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Abstract 
Rituals thrive in all cultures of the sphere and have been used in dealing with life issues.  

Rituals play a significant role in the healing process in traditional African setting. We are all 

incomparable and should be treated uniquely. Personal construct therapy by George A. Kelly 

underpins this study. From the theory, Kelly derived a psychotherapy approach and also a 

technique called the repertory grid interview that helped his patients to analyse their own 

constructs.  Research questions that guided this work were: How do counsellors understand 

and integrate African rituals into counselling process? What cultural values do counsellors 

apply in the healing process?  What influences pose challenges to Counselling practices in 

African context? What are the motivating factors in the counsellors in Africa? The data 

instrument used was a qualitative phenomenological research design. Non-probability 

sampling techniques were used to select a sampled size of 21 students and 9 lecturers from 

three Universities in the department of Counselling Psychology. The tools for data collection 

included semi- structured interview and observational check lists.  The interview was coded 

and presented in a narrative form. The study therefore recommended that African counsellors 

should use heuristic approach, such as rituals, natural abilities and acquired skills to best 

effect and to help clients live more fruitfully. Some of the rituals like prayer, songs, dance, 

and incantations should be considered in counselling. 
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Historical Background of Healing Technique in Africa 

African psychology is ultimately concerned with understanding the systems of meaning of 

human Being, the features of human functioning, and the restoration of normal/natural order 

to human development (Association of Black Psychologists, 2017). As such, it is used to 

resolve personal and social problems and to promote optimal functioning (Okpalaenwe, 

2016). Healing techniques are those methods applied by counsellors in their helping 

relationship with their clients which start with the recognition that culture is highly relevant to 

people’s everyday behavior. Our values, shared history, experiences, and languages affect 

how we see things, feel, and what matters to us. Chery (2006) asserted that African centered 

psychology, as a system of thought and action, examines the processes that allow for the 

illumination and liberation of the Spirit.  

This is a spirituality which begins with an insistence on the absolute worth of the 

person and then extends this outwards to all that is. Okpalaenwe (2014) stated that “The 

whole person is one who has discovered the balance between the physical, the psychological 

and the spiritual. Some people are spiritually well but psychologically sick. Some who are 

psychologically well can be sick in spirit. What we call sickness from my own understanding 

is the physical manifestation of this imbalance between the spiritual and the psychological. 

Most pastors are ignorant of these things and they ascribe every situation as ‘spiritual’ (p. 6). 

In traditional African community, the wisdom provided by elders was part of the valued 

counselling in the families and communities.  

 

African way of Counseling 

Rituals thrive in all cultures of the globe and have been used in dealing with life issues.  

Rituals play a significant role in the healing process in traditional African setting. We are all 

unique and should be treated uniquely. In line with Kelly’s Personal construct theory in 

1950s, counselling in Africa should incorporate some ways of traditional healing technique in 

the process of counselling healing. This seemed not to have been happening as the counsellors 

in Africa are trained only in the ways of western way of counselling. 

Turaki (2016) indicated that the wisdom and knowledge of our African native land 

were transferred through folklore, storytelling and verbal skillful sharing from one generation 

to the next through the family members and elders.  These natural methods of healing seem to 

be swallowed up by the advent of western way of therapy (Okpalaenwe, 2016). Before the 

advent of western way of Counselling, Africans have Herbalists/traditional healers, 

Spiritualists/Diviners, and Faith Healers (Ashu, and Agbor, 2011).  

 

Herbalist 

Herbalist or Traditional Healer is a woman or man who has verse knowledge of the medicinal 

uses of plants and uses the knowledge to help others. Their concern is to heal and care for the 

sick using herbs. Okpalaenwe (2014) indicated that Herbalism is the art of collecting, 

conserving, utilizing and application of medicinal plants for the care and prevention of 

illnesses and for the promotion of physical, emotional and spiritual well-being. Herbalists can 

help to reduce the anxiety caused by the illness and when the illness is healed, it heals the 
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emotional traumas that come with it. In this way they also act as counsellors in a traditional 

way. 

