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Abstract 

Over 92% of Costa Ricans are Roman Catholic Christians.  The counseling of Latino 

Christian clients in Costa Rica and the United States was explored in this qualitative research 

study.  We attempted to understand counseling experiences by interviewing counselors in Costa 

Rica and the United States.  Phenomenologically informed methods were used to explore cultural 

contexts and diverse issues regarding counseling Latino Christian clients. 
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Counseling Latino Christians in Costa Rica and the United States 

The Hispanic population is the fastest growing group in the United States (U.S.), and by 

2025, 25% of the K–12 population of youths is projected to be Hispanic individuals (Vela–Gude 

et al., 2009).  Based on these projections, researchers have suggested that counselors enhance 

knowledge of the Hispanic culture because the great majority of Hispanic individuals are 

Catholic Christians and are influenced by family relationships (Carranza, 2007; Lehoucq, 2010; 

McColl, 2007; World Factbook, 2011).  For the purpose of providing better counseling services 

to the Hispanic population, four Latino counselor participants were interviewed to explore 

counseling issues of Latino Christians in Costa Rica and the U.S.  We aimed to collect data from 

the Latin American population which has much in common with Hispanic culture and to enhance 

counselors’ knowledge of counseling Hispanic individuals in the U.S. We further explored 

ethical concerns regarding counseling Christians clients who struggle with religious issues. 

The Religion of the Latin American Population in Costa Rica 

According to The World Factbook (2011), 94% of the population in Costa Rica is Latin 

Americans, and over 92% of the population is Roman Catholic Christians.  As a consequence, 

religious authorities and the role of Catholic churches have significantly affected society and 

individuals’ decision–making in Costa Rica (Carranza, 2007; Lehoucq, 2010; McColl, 2007).  It 

is recommended that counselors understand how religious beliefs and family dynamics influence 

individuals’ psychological health and decision–making (Delkeskamp–Hayes, 2010; Garzon, 

Worthington, & Worthington, 2009; Hankle, 2010; McMinn, Staley, Webb, & Seegobin, 2010; 

Reinert, Edwards, & Hendrix, 2009; Sisemore et al., 2011). 
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Religious Impact on the Hispanic Culture 

It is crucial that researchers and counselors explore how cultural beliefs, family 

orientation, family values, social contexts, and religion affect Hispanic populations’ 

psychological health and willingness of seeking counseling (Mizock, & Russinova, 2013; 

Wallace, Pomery, Latimer, Martinez, & Salovey 2010).  According to Wallace et al. (2010), 

cultural beliefs influence the Hispanic population’s psychological health.  The impact of 

collectivism might result in Hispanic individuals’ reluctance in seeking professional counseling 

(Hoogasian & Lijtmaer, 2010).  Counselors are encouraged to explore Hispanic clients’ spiritual 

beliefs that affect their irrational thoughts, avoidance of seeking counseling, and judgments of 

themselves (Hoogasian & Lijtmaer, 2010).  

Resistance to Seek Counseling among Latino and Hispanic Populations 

The majority of Hispanic individuals view professional counseling and school counseling 

as new services that are unavailable to them; regardless counseling is a common service in the 

U.S. (Vela–Gude et al., 2009).  According Lane and Addis (2005), Latino males in the U.S. and 

Costa Rica overwhelmingly avoid counseling; masculine gender roles and social influences 

contribute to Hispanic males’ reluctance to seek counseling services.  Hispanic individuals view 

counseling as a service offered to a person with a mental health problem, and Hispanic elders 

consider that they should discuss emotional issues with family doctors instead of counselors 

(Dupree, Herrera, Tyson, Yuri, & King–Kallimanis, 2010).  Additionally, Vela–Gude et al. 

(2009) reported that several factors hindering Hispanic individuals from seeking counseling 

include: (a) inadequate information, (b) a lack of accessibility, (c) inadequate cultural treatment 

plans, and (d) low motivation.  Hispanic individuals often encounter language barriers when 

receiving counseling in the U.S. (Dupree et al., 2010).  Counselors can help this population 
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overcome reluctance to seek counseling by promoting psychoeducational workshops and 

facilitating culturally sensitive interventions. 

