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The purpose of this article is to provide a brief overview of counseling as a developing
profession in Bhutan. Counseling is experiencing rapid growth in Bhutan and there is an increased
demand for clinical and non-clinical services in diverse areas of mental, emotional and social needs in
Bhutan. Currently, there is a dearth of literature on this topic in this area. Therefore, with the primary
aim to understand the growth of counseling as a profession and its impact on the lives of the people of
Bhutan. Authors of this article are counseling professionals responsible for developing this profession
in Bhutan. As there is a dearth of literature on this topic in the context of Bhutan, the researchers have
based this article on their professional experiences supported by the limited resources available.

This study has shown that there is significant growth in the development of counseling as a
profession and its positive impact on helping people cope up with social issues such as mental health,
domestic violence and substance abuse. This study will provide a baseline for civil society organiza-
tions, Bhutan Board Certified Counselors and professional working in the government agencies. This

study will initiate further development in the field of counseling.
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1. Introduction
Bhutan, a small beautiful country situated in the eastern Himalayas. Geographically, it is
situated between the two powerful Asian countries with China to the north and India to the South.

Bhutan has remained secluded from the rest of the world to maintain its cultural identity and unique way

of life. However, in 1999, the Kingdom of Bhutan has opened its doors to the larger world and allowed
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its citizens access to the internet and television networks. Western influences have led to unprecedented
and widespread changes in Bhutan with rapid growth in the economy followed by a numerous of
changes in the context of the social system. Social issues such as mental health, substance abuse,
domestic violence, conflict, confusion in values and attitudes and suicidal behavior are increasing
among the younger generations as a result of the confusion created through the explosion of influences
from the outside world

As an emergent, evolving, and dynamic profession, counseling is experiencing rapid growth,
and there is increased demand for clinical and non-clinical services in diverse areas of mental, emotional
and social needs in Bhutan. There is a dire need for counseling professionals (both in the schools and
communities), such as psychologists, mental health workers, and other frontline helpers like the social
workers to mitigate societal issues, such as child protection, trafficking of women and children, suicide,
sexual abuse, and domestic violence. Having a pool of trained counselors in varied disciplines will
allow effective consultation, collaboration, and networking. Therefore, the development of an expanded
infrastructure is crucial for the sustainability and identity of the helping professions.

The term counseling in this article refers to a profession that is designated to help people who
are experiencing both situational and long-term issues related to mental health, divorce, violence,
sexual abuse, natural disasters, confusions, school stress and the loss of a job. In addition, the term
professional counselor refers to a counselor, clinician, or a practitioner who engages in the specialized
practice of substance abuse assessment, mental health, family, and other issues. A professional counselor
may have a background in different disciplines and may have a graduate degree, diploma degree, or a
certified as a counselor, supervisor, or peer counselor. However, the term also includes those who have
specialized addiction training or have received the job training in Mental Health Facilitation training
and substance abuse assessment or treatment. A professional counselor in Bhutan are those individuals
who have an advanced degree, extensive training, and certification/licensure in a counseling field. He/
she works with individuals, groups and families to provide support and help. He/she provides talk
therapy and listens and work in social community settings as social workers or case managers in schools,
institutions, clinical settings, and other fields. A professional counselor also empowers people to lead

healthy and fulfilling lives.

In the Bhutanese context, social work, counseling and psychology overlap each other, and the
nature of the work are closely related, although the disciplines are distinctly different. Counseling is an
important tool for a social worker to help them assist their clients. However, social workers can only

provide counseling if they have achieved a certain level of education training and certification. A



Overview of Counseling in Bhutan 151

counselor, on the other hand, is required to receive training in clinical psychology, supervision, human
development, vocational guidance, and knowledge of other human services occupations; yet counseling
has its own identity. Social work does not exist as a distinct cadre of government focus or employment
in Bhutan.

However, social work activities including counseling take place around recognized needs such
as substance abuse and domestic violence often supported by non-governmental organizations. Either
way, counseling is simply one of the many tools at a social worker's disposal to help them assist their
clients. A counselor can have extensive training in areas like psychopathology and trauma-related
disorders to directly help clients overcome their problems. A counselor needs to attain at least a master's

degree to reach that level of expertise.

2. Social Changes in Bhutan

Bhutan is widely known to the outside world as the country of Gross National Happiness
(GNH) emanating from the wisdom of the monarchs of the country. Gross National Happiness is
Bhutan’s development of economic and political philosophy. GNH combines the philosophy of human
values with economic development toward achieving equitable and sustainable development goals.
Although Bhutan is trying to achieve GNH in the most simplistic way of living and sharing love, care,
and compassion, it is challenged by the advent of modernization and economic survival (GNHC, 2017).