Herbalists believe that every disorder has a corresponding plant or animal product that 

can neutralize its effect (Adodo, 2000). They use elements of plants like leaves, roots, seeds 

and barks. They may be used in isolation or combined with mud, and heap earth and small 

animals. These herbs are normally processed into any of the following forms: concoctions, 

emulsions, ointments and powders. The solvents they use vary like water, alcohol, honey and 

oil. The routes of administration of the herbs take forms like oral, inhalations, enemas, 

instillations into the nostrils, eyes and the ears. This also heals the physical illness as well as 

emotional and psychological. Okpalaenwe (2014) explained that People haunted by bad 

memories of their experiences, for instance, cannot be cured by clinical means or by pastors 

alone. 

 

Divination 

Adodo (2000) asserts that Diviners are those who deal with oracles through which they get 

messages from the God and tell what may happen in the future. Divination (from Latin 

divinare “to foresee, to be inspired by a god”, related to divinus, divine) is an attempt to gain 

insight into a question or situation by way of an occultism, standardized process or ritual. 

They interpret the signs, events, or omen through alleged contact with a supernational agency 

(Humphrey, 2018).  Africans believe that the living and the spirits are in constant communion. 

This is also one of the most powerful diagnostic counselling tools (Brown, 2006).  

Okpalaenwe (2014) states that Divination can be seen as a systematic method with 

which to organize what appear to be disjointed, random facets of existence such that they 

provide insight into a problem at hand. This will accurately direct the traditional practitioner 

to the etiology, forecast and the management of the condition. They use varied means for this 

purpose depending on one's training orientation. These are sacred objects that represent 

different aspects of people’s life like death, happiness, riches and childbirth. These objects are 

thrown like a dice on the ground and clues to the clients’ problems are interpreted from the 

configuration of the items. The gods speak to them through these items. The common media 

are cowries, ordeals, soothsayers and mirror/palm/water gazing. 

 

Faith Healers 

The Faith healers use mostly divination in diagnosing the conditions, especially the 

unexplainable, and assume charismatic roles during healing sessions. They wear particular 

regalia which serve both for the therapeutic and identification purposes for their clients. 

Although they attend to all types of illnesses, they deal mostly with the dissociative and 

anxiety disorders. Faith healers try to blend traditional values and those of Christianity in their 

healing rituals (Musyimi, Mutiso, Nandoya, and Ndetei, 2016).  Faith healers use Holy Water 

as well as elements that combine both traditional religion and indigenous practices, such as 

the singing of hymnals, dancing, practices in the sacrificing of animals, use of natural 

pharmaceuticals and occult practices.  

Therapists should be equipped with spiritual discipline not to impose their spirituality 

to the clients but to give space for the promptings of the visible and invisible to meet and the 

client can be at home with the Cosmic unity (Alexandria, 2014). Grace of God cannot be 

compelled to occur (Corey, 2018). But there must be something in the therapist that can make 

that experience to occur. We need a spiritual discipline, connectedness between all things and 

all beings despite their self-evident differences and unique characteristics (American 

Psychological Association, 2016). 
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Personal Resilience Development Therapy 

Resilience is that active coping mechanism that enables a person develop the ability to 

maintain normal functioning despite adversity (Haglund, Cooper, Southwick & Charney, 

2017). Based on the responses of participants, it was discovered that many people tried to 

return to their normal routine when they take their minds off their situation. They derive 

consolation and understanding from significant other in their life, either a parent, and elder, a 

spouse or a friend. Some people also believe that through such a network, one person’s 

problem becomes the community’s problem and hence, illness frequency was reduced. This is 

part of African behaviour because Africa is more of community orientated (Okpalaenwe, 

2016). 