Christian Clients’ Requests for Prayers 

Issues regarding spirituality have increased considerably in mental health services (Weld 

& Eriksen, 2007).  Spiritual interventions such as prayers can be used to promote clients’ well–

being based on their requests.  McMinn et al. (2010) argued that praying with clients is 

inappropriate.  However, Weld and Eriksen (2007) asserted that praying together is a respectful 

way to fulfill clients’ requests and needs.  A therapeutic alliance can be enhanced through the 

counselor’s sensitivity and openness when responding to clients, including those requests for 

prayers (Weld & Eriksen, 2007).  Based on clients’ requests, prayers may be used as an 

intervention to increase clients’ cognitive awareness, especially if a person struggles with 

depression or somatic symptoms (Weld & Eriksen, 2007).  Prayers used as an intervention can 

help relieve clients from their feelings of guilt (McMinn et al., 2010) and may be used to 

enhance their cognitive awareness regarding psychological concerns or distress.  Clients often 

gain confidence in achieving their therapeutic goals through their prayers. McMinn et al. (2010) 

argued that there is no clear guideline for responding to Christian clients’ asking for prayers in 

counseling.  Ultimately, counselors should respond to Christian clients’ requests respectfully and 

professionally. 

Counselors are encouraged to pay special attention to professional boundaries with 

clients, especially when Catholic clients use counseling as a confession for releasing their 

feelings of guilt as they accept the counselor’s responses of empathy and support (Delkeskamp–

Hayes, 2010).  Catholic confessions typically include requests for forgiveness regarding negative 

behaviors and emotions (Whittington & Scher, 2010).  Counselors could explore with clients 
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their feelings of guilt when clients transfer the need to being forgiven to counselors (McMinn et 

al., 2010). 

Ethical Concerns of Exploring Religious Issues 

The majority of Latinos accept Catholicism because of traditional culture and social 

connections (Edwards, Haglund, Fehring, & Pruszynski, 2011).  Over 80% of Hispanic 

individuals in the U.S. are Catholic (Perl, Greely, & Gray, 2006).  The majority of Latinos in 

Costa Rica and Hispanic individuals in the U.S. share Catholicism.  Counselors should respect 

ethical guidelines and boundaries when helping Christian clients deal with their religious 

concerns (Weld & Eriksen, 2007).  Counselors might experience ethical dilemmas when clients 

request prayers or explore biblical scriptures during counseling sessions. Counselors should 

enhance their ethical training and comprehend ethical guidelines (Schneller, Swenson, & 

Sanders, 2010).  Therefore, counselors are encouraged to assess any possible ethical violations 

and ethical concerns they may have for the purpose of exploring clients’ religious concerns and 

facilitating appropriate application of prayers (Weld & Eriksen, 2007).  According to the 

American Counseling Association (ACA) Code of Ethics (2014), counselors are required to 

avoid acts of judgment and discrimination against clients.  Section C.5 of the Code indicates that 

counselors do not condone or engage in discrimination based on several factors including 

religion and spirituality (ACA, 2014).  The ACA Code of Ethics defines the guidelines for 

ethical practice and decision–making based on Kitchener’s (1984) ethical principles of 

autonomy, nonmaleficence (not causing others harm), beneficence (benefiting others, fairness), 

justice, and fidelity.  These five principles have significant implications for counselors who 

counsel clients who have religious concerns and spiritual issues. 
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to explore counseling experiences with Christian clients by 

interviewing counselors in Costa Rica and the U.S.  This was done with the hope that such 

information will increase counselors’ awareness and knowledge of religious impacts on Latinos 

and Hispanic individuals in counseling because religion impacts these individuals’ concerns and 

support systems (Tovar, 2015).  The challenges, ethical concerns, and religious issues of 

counseling Christian clients were explored in this qualitative study.  The research question was: 

What are counselors’ experiences of counseling Latino and Hispanic Christian clients?  The 

interview questions regarding experiences of counseling Christian clients in this study included: 

(a) What are your experiences or difficulties when counseling Christian clients? (b) What issues 

do Christian clients typically bring to counseling? (c) Do Christian clients ask for prayers? (d) 

Do Christian clients seek meanings from biblical scriptures during their counseling? (e) Do you 

feel called by God to be a counselor? and (f) How do clients’ and counselors’ religious beliefs 

affect counseling? 

