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1. Introduction 

Between 2017 and 2018, missio carried out evaluations of four institutes that offer formation in psycho-

spiritual counselling on different levels and for different, but partly overlapping, target groups.  

These four institutes were the following: 

- Psycho-Spiritual Institute (PSI) 

- Embulbul Education and Counselling Centre  

- MA Programme in “Psychological Counselling” at the Catholic University of Eastern Africa 

- Arusha Mental Health Trust 

 

These evaluations provided a clearer picture of the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches 

concerning not only the formation but also the care in psycho-spiritual counselling by pastoral staff in 

Eastern Africa. Overall, the evaluation by the former mentioned institutes provided a highly positive 

picture on the potential of psycho-spiritual counselling as well as formation.  

 

To share these insights with the African church, a conference was held in Nairobi in October 2019. The 

underlying intention was to deepen and intensify the awareness of African church personnel in the topic 

of psycho-spiritual counselling. 52 representatives of Bishop Conferences of congregations that were 

interested in diving deeper into the topic of psycho-spiritual counselling attended the conference. The 

conference was a means for learning, knowledge sharing as well as networking.  

 

After the conference, the participants were provided with the different material, as well as minutes and 

written reports. Further, discussions were held about future collaboration potential. As one of several 

follow-up measures of the conference, missio has sent a questionnaire to the participants to evaluate 

the level of implementation of follow-up activities one year after the conference. This questionnaire 

consists of six parts, from which the first five treat questions concerning personal information, learning 

outcomes, networking follow-up, follow-up activities as well as supportive and hindering factors of 

follow-up activity implementation. The last part referred to recommendations concerning both, the 

issue of strengthening psycho-spiritual counselling in the church context and recommendations to 

missio. This report is oriented alongside the questions of the missio survey that was mentioned above.  
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2. Findings  

2.1. Personal information 

In total, 53 participants of the conference visited the survey’s website, from which 45 actively took part 

in the survey. 39 participants successfully finished the survey, 6 broke off.  

 

The respondents’ background is of great diversity: 13,3%1 come from Uganda, followed by Tanzania and 

ACWECA (11,1% each) and Nigeria and Zimbabwe (8,9% each). Mostly, the respondents work in 

leadership positions, such as in the Secretary General Office, in conferences of Bishops or in several 

institutes. A smaller percentage consists of Bishops, formators, priests and sisters or fathers. 55,6% of 

the respondents are female.  

 

2.2. Learning outcome 

In general, the question about how well the respondents remember the conference’ contents, draws a 

positive picture. All five categories (“Holistic Nature of Human Beings”, “Theological foundations and 

psychological counselling”, “African priests and religious psychological challenges and consequences”, 

“Vulnerability and vulnerable population”, “Importance and potential of counselling”) are either well or 

very well remembered by the respondents. Particularly, all of them (100%) remember well to very well 

the content of the topic “Vulnerability and vulnerable population”. The topic of “Importance and 

potential of counselling” is remembered well to very well by 95,1% of the respondents, the missing 4,9% 

assessed the question with “not applicable”. Only 7,3% of the respondents do not well remember the 

content of “Theological foundations and psychological counselling”. Overall, the different topics of the 

conference seem to have positively appealed to the respondents. Figure 1 presents the results 

graphically.  

 

 
1 All numbers are rounded up to the first decimal place. 
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Figure 1: How well do you remember the following issues or insights from the presentations? 

 

According to the respondents, the main message taken away from the conference is about the urgent 

need of psycho-spiritual counselling. This need is twofold: one the one hand, the need for pastoral staff 

themselves, on the other hand, the need for people living in the communities (families, etc.). The 

respondents became aware of the fact that church personnel themselves are vulnerable human beings, 

similar to their clients and thus also need psycho-spiritual counselling.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A further lessen-learned is the realization that psycho-spiritual counselling should be an indispensable 

part of pastoral formation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The vulnerability of us all. That we 

are all vulnerable in different ways 

and we need help through 

psychological and psycho-spiritual 

counselling.” 

 

“The awareness of the holistic 

nature of human beings and the 

need to pay attention to my/other 

people’s psycho-spiritual needs on 

time. Awareness of my/other 

people’s vulnerability and seeking 

appropriate help from the right 

persons.” 

“The realization that I am a spiritual 

being in the progress of becoming a 

person who moves from being a 

wounded healer to be a healed 

healer. “ 

“Psychological, spiritual and 

psychosocial counselling are 

important elements in the formation 

of young men into priesthood and 

young women into religious life if we 

want to be successful and have 

mature and stable persons in 

ministry.” 