 

Healing Techniques used in the Traditional African Healing 

Detailed History Taking: This is the most important diagnostic method used by most 

traditional healers. This method is where the healer takes a very detailed physical and 

psychosocial history of the client. They take a detailed history of the signs like bizarre content 

of speech, removing clothes, untidy appearance, being withdrawn and looking frightened, 

nightmares, duration and the relieving agents for the condition (Munyaradzi, 2011).  

  They also make use of information gathered from secondary sources like co-workers, 

relatives and friends about the nature of onset and the symptomatology. They use this to serve 

as baseline information to establish the diagnosis and also to assess the progress of the 

treatment made. Questions are asked to reveal the illness in the context of the patient’s life: 

social relationships, physical environment and spiritual relationships. Healers may ask 

questions like: Do you have enemies? Does anyone wish you ill? Do you want something you 

can’t have? Are your ancestors displeased with you for any reason? (Harley, 2006).  

 

Interviews 

During the interviews, they use certain techniques that facilitate therapeutic communication. 

These include paraphrasing the sentences of the client, using open-ended questions, focusing 

on the conversation, body language and using therapeutic touches on the client. More often 

than not, the clients present the etiology of their conditions to the healers indirectly after the 

anamnesis (ability to recall past experiences) (Sherko, Sotiri, & lika, 2013). It is also 

therapeutic since the client is given the chance to vent out the feelings.  They also do 

inspection, palpation and percussion on the client to facilitate and also validate their diagnoses 

after the history taking. This physical examination is also highly therapeutic for the clients 

(Engard, 2017). 

 

Therapeutic Interventions and integration into counselling process 

According to Sherko et al. (2013), the traditional healers use a lot of applied psychology and 

counselling during the healing sessions. In interviewing the clients, they use the same 

techniques in responding therapeutically which include paraphrasing, clarifying, using open-

ended questions and focusing. All these methods help the patients to ventilate the feeling 

which can be highly therapeutic. 

 

Psychotherapy: The healers use the following techniques during counselling to help create a 

therapeutic effect in their clients depending on one’s training and orientation: music, 

confession, bible quotations and therapeutic intervention.  

 

Music and Drama therapy: Both drama therapy and music as used for emotional problems 

dated back to the Biblical times when David used to play music for Saul when he was 
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tormented mentally. The Holy Book reported that the latter was instantly healed by the music 

(1 Samuel 16:14-23). In the same way, the traditional healers have equally endorsed the 

importance of music as a form of therapy. Those who employ these approaches teach the 

clients therapeutic songs which portray the impression that the Supreme Being is the anchor 

upon which they are leaning. The clients also drum, dance and socialize with each other 

during such occasions. This also fastens the `team spirit' amongst the members therefore 

cushioning the emotional problems (Malchiodi, 2014).  

 

Confessions/ openness 

Using this approach, clients are asked to confess their sins and offer sacrifices to pacify the 

gods. Some do deliverances after the confession and it helps them to recover very fast after 

the ventilation. Bible Quotations: The clients are normally given quotations from the Bible 

which is relevant to their respective problems. Examples of such quotations include: Mt. 6:25-

31 where Christ entreats his followers to resist anxiety and Mt. 8:1-9 where he healed a 

variety of diseases. In addition to this, the clients are normally asked to fast and perform 

certain occult practices.  

 

Challenges to Traditional Healing Practices and Counselling Practices in African 

Context? 

Traditional medicine, especially African traditional medicine does not get the credit it 

deserves. Unlike Chinese traditional medicine or healing such as acupuncture which has 

always gotten world respect, African medicines are often quickly dismissed as voodoo, cult or 

junk science. Every society has various systems in place to maintain and restore well-being 

(Figueras & McKee 2012:5).  

In a study by Peu (2000), participants, specifically traditional healers mentioned that 

they were also concerned that mixing traditional and western medicine could delay the 

healing process or nullify the treatment process and cause complications and, thus, warned 

their patients about it. The traditional healers’ delays in referring patients to the professional 

counsellors, also contributed to the negative attitude towards traditional health practitioners 

(Mafumadi & Sodi, 1999).   Omonzejele (2017) stated that one of the main constraints of 

African traditional healers is the lack of uniform code of ethics to protect the clients, 

practitioners and the society. The practitioners are also given paternalism in which they 

decide everything for the client which does not allow the clients to be active in the decision 

making of their health issues. These practices should give room to autonomy for the clients.  

