speak so I 

am trying hard to get the standard pronunciation for this word to make [the 

counsellor] understand what I am talking. So yeah, you can see I feel a bit 

uncomfortable at this point. 

Helpful Experiences with the Photographs 

Yong stated that photographs were helpful because they (a) took focus away 

from Yong, served as a (b) visual reference, and were (c) enjoyable to talk about with 

someone outside of his social circle. 
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Took focus away from Yong. Photographs were helpful in that they provided an 

acceptable distraction. Yong said that photographs helped provide an acceptable 

distraction in that looking at the photographs were an appropriate way to avoid eye 

contact: 

I think it's okay. We don't need to keep eye contact during the whole process. It 

sometimes, when I showed [the counsellor] the pictures, [the counsellor] also 

looked at the picture, and it showed that [the counsellor]'s interested in that 

and ... very concentrated on things we're talking about. That's totally okay. 

Visual reference. Photographs served as a visual reference by helping to 

describe the story. Yong said that the photographs were helpful in bringing out details 

that helped prolong the conversation: 

I think the pictures are good to help you to continue the conversation sometimes 

when you feel nothing to talk, you can refer to the picture to help you to recall 

something, to talk and if there's no pictures, it would be more difficult, a bit 

difficult for you to talk about your life without any reference. 

Enjoyable to talk about with someone outside of his social circle. Yong said 

that sharing his photographs with the counsellor was enjoyable because the counsellor 

was outside of his social circle, so there was less risk of judgment: 

I feel it's okay because we are not living in the same life circle. I can share my 

story and it doesn't really, so much scary to show others pictures. Maybe 

sometimes if you show these kind of pictures to some other friends you know 

each other before they may have some of their own judgment. But for you it's 

totally okay. 
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Unhelpful Experiences with Photographs 

Yong stated that the use of photographs was unhelpful in being open and 

comfortable in the interview when the most appropriate photograph for the purpose of 

the interview was perceived to be embarrassing. 

Researcher: So how was it for you when [the counsellor] first saw your picture? 

Yong: Um, actually, I don't feel very, I don't like the first picture. But, it showed 

my life in China, so I picked it for this interview. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Yong: So, there's a thing I did, I just quickly passed the first picture and yeah. 

Researcher: Just trying to get it out of the way. 
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