“The need for continued 

sensitization of this issue at initial 

and ongoing formation.” 

“The need for the church to prepare 

well-trained and formed personnel 

to render some psycho-spiritual 

accompaniment, assessment and 

support of candidates to the 

priesthood and religious life, apart 

from support of pastoral agents.” 
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2.3. Networking follow-up 

31,7% of the respondents networked closely or at least had several contacts with conference 

participants from their home countries. 10% got in closer touch with participants from other countries 

and 15% with members of institutions of the organizational committees. 24,4% followed up with one 

foreign contact, 14,6% got in touch with one member of the institutions that were part of the 

organizational committees. However, 60% of the respondents did not get in touch with neither foreign 

participants, nor members of the organizational committees. The results are presented in Figure 2.  

 

 

Figure 2: Did you follow-up with any new contacts from the conference to further engage in specific issues? 

 

2.4. Follow-up activities 

50% of the respondents have already started to implement 10 out of the following 14 listed activities:  

- Compile and re-read the presentations and the material provided 

- Feedback of conference to colleagues and leaders 

- Sharing insights with Bishop/leadership 

- Information dissemination in own institution 

- Create awareness in own institution 

- Create awareness beyond, e.g. in community 

- Advocate for the issue in church or/and society 

- Seeking financial resources 

- Introduce topic in formation 

- Get training to become a counsellor or psycho-spiritual advisor 

- Facilitate training opportunities for others 

- Build up structures for counselling in own institution 

- Develop policies for counselling in own institution  

- Lead by example (going for individual or peer counselling) 

However, beside the activities of “Compile and re-read the presentations and material provided” and 

“Create awareness in own institution”, between 2,5% and 17,5% of the respondents do not plan to 

implement any of the listed activities. Thus, it can be assumed that all respondents at least plan to treat 
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the topic of psycho-spiritual counselling, but not all plan to implement specific activities. 17,5% of the 

respondents do not plan to seek for financial resources and the same percentage does not aim to 

implement counselling trainings.  

 

Although 17,5% do not seek for financial resources, 70% of the respondents plan to do so. 50% plan to 

elaborate specific policies for psycho-spiritual counselling, followed by 42,5% that plan to build up 

structures for counselling within their institutions and/or to become a counsellor themselves. The four 

latter activities show the greatest percentages for planning stage, which could be explained by their 

long-term orientation, different from, for example, the creation of awareness within an institution. 

Those activities that are mostly of short-term exercises (“Feedback of conference to colleagues”, 

“Sharing insights with Superiors”, “Information dissemination in institutes”, “Create awareness in 

institution”) have already been implemented by a major part of the respondents (between 77% and 

82,5%). An overview of the results is presented in Figure 3.  

 

 

Figure 3: At the end of the conference, all participants have reflected in groups and individually about possible follow-up 

activities. What of the following have you already realized or do you want to plan to realize? 

 

A large part of the respondents considers the creation of awareness as the most important follow-up 

activity of the conference, followed by the need to include the topic of psycho-spiritual counselling into 

formation. Some respondents mention plans to construct counselling centers in their home regions. 

 

 

 

 

“Creating awareness beyond 

especially in my religious community 

and introduce the topic in 

formation.” 

“I raised the topic at the sub-

regional Conference of Malawi, 

Zambia and Zimbabwe. The three 

countries agreed to establish a 

common psycho-spiritual counselling 

center.”  

“Information dissemination and 

facilitate training opportunities for 

others. My own training will come at 

the end of my leadership term.” 
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2.5.  Supportive and hindering factors  

Supportive factors  

Between 57,5% and 82,5% of the respondents assessed each of the listed factors as quite to very 

supportive (see graphics 7). The listed factors consist of the following:  

- Openness to understand psychological needs of church personnel 

- Interest in counselling as potential solution 

- Interest in broader psycho-spiritual issues  

- Openness to use counselling for personal development 

- Motivation to engage and support counselling training or services for church personnel 

- Motivation to engage and support counselling training or services for other people 

 

However, for all factors, beside “openness to use counselling for personal development”, there were 

also respondents who do not consider them as supportive (between 2,5% and 5% for each). Hence, all 

respondents perceive the openness to use counselling for personal development as at least a rather 

supportive factor. Nonetheless 10% of the respondents say that the motivation to engage and support 

counselling training for both church personnel and community members are not perceived as 

supportive factor (5% each). In this context motivation appeals to the pastoral environment. Between 