 

Methodology 

The data instrument used was a qualitative phenomenological research design.  Non-

probability sampling techniques were used to select a sampled size of 21 students and 9 

lecturers from three Universities in the department of Counselling Psychology.  

The tools for data collection include semi- structured interview and observational check lists, 

classroom teaching and discussions.  The interview was transcribed and presented in a 

narrative form.  

 

Research Questions 

1. How do counsellors understand and integrate African rituals into counselling process?  

2. What cultural values do counsellors apply in the healing process?   

3. What influences pose challenges to Counselling practices in African context? 

4. What are the motivating factors in the counsellors in Africa? 
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Questions were generated from the 4 research questions and emerging themes were collated 

and presented in a narrative forms with direct quotes from the participants. The students are 

coded with numbers 1 to 21, while the lecturers are coded alphabetically, A to 1.  

 

Target Actions  

The researcher generated the questions from the research questions. The participants were the 

Master’s Degree students in psycho spirituality training Institute and the lecturers. Invariably, 

they are the right group to respond to the questions. They came from 10 countries in Africa: 

Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, Ethiopia, Uganda, Eritrea, Tanzania, Cameroon, Congo, Zambia, The 

data instrument used was qualitative phenomenological research design.  Non-probability 

sampling technique was used to select a sampled size of 21 students and 9 lecturers from the 

Universities in the department of Counselling Psychology.   The researcher is also the 

lecturer. She interacted and discussed extensively with students in the classroom to share their 

thoughts concerning the African traditional way of healing and their understanding of African 

way of counselling. The researcher observed that they provided robust data about the 

phenomenon under study. There was 100 percent response from respondents.  The number of 

male who participated were more 24 (90%) than female 6 (10%). This is because there were 

more male students doing the course from where the interview was taken and also more male 

than female lecturers. There are 5 students who are practicing as counsellors before they came 

to study. 

  

Analysis 

The response from the participants was analyzed according to the four research questions. 

There was a lot of discussion and interaction with the respondents in the classroom setup 

before they were interviewed. Observation was made as the interaction was going on. The 

Participants discussed ways clients are counselled when they come up with issues of illness, 

physical, spiritual, emotional and psychological. 15 participants agreed that Africans perceive 

counselling as giving advice, the older person is expected to counsel the younger one, 

Traditional and spiritual leaders are assumed to be good counsellors who take care of body 

and soul, the family members have been acting as good counsellors, counsellors are wise 

elders, people of moral integrity in the community. Traditional counselling practices include 

wise elders, family members, (Uncle and Aunts) traditional Leaders, and professional 

counsellors.  

 

African healing rituals from different African Cultures 

 Participants (2018) assert that the concept of God is central in African ritual and plays a 

prominent role in its healing ministry. Participants affirmed that African healing is influenced 

by natural cycles of days, seasons and natural occurrences and the accepted realities of the 

physician. African visual and performing arts are often used in the trials and dramas of life to 

achieve the goals of physical and spiritual health, balance, and well-being. Participants (2018) 

identified Processes of healing used in a variety of ways, which include masquerades, prayers, 

music, and dance among others, to express such ideas and concepts. African healing rituals   

use water in addition to prayers to heal pains. Storytelling and cultural experiences are shared 

and it helps to relieve anxiety, emotional pains. Some African healers beat their clients as 

form of healing.  

  All the participants accept that storytelling and experiences (30) helps to reduce 

anxiety and emotional pains, therefore should be incorporated in counselling. Music and 

dance are also on the high recommendation (27) followed by concept of God (20) and prayer 
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(25). Research also identified different cultures that also use these rituals. Participants 

identified 60 cultures from 50 African countries and some of the rituals for counselling. 