Method 

A qualitative research method enables researchers to gather and interpret insights, 

meanings, and experiences from the participants (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  This research 

method further allows researchers to gain holistic viewpoints from the participants and enhance 

their knowledge of phenomena from participants’ perspectives (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006; 

Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  Given these strengths, a qualitative research method was used to 

explore Latino counselors’ experiences of counseling Latin American and Hispanic Christian 

clients in Costa Rica and the U.S.  The phenomenological approach chosen allows researchers to 

capture participants’ experiences and concerns through the participant’s lens (Gay et al., 2006) 
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and allows for a depiction of participants’ counseling experiences (Garza, Kinsworthy, & Watts, 

2009). 

Participants 

There were four participants in this research study; two counselor participants resided in 

Costa Rica, and two counselor participants resided in the U.S.  The sample size ranging from one 

to five was effective for a phenomenological qualitative research (Polkinghorne, 1989 as cited in 

Creswell, 2007).  The four participants were recruited through purposeful sampling.  Creswell 

(2007) asserted that purposeful sampling allows researchers to collect data that can best represent 

the target population.  The primary author targeted Latin American counselors for the purpose of 

better exploring counseling experiences from their perspectives. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Open–ended questions help researchers focus on participants’ experiences, sharing, and 

processes (Creswell, 2007).  Five categories of open–ended questions were used in the individual 

interview to enable the participants to share their experiences, worldviews, and emotions.  

Pseudonyms were employed to report results and respect confidentiality of participants. 

The interviews were conducted in various formats.  Face–to–face interviews were 

conducted with the two secular counselors—one professional counselor in Costa Rica and one 

Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC) in the U.S.  Both of these two professional and secular 

counselors provided counseling services in elderly nursing homes.  The face–to–face interview 

with the professional counselor in Costa Rica was conducted in English because this participant 

spoke fluent English.  The third interview was conducted with a Christian LPC at a biblical 

counseling center in the U.S. through a 90–minute phone call. The fourth interview was 

conducted with a professional counselor who was also a pastor in Costa Rica; this discussion 
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through email messaging that included all the interview questions.  A faculty member of the 

English program of the University of Costa Rica helped interpret the email interview from 

Spanish into English.  The English translation of the email interview was provided to the 

participant in Costa Rica for his review to enhance the accuracy of data collection.   

Data Analysis 

Constant comparison analysis is a process of matching the findings from data collection 

with emergent themes (Creswell, 2007).  All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 

into transcripts for the data analysis.  A three–member coding team was composed of two 

doctoral students in the counseling program and the primary researcher. This three–member 

coding team provided triangulation of the data analysis. Triangulation is defined as a method of 

analyzing themes across cases and data through different researchers (Hill et al., 2005; Shank, 

2006). A constant comparative analysis was used for this study to amplify the reliability of 

emergent themes shared by the participants.  This analysis corresponds to the phenomenological 

tradition and the need to bracket researchers’ values in order to accurately explore participants’ 

experiences through their unique worldviews and backgrounds.  This analysis started from open 

coding of meaningful units, including words, phrases, and paragraphs (Tsai, Morisky, Kagawa–

Singer, & Ashing–Giwa, 2011).  As noted by Sin (2010), the validity and reliance of interviews 

was validated through contextual analysis. We discussed and examined our researcher biases to 

decrease the researcher effect on research and to increase interrater reliability of the data 

collection and analysis (Creswell, 2007).  Our researcher biases included the issues that (a) 

prayers might increase clients’ awareness and (b) prayers might help clients address their 

concerns. 
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Results 

The results of this inquiry revealed four themes that included: (a) feelings of guilt, (b) 

religious requests, (c) rapport and intervention, and (d) ethical concerns regarding religion.  