Bhutanese society continues to undergo substantial changes in terms of social, economic,
political, and technological structures as it joins the global economy. These forces and trends are
creating substantial challenges for our children and other individuals in society today. A few examples
of these challenges include a rapidly changing of family culture (traditional joint family to the nuclear
family system), where the extended family culture is increasingly replaced by nuclear families
(Phuntsho.2017). Social issues like unemployment has contributed to the growth of high crime rates,
conflicts in values and attitudes, high divorce rates, conflict with law, mental health issues, suicide and
domestic violence in the country (Choden, 2003& Dorji, 2016). Rural — urban migration in Bhutan has
become a serious issue in the recent years. It is also a factor that contributes to the rising phenomenon
of drug use among the youth population.

These challenges are real, and they have a substantial impact on the social, economic, spiritual,
and career aspirations and achievement of our people across all the ages. Therefore, there is a need to
establish holistic and systematic prevention and intervention strategies to tend to the needs of the

changing Bhutanese society. Having specific prevention and intervention strategies and services can
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empower people to make meaningful choices in their lives. Helping professionals such as social
workers, counselors and psychologists can contribute to the positive mental health and wellbeing of the
people. Therefore, it has become self-evident that there is a strong need to develop these professions in

Bhutan.

3. History and Present State of Counseling in Bhutan

The movement of counseling as a profession began with school counseling following a Royal
Decree issued by His Majesty the Fourth King Jigme Singye Wangchuck on the 10th of January 1996.
The Royal Decree expressed the need to institute a systematic Youth Guidance and Counseling Program
in schools to address the increasing challenges of youth-oriented issues in the country. The Career
Education and Counseling Division (CECD) was set up under the Department of Youth and Sports
(DYS) within the Ministry of Education (MoE). The government has worked towards institutional-
izing the school guidance and counseling system and various initiatives have already been implemented.
These include the training of teachers as counselors, student support programs, developing resource
materials, providing consultation and supervision, counseling referrals, and technical support to the

schools (CECD, 2010).

3.1. Counseling as a Developing Profession: Counseling Services in Bhutan

Counseling in Bhutan is presently instituted in schools, hospital psychiatric inpatient and
outpatient units, social service organizations, and substance abuse rehabilitation centers. The service is
provided on appointment and a drop-in basis. Counselors in all of these settings sometimes go to
family’s homes to provide home-based counseling. Counselors working in the field of substance abuse
also sometimes go to public places for outreach (Lester, 2015). Organizations, such as Ministry of
Education (MoE), Respect, Educate, Nurture, Educate, Empower Women (RENEW), Bhutan
Narcotics Control Authority (BNCA), the Ministry of Labor and Human Resources (MoLHR),
Ministry of Health (MoH), the Royal Bhutan Police (RBP) have counselors in their respective organi-
zations. Samtse College of Education under the Royal University of Bhutan offers Contemplative
Counseling Psychology at the Postgraduate Diploma and at the Master level (SCE, 2017). Likewise,
the Khesar Gyalpo University of Medical Sciences of Bhutan has started a bachelor degree in clinical

counseling (Chezom, 2016).
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3.2. Counseling in the Government Agencies
3.2.1. Counseling in Education

The Ministry of Education has actively promoted the development of counseling programs
and counselors in schools by training teachers as guidance counselors since 1996. The Youth Guidance
counseling division trained the first few cohorts of teachers through the various levels of training as

described below.

Level 1: Youth Guidance and Counseling Workshops. Basic skills, techniques and theories in counseling.

Level 2: Advanced skill development in counseling. Refresher courses and specialization in specific
areas of counseling for Level 1 counselors.

Level 3: Diploma in school guidance counseling. Selected school counselors were sent to National
Council of Education Research Training (NCERT), New Delhi and National Institute of Public
Cooperation and Child Development for a period of six months (IPCCD) in Bangalore, India.

Level 4: Master’s degree courses in counseling. Selected school counselors were sent to Canada and

Australia.

The Royal Civil Service Commission approved the recruitment of full-time School Guidance
Counselor positions in 2013. Since then the Ministry of Education has placed about 82 fulltime
counselors across the schools in Bhutan: 60 fulltime counselors for Central schools, 10 fulltime
counselors for Higher Secondary Schools and 12 fulltime counselors for Middle Secondary Schools (as
cited in Policy and Planning Division, MoE, 2017, p.62).

The school counselors work in collaboration with the teachers, students, families, adminis-
trators, industry, employers, and other community members. They are concerned with developmental
issues, addressing and resolving specific problems, developing decision-making skills, assisting people
to cope with a crisis, enhancing personal insight, teaching conflict resolution, and improving general
relationship skills. These abilities can be directly transferred to the lives of students after their gradu-

ation from school (CECD, 2010).