 

 
Figure 1: African healing rituals from different cultures 

The necessity for African traditional healers to integrate with counsellors?  

Participants asserted that African traditional healers can work hand in hand with Professional 

counsellors.  They could sever as referral centers for clients who have strong faith in African 

Traditional Healing (ATH) and those who have issues which conventional Psychospiritual 

therapy cannot help.   ATH practitioners have something to offer voiced by participants 

(2018). Integration would enrich the healing and counselling outcomes. Understanding, 

respect, and approach through client’s own cultural worldview may be very useful in the 

healing process. 

Responses from Participants A 

 

If these traditional healers are able to do a lot in bringing healing to people 

through herbs, charms and other methods. I think using counselling will as 

well boost their healing method and help their clients better. It will help them 

in knowing ways to assist their clients. Conceptualizing them will make them 

more comprehensible and accessible for others to make use of in helping more 

people (Interview 15th March, 2018). 

 

However, Participant 4 and 11 have different perspective.  

 

The integration of traditional healing method and counselling healing could be 

a challenge since each culture has its own understanding of belief systems. The 

methods and styles may be difficult to harmonise as well as bring it to 

acceptability to other communities (Interview 15
th

 March, 2018). 

 

Not all participants believe that the integration of the two ways will be possible. But some 

aspects of each that are familiar could be incorporated like taking of history, paraphrasing, 

listening to story and affirming clients genuinely. 
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Cultural values African Counsellors apply in the healing process?  

All the Participants rated Respect. Positive communication, gifts and hospitality are very 

important. Time is not strictly adhered to in cultural context.  Things fall into place as they 

unfold. Future scheduled times can’t be rushed, and thinking so will only make one more and 

more frustrated.  African culture will teach you to be flexible.  If a plan gets shut down or 

changes drastically, you can accept it and continue with a positive attitude. Initially Africans 

do not publicly show anger, frustration, or impatience, Africans have incredible self-control, 

being careful not to offend or shame anyone in public (Wiens, 2017). Things are changing. 

One could see people now express their anger violently in public (Participant, 2018).  

Wiens asserts that Gifts are received with Both Hands - Refusing a gift is a sign of 

rejection. In line with gift is hospitality; Africans are very gracious and grateful people, they 

love to show appreciation even when they have paid for the service done. This is where 

western ethics differ from African understanding of showing appreciation. Participants 

support this expression of appreciation and argued that modern counselling should reconsider 

gifts as a sign of love and not exploitation (Participants 12
th
 June, 2018).  

Participants deliberated on whether African hospitality in counselling should be seen 

as a dual relationship. Conversely, 50% of the participants said that it may not be wise to 

allow dual relationship because some levels of African hospitality could get in the way of the 

counselling process if not handled properly. African hospitality is seen and understood as a 

genuine act of gratitude and warmth without any desire to manipulate. However this should 

not be encouraged while therapy is ongoing. Preferably it should be done after termination. 

Outside therapy, gifts and hospitality are great African cultural values. It is part of our life 

(Participants Interview, 2018).  

 

Challenges to Counseling practices in African context 

The participants came up with the following challenging points: There is no relationship after 

counseling sessions; Gifts should not be accepted, seeing counselling as giving advice. The 

idea that counselling is for people with mental disorders. Western culture has diluted 

indigenous culture due to urbanization. Superstitious beliefs, keeping of secrets to protect 

family/clan members, too many dialects/languages, The idea of counselling being a forum for 

discussing your problem with a total stranger  (Participants Interview, 2018).  

There seem to be restrictions in western counselling that are not compatible with 

African way of relationship with their clients. For instances, it is unethical for counsellors to 

relate with their clients in a close range until after 2 to 3 years of termination. While African 

traditional healers can visit their clients even in their homes without restriction, western 

counsellors cannot do that for fear of ethical violation. The different between African way and 

western way is that African advice clients while western counselling approach is based on the 

resource of the client to final solution. The idea of allowing clients to come to better solution 

seems ideally since they will take responsibility for the resolutions made in counseling. 