Definitions and thematic information were derived from the participant voices in addition to the 

etic process implemented to categorize emergent experiences related to researchers.  All 

participants shared experiences of ethical concerns regarding religious issues and helping clients 

explore their feelings of guilt toward religious beliefs. 

Theme 1: Feelings of Guilt 

All four participants discussed their clients’ feelings of guilt when experiencing conflicts 

between personal and religious beliefs.  Betty, a LPC who is employed in a home for elder 

people in the U.S., described, “A couple of clients felt guilty about conflicts between personal 

feelings and religious beliefs.  Clients kept questioning ‘why’ instead of relying on God.”  Paul, 

a Christian counselor and pastor in Costa Rica, noted, “It is more about their spiritual growth and 

human conflicts that I deal with.”  Lynn, a secular counselor in a home for the elderly in Costa 

Rica, stated, “Some clients suffered from guilt feelings because they did not want to interact with 

their neighbors.”  Mary, a LPC and a Christian Counselor in a biblical counseling center in the 

U.S., shared, “They struggled with making their own decisions or depending on God.”  Feelings 

of guilt related to struggles and conflicts seemed to cause Christian clients’ psychological 

distress. 

Theme 2: Religious Requests 

All four participants shared their experiences and emotions toward clients’ requests for 

prayers and scripture readings.  The secular counselor, Lynn, stated, “Most people in Costa Rica 
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are Catholic, and some clients asked me to pray for them.  I would pray for them only if that can 

help them feel relieved from psychological distress.”  The Christian counselor, Paul, stated: 

It happens sometimes [Clients asked me to pray for them].  It is comforting for those 

people to feel God is going to help them.  I use it [prayer] because God’s words are more 

important for them than my words.  Sometimes, it [prayer] makes them happier. 

Mary, the LPC in a biblical counseling clinic, emphasized, “In our professional disclosure, 

clients knew it was Christian counseling, and they asked for prayers and scriptures.  These are 

used as tools to help them.”  The secular LPC, Betty, described, “My clients never asked me to 

pray for them.  They sometimes shared scriptures with me.  They always can memorize the 

scriptures.” 

Most Christian clients asked for prayers or shared biblical scriptures to help overcome 

their emotional or psychological distress.  When counselors used prayers or biblical scriptures in 

counseling, they used them as a religious intervention to help clients address their struggles in a 

respectful manner.  Based on the four participants’ responses, counselors may include praying 

during counseling at the clients’ requests. 

Theme 3: Build Rapport and Facilitate Intervention 

All four participants viewed religion as a tool to build rapport and facilitate intervention.  

Betty, the LPC in a secular counseling setting, emphasized, “Religion serves as a tool to foster 

my client’s emotions, spirituality, hope, and peace.  I can use religion to help clients gain 

resources and build rapport with clients.”  Paul, the professional counselor and pastor in Costa 

Rica, shared, “Christian clients have generally achieved better positive results than those who do 

not believe [in Christ].”  Mary, the LPC in a biblical clinic, stated, “Clients came to seek 

Christian counseling and used scriptures to help find their answers.”  The LPC in a secular 
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counseling setting, Betty described, “What I did was to help them process the meaning of the 

Bible to them.  I only used the verses that clients gave to me, and I never challenged their 

interpretations about the verses.”  In Costa Rica, the secular counselor Lynn responded, “Clients 

discuss scriptures with the pastor; they don’t share scriptures with me even though they 

sometimes asked for prayers in the session.”  The participants who used religion viewed it as a 

tool to build rapport with clients and facilitate interventions based on the clients’ requests and 

needs.  Religion helped counselors connect to their Christian clients, which benefited the 

counseling process. 