7,5% and 10% of the respondents consider each factor listed above as a bit supportive. Nonetheless, 

most of the respondents perceives the factors as supportive (see above). The results of the 

corresponding survey question are presented in Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4: In your institution/workspace, to what extend do you perceive the following components as supportive factors? 
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A growing appreciation of the environment concerning the topic of psycho-spiritual counselling and the 

great potential to promote the topic either in formation or through other channels, as e.g. through 

media, are further perceived as supportive factors by the respondents. Those, reporting already 

implemented counselling structures refer to external psychologists as counsellors rather than 

themselves.  

 

 

 

 

 

Hindering factors 

75% assess the lack of financial resources as a great hindering factor. 12,5% perceive the lack of interest 

by superiors as a great hindering factor; 30% say this is somehow hindering. It is argued that especially 

Bishops, but also pastoral students show little to no interest in the topic. According to the respondents, 

there is a lack of commitment by superiors.  Percentagewise, a similar picture is drawn for the factors 

“Lack of time” and “Lack of interest by colleagues”.  

30% answered “not applicable” for lacking personal motivation. A possible explanation might be that it 

is less the self-motivation playing a major role in the implementation of psycho-spiritual counselling 

structures, but the urgent necessity. Thus, some respondents might not have been attending the 

conference out of self-motivation but out of their professional mission. All quantitative results are 

presented in Figure 5.  

 

 

Figure 5: To what extend do you perceive the following components as hindering factors to engage in follow-up activities? 

 

“Openness among members at 

workplace and in the community to 

share some areas of vulnerability 

and how to encounter with a 

counsellor is of great importance.” 

“We have started counselling to the 

local communities and to others. We 

even use media.” 

“We have two psychologists in the 

Congregation and they have been 

giving counselling sessions and 

therapy already, who have brought 

awareness and learning.”  
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On top of that, the respondents mention that trained staff is lacking. Often, pastoral staff has to take 

over these roles, but without any experience. Further, time is lacking for them to responsibly fulfil these 

tasks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Concerning the question about how the Covid-19 pandemic affected the implementation of follow-up 

activities, the majority of the respondents argues that especially the lockdown measures, as well as the 

urgent need to assist in emergency measures are hindering in implementing the before-mentioned 

follow-up activities. Particularly the lockdown measures and the resulting closures of 

organizations/institutes are perceived as great problems by the respondents. 

 

3. Recommendations from the respondents 

3.1. Strengthening of counselling in church context  

Mostly, the respondents mention the importance to train psycho-spiritual counsellors. Furthermore, to 

strengthen counselling within the pastoral context, an improvement in the commitment of Bishops/ 

Superiors towards follow-up measures is urgently needed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the following, further points of recommendation are presented to which several participants 

appealed, but less frequently as the ones mentioned above: 

- Continuing of support 

- Implementation of specific funds/ provision of funding 

“As religious and missionary sisters, 

we are running quite a number of 

activities and counselling is seen by 

the institution as an important area 

but the number of personnel that 

can be committed to study and 

practice is limited. “ 

“I have too many responsibilities 

inside and outside my religious 

institute, so it is difficult to take over 

engagements.”  

“Even though it is very clear to us 

that we need to move forward in our 

integration of the psycho-spiritual 

counselling […], the fact that we 

have not invested in trained 

professionals keeps us at the level of 

wishful thinking. The cost of 

engaging professionals outside our 

establishment is beyond us.”  

“The training of more psychologists 

in the Church so that we create a 

pool of therapists for support and 

networking in the area of 

counselling and therapy as the few 

are over-streched.” 

“Bishops need to understand and 

appreciate the importance of 

counselling in order to motivate 

lower structures.”  

“My recommendation is to have a 

session of counselling organized for 

pastoral and Church agents at least 

once a year, either on diocesan or 

national level.” 

“Bringing awareness to the leaders 

of Institutes so that they engage 

their members to value counslling 

and therapy.” 

“There is the need for a step-down 

workshop on psycho-spiritual 

counselling to create wider 

awareness among Church 

authorities.”  

“There is the need basically of 

helping our leaders to acknowledge 

their own vulnerability so that they 

can appreciate the usefulness of 

counselling.” 
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- Improvement of sensibilization of priests and members of community (families, etc.) 