 

Need for confidentiality in African Traditional Healing 

Participants assert that confidentiality is very important because lack of confidentiality in 

some cases have caused revenge attacks and destruction of relationships. Lack of 

confidentiality violates the respect and dignity that is due of each person. It can lead to 

victimization and stigmatization, leaving people exposed and vulnerable. Participants (2018) 

assert that many practitioners of traditional healing are ignorance of how confidentiality 

works. It is a sign of fake healers and it is bad. Traditional healers should be educated on the 

dignity of the patient first, then the health. So, they should ensure confidentiality.  
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Participant A said that ‘African healers operate from perspective different from 

professional counselling – some healing process as they understand it involves community 

healing therefore, confidentiality may not be applicable in all situations’. This might be true 

since some clients may not be open to the process especially the minors. They may need their 

family members who they trust to get involved with their sessions (interview, 2018). 

Participants (2018) suggested that by creating awareness of the advantages and 

positive outcomes of counselling through psycho-education: workshop, seminars, and 

community outreaches. Education - through debriefing and free group counselling when there 

is a disaster/calamity and also public talks on counselling. Presenting counselling as equally 

important as medicine has made people begin to avail themselves to the opportunity to receive 

counselling. African traditional healers should also be integrated into the basic and tertiary 

school curriculum in the African schools. It should, however, be made a compulsory paper 

just like pharmacy in all the Health Training Institutions in Africa. Instead of viewing it as a 

primitive form of therapy in modern society, this measure will help the youth to study and 

rediscover the valuable knowledge of treatment.   

 

Conclusion 

Some of the African Healing techniques that are in line with western technique should be 

maintained. With this important historical and cultural background, it is important to 

appreciate that psychotherapy in Africa remains a sine qua non in all activities in which 

human suffering or distress has to be alleviated. It is a system of specialized techniques 

practiced by men and women who are greatly respected within the community – men and 

women who, through self-denial, dedication, prolonged meditation and training, have 

discovered the secrets of the healing art and its magic. These practitioners are thought to 

possess mystical characteristics, charisma and affectionate eccentricity. It will be proper to 

have ethical standards but must use the values that are particular to Africans. It will be good 

to have African standard ethical rules because some traditional healers violate the rights of 

their clients. Some healers are not genuine as well and not educated in what they claim to do. 

There is need to introduce ethical standard which would be a good idea to promote healthy 

and safe healing practice. Where possible, it is necessary to avoid western mentality or ideas. 

 

Recommendation 

The governments of Africa Countries should stop paying lip services to African traditional 

medicine but take immediate pragmatic measures to improve their practices in the following 

ways. Organize the African traditional practitioners into associations where they can be given 

basic knowledge on mental health with certificates to practice. Enough budgetary allocation 

should be made available to the section and be managed by officials who are committed in 

restoring African traditional healing. The African traditional practitioners should be taught of 

the need to plant herbs, preserve them and the proper harvesting methods of the herbs. Those 

who are gifted with the knowledge of herbs should teach others so that it does not die.  

Some of the African healing technique that are recommended by the participants 

should be taught and incorporated into counselling skills not just for Africans alone but for 

non-Africans and encourage them to look into their cultures and include any technique that 

can help to heal their people. There is variety of media including prayers, music, and dance, 

storytelling among others, to express such ideas and concept which help to relieve anxiety and 

emotional pains. Professional counselors lack in-depth knowledge of African rituals and so 

tend not to appreciate them or consider them in their practice, but the trend is changing. This 

study recommends that student’s counsellors should learn and use some of the good rituals as 

seen in this study. Concept of God is central in African ritual and plays a prominent role in its 
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healing ministry. The relationships between humans and spirits, their wills, needs, and 

personalities are important in the healing process. In all human interventions, it is God who 

heals. 
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