3.2.2. Counseling in Health

Mental health counseling services in Bhutan has not been given priority in the country till
date. However, efforts are being made through the psychiatry department of the National Referral
Hospital in the capital. The Khesar Gyalpo University for Medical Sciences in Bhutan (KGUMSB) has

initiated a 4-year Bachelor of Science Programme in Clinical Counseling in 2016 to develop the
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profession in clinical counseling (Tshedup, 2016). The clinical counselors will be placed in the psychi-
atric department of the hospitals in Bhutan to provide mental health counseling services to those patients
recommended by the psychiatrists of Bhutan. The curriculum will have practical components like
mental disorders, substance abuse, family stress and family problems and other social and mental issues
(Chezom, 2016).

To date, mental health counseling services were provided through traditional helping practices.
Bhutanese explanations of mental health problems are often based upon traditional and spiritual beliefs.
It is estimated that 99% of the Bhutanese seek religious help for physical and mental health problems
(Dorji, 2011), or a combination of modern health treatment and religious rituals performed by the
monks and shamans (Pelzang, 2010). In order to encourage people to seek modern health treatment,
the government has appointed monks in the hospital to perform religious rituals for the patients admitted

in the hospital (Tshewang, 2018).

3.2.3. Bhutan Narcotic Control Authority

The Bhutan Narcotic Control Authority (BNCA) is the nodal agency of the government for
all matters related to narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances and substance abuse. The BNCA, in
collaboration with the Colombo Plan, has trained school counselors, health professionals, school
principals, psychiatrist, law enforcement officials, Royal Bhutan Police, Royal Bhutan Army, educators
from the Royal University of Bhutan, and social workers from the civil society organizations on Drug
Advisory Program (BNCA, 2017). The Colombo Plan certifies these addiction counselors and their
credentials are recognized in 60 different countries (Passang&Dem, 2017). The BNCA also focuses on
psychoeducational training on substance abuse and addiction to peer counselors, at-risk youths, families
and communities. Drop-in centers have been established to provide counseling services to young people
with substance abuse and addiction issues across the country. However, the detoxification is provided

only at the Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital (BNCA, 2013).

3.3. Counseling in Civil Society Organizations

Social issues are emerging in Bhutan and receiving government and/or other formal attention.
Social issues include domestic violence, unemployment among youth, alcohol and drug addictions,
crime and theft, HIV AIDS, suicide, sexual abuse, child protection, and disaster preparedness.
Counseling is available in organizations addressing domestic violence and addictions. Respect, Educate,
Nurture, and Empower Women (RENEW) is a non-governmental organization founded by Her Majesty

the Queen Mother Gyalyum Sangay Choden Wangchuck which aims to empower women and children
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(Lorelle&Guth, 2013). RENEW is the main provider of services for those affected by domestic
violence, and provides shelter, counseling, and legal assistance in the capital city (Guth, Lorelle,
Hinkle, & Remley, 2015).

RENEW has outreach workers in all 20 districts of the country and they provide communi-
ty-based support services. They carry out the work of the social workers and are trained as Para-profes-
sionals in Mental Health Facilitation (MHF). The MHF training helps them to recognize, identify, and
refer problems for treatment using basic counseling skills to help their clients. These social workers
deal with issues such as relationships problems including risky sexual behavior and divorce at the
community level (BCMD, 2017).

In order to address the expanding drug epidemic, civil society organizations like the Youth
Development Fund (YDF) and Chitheun Phendhey Association (CPA) provided drug education and
rehabilitation programs. Likewise, rehabilitation centers were established by the Bhutan Institute of

Wellbeing under the YDF in Thimphu and Samzang Retreat Center under the CPA in Paro Bhutan.

4. The Force Behind the Counseling Movement in Bhutan

4.1. Role of the Royal Family

Her Majesty the Queen Mother Gyalyum Sangay Choden Wangchuck, created and became the
first president of RENEW (Respect, Educate, Nurture and Empower Women), in 2004. Her Majesty
has also continuously reiterated the importance of counseling in the community to promote positive
mental health and to improve the well-being of the Bhutanese people in order to promote GNH. Her
Majesty has specifically commanded that counseling services be professionalized and recognized as an
alternative means of support and treatment.

Her Majesty has personally taken initiatives toward supporting professionalizing counseling
and has signed a memorandum of understanding with the Royal University of Bhutan, the Royal Civil
Service Commission, the National Commission for Women and Children, the Royal Bhutan Police,
Bhutan Narcotics Control Authority (BNCA), Gross National Happiness Commission, MoH, MoE, the
Ministry of Labor and Human Resources, and RENEW. These stakeholders signed the memorandum of
understanding on August 9, 2013, to support the establishment of a Bhutan Board for Certified
Counselors (BBCC) to create the professional standards for counselors in Bhutan (BBS, 2013).