- Development& implementation of programs  

 

3.2. Recommendations to missio  

According to the respondents, missio should organize follow-up sessions to the conference in Kenya, 

2019, potentially also in several countries to strengthen the awareness about psycho-spiritual 

counselling even stronger. This is based on the argumentation that follow-up sessions in different 

countries would reach more people and would further reduce travel costs for participants. The idea of 

follow-up sessions is going in line with the recommendation that missio needs to strengthen the 

awareness of people concerning the issue of psycho-spiritual counselling.  

Further mentioned aspects are the provision of financial resources as well as a support offered by missio 

for trainings in psycho-spiritual counselling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further aspects that were mentioned by the participants:  

- Support in structure building  

- Support in human resources (provision or get together) 

- Provision of scholarships for staff to be trained 

- Support in sensitizing superiors 

- Provision of expertise  

“Develop a model for psycho-

spiritual counselling that can be 

contextualized – create a hub of 

professionals that can offer 

assistance to Conference – Having 

periodic interaction with 

participants in order to encourage 

action at the local level.” 

“If possible, running workshops on 

psycho-spiritual counselling like the 

one in Nairobi […] at country level, 

so that we generate interest in 

religion and engage more religious 

at lower costs. “  

“I do recommend to missio to 

provide both, financial and human 

resources, for the organization of 

counselling. Knowing the importance 

of this, missio should invite the 

Bishops Conference to apply for such 

assistance.” 

“Counselling for church employees is 

necessary. Therefore, missio should 

engage National Episcopal 

Conferences on this issue.” 

“missio is a largely pastoral oriented 

Church Organization, hence the 

accompaniment and follow-up by 

missio is very important.”  

“To offer educative conferences even 

online to empower a number of lay 

people, priests and religious with the 

knowledge. Missio [should] also give 

scholarships for counsellors who 

want to [follow] their studies in 

psycho-spiritual issues, either master 

of PhD.” 

“To continue supporting the Church 

not only financially but by providing 

avenues for counselling and also 

offering training on counselling to 

priests, sisters and brothers” 

“missio should help the Conference 

of Bishops that plan to establish 

centers for the training of personnel 

for psycho-spiritual counselling in 

their countries.”  

“To follow-up on Bishop Conferences 

and Church organizations to find out 

what they are doing to put up 

structures and train personnel in 

order to offer psycho-spiritual help 

for religious priests.”  
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4. Conclusion 

Overall, the survey draws a positive picture concerning the follow-up activities, the acknowledgement 

of the topic’s importance as well as the wish to intensify the knowledge on psycho-spiritual counselling. 

Important hindering factors that appear are a lacking appreciation of the topic by superiors, as well as 

lacking trained pastoral staff to take over psycho-spiritual counselling activities. These struggles are 

recommended to be tackled, also by missio. Trainings in counselling are recommended and required, as 

well as the wish to integrate psycho-spiritual counselling into formation processes. missio is asked to 

organize follow-up sessions of the conference on a national level to better reach out for more people. 

Moreover, they are asked for support, not only financially but also through knowledge, human resources 

and its influence as Pontifical Missionary Organization on the Bishops and Superiors to make them aware 

of the urgent need for psycho-spiritual counselling.  
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Annexes 

 

Personal Information 

1) Which sex do you have? 

 

 

2) From which participant country are you from? 
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3) Currently, in which position are you in? 

 

Other: 
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Learning 

4) How well do you remember the following issues or insights from the presentations? 

 

 

a. For you, what was the most important learning outcome from the conference?  
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Networking follow-up 

5) Did you follow-up with any new contacts from the conference to further engage in specific 

issues? If so, please indicate with whom and in which intensity.  
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Follow-up activities 

6) At the end of the conference, all participants have reflected in groups and individually about 

possible follow-up activities. What of the following have you already realized or do you want 

to plan to realize? 

 

 

a. For you, which is the most relevant follow-up activity?  
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Supporting and hindering factors 

7) In your institution/workspace, to what extend do you perceive the following components as 

supportive factors?  

 

 

a. Do you find any other supportive factors in your institution/workspace? 
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8) To what extend do you perceive the following components as hindering factors to engage in 

follow-up activities? 

 

 

a. Do you find any other hindering factors in your institution/work space? 
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9) How has the Covid-19 pandemic affected your working space and hence follow-up activities? 

 

Other: 
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Recommendations 

10) What are your recommendations to strengthen counselling in the church context for your 

country? 
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11) What recommendations would you like to give to missio? Please be as concrete as possible, 

beyond just “providing financial resources”. 

 

 

 