Her Majesty has also signed a memorandum of understanding with the National Board for
Certified Counselors, Inc. and Affiliates (NBCC) in the United States to help Bhutan develop a board
for certified counselors. To date, NBCC has helped MoE, MoH, Youth Development Foundation,
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Chithuen Phendhey Association, BNCA, Royal University of Bhutan, and RENEW through volunteer
placement and training counselors in mental health (Guth et al., 2015).

There is strong support for professionalizing counseling among these stakeholders. Many
initiatives have been taken towards the development of counseling services in the country to address the
increasing mental health issues caused by child abuse, domestic violence, cross-border trafficking,
exploitation, prostitution, HIV, trauma, crises, emergencies, natural disasters, suicide, rape, substance
abuse, etc.

There is an urgent need for these stakeholders to create a professional identity and synergy
among them. This will allow the stakeholders to facilitate discussions on what is working well while
also addressing areas that need to be improved and facilitating actions that would address issues of
concern in the society. Creating an effective means of communication for people involved in areas of
the counseling profession in different institutions and ministries and developing systems in the society

that involve different stakeholders is important.

4.2. Bhutan Board for Certified Counselor (BBCC)

Bhutan Board for Certified Counselor (BBCC) was established in 2013 as a certification
body. BBCC will bring counseling professionals such as counselors, social workers, and psychologists
under one umbrella to develop professionalism and provide quality services to protect the clients as well
as the profession. The function of BBCC is to provide an excellent opportunity to validate and orient all
the counseling paraprofessionals working in Bhutan into the national standards of counseling in all
areas, clinical and non-clinical (The Bhutanese, 2013). The following acts and policy support the

development of the counseling profession.

1. The Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2013

2. Suicide Prevention in Bhutan — A Three Year Action Plan (July 2015—June 2018)
3. Bhutan Medical and Health Council Act (BMHCA)

4. Child Care and Protection Act 2013

Principles of counseling are based on the philosophy of the Noble Eightfold Path of Buddha’s
teaching: Right seeing, Right thought, Right speech, Right action, Right livelihood, Right effort, Right
mindfulness and Right contemplation.

The Bhutan Board awards Bhutanese counselor’s certification for Certified Counselors

(BBCC) in accordance with their education, qualifications, training and experience. The counselors
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are certified at the following levels:

Peer Counselors: This category consists of individuals who do not have a degree but are trained
through numerous short training programs and experiences in their relevant fields of expertise such as
rehabilitation, civil society organizations, and Drop in centers.

Associate Counselors: Diploma: This category consists of school counselors and others who have
obtained a Diploma in counseling.

Master Counselor: This category consists of counselors who have a master’s degree in counseling.
Supervisory Counselors: This category consists of counselors who have a master’s degree and

experience in supervision.

5. Conclusion

Bhutanese society is becoming increasingly complex and the effects are directly evident in the
mental health and wellbeing of the community, families, and individuals. Structured counseling service
is needed to help people reach their optimum level of achievement in varied life situations such as
educational, professional, vocational, moral, health, personal, and marital areas. The efforts of all stake-
holders are required to treat and prevent these problems which can have a serious impact on the mental
health of our people. Along with prevention services, the establishment of appropriate remedial and
developmental services is necessary to adequately address the situation in Bhutan. The above approaches
to helping people require competent professionals across all levels of our society (Dolkar, 2017).

A principal challenge for counseling in Bhutan is to bring together the existing practices with
new materials in a way that fits the changing culture and meets the distinct needs of this diverse nation.
This integration is challenging in part because traditional helping practices in Bhutan have not been
created from a written model but have been an undocumented part of life preserved in action rather than
in articulated constructs. Buddhism and traditional cultural values are so deeply rooted in the way of
living of the Bhutanese people that it is difficult to separate the one from the other. Thus, counseling
Bhutanese includes traditional elements such as neighborly helping, shamanistic intervention, Buddhist
practices, and current medical and lay approaches to mental health problems such as substance abuse,
sexual abuse and domestic violence. Bhutanese counselors are those professionals, whose credentials
are certified by the BBCC. Currently, there are around 147 certified counselors spread across different
organizations who are engaging and addressing personal and social concerns (Lhamu, 2017).

Counselors’ levels of training range from a few brief training programs to master’s degrees

earned outside the country. The public education system employs counselors in many schools, and a
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graduate level diploma program is in place for school counseling. A similar degree program is being
developed for counseling in the healthcare and social work contexts. A proposal has been submitted to
the government to create a cadre for the employment of counselors in the national health system, and

mental health training is provided to an increasing number and variety of health workers.
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