Theme 4: Ethical Concerns regarding Religion 

Ethical concerns about religion seemed to contribute to participants’ dilemmas in the 

counseling relationship.  Betty, the LPC in a nursing home for the elderly, expressed, “Some 

Christian clients wanted to preach to me, save my spirit, or dominate me.  I responded to their 

emotional changes when they tried to evangelize the session.  I would reflect my observation 

about their behavioral changes.”  Mary, the LPC in a biblical counseling clinic, shared, “Some 

clients’ images of God were too harsh or critical.  I was called to do counseling, and I had to set 

boundaries of not imposing my personal beliefs into counseling.  I believe God’s words are the 

best intervention.”  The Christian counselor, Paul, noted, “I only discuss my belief when clients 

ask.  I have to examine my personal values and avoid imposing my beliefs on clients.  If I have 

to say things against my personal beliefs, I would recommend another professional.”  Lynn, the 

professional counselor in a nursing home in Costa Rica, stated, “Some clients asked me to pray 

for them.  I would pray for them only if that can help them feel relieved from psychological 

distress.”  It appeared that the participants frequently have to remind themselves to examine their 
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ethical concerns toward religious issues and beliefs, especially when they counsel Christian 

clients. 

Discussion 

Researchers support the idea that faith promotes individuals’ health and enhances results 

in recovering from struggles (Delkeskamp–Hayes, 2010; Garzon et al., 2009; Reinert, 2009).  As 

noted by Reinert et al. (2009), counselors can use clients’ relationship with God to promote their 

autonomy and confidence to cope with emotional distress and life struggles because their strong 

relationship with God allows them to feel secure and safe enough to overcome their struggles, 

especially in stressful conditions (Reinert et al., 2009).  Based on the findings, clients’ 

perspectives of religious beliefs, as well as their feelings of guilt and personal conflicts affected 

their emotional distress and psychological issues.  It appeared that conflicts between personal 

expectations and interpersonal experiences contributed to clients’ feelings of discomfort, 

especially when they had high self–expectation toward religious practice.  Because over 90% of 

the population in Costa Rica are Latin American and Catholic (World Factbook, 2011), religious 

factors might cause Costa Ricans to treat others nicely as a good Christian act and blame 

themselves for not following the words of the Bible when they have negative emotions toward 

others.  Christianity might promote in Latin Americans a desire to enhance their personal goals, 

spiritual growth, and social interactions, but it might contribute to their fears of receiving 

criticisms and feelings of guilt.  This fear might be caused by either their religious beliefs or their 

high self–expectation.  However, the four participants appeared to use religious interventions to 

help clients explore their personal expectations and religious beliefs.  Exploring clients’ 

perspectives, faith, and relationship with God empowered them to address their concerns and 

facilitate alternatives to overcome their struggles confidently. 
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Elderly Christians in Costa Rica seemed to better separate religious issues from 

counseling issues compared to American Christian clients. It is possible that elderly Costa Ricans 

discuss their religious issues and guilty feelings through confession with their priests.  The 

secular counselor in Costa Rica mentioned that her elderly clients never initiated religious 

discussions because they discussed these issues with their priests. Her elderly clients only asked 

for prayers.  However, the LPC in the U.S. expressed feelings of annoyance regarding elderly 

clients’ spending time attempting to change her religious beliefs instead of seeking counseling.  

As perceived by the participants, elderly Christian clients in the U.S. considered religious 

concerns as part of their issues to be discussed in counseling, and elderly Christian clients in 

Costa Rica felt that religious issues should be separated from counseling.  It is possible that 

elderly Christian clients were trying to achieve their integrity through preaching to a secular 

counselor and attempting to save her spiritual life.  Individuals over 65 years old would seek 

integrity based on Erikson's stages of psychosocial development (Greene, Graham, & Morano, 

2010).  Based on Erikson’s eight stages of development, individuals in late adulthood tend to 

reflect on how they spent their life (Santrock, 2011).  Elderly individuals would feel satisfied 

when they achieve integrity or feel despair when they did not achieve their goals (Santrock, 

2011).  The LPC who worked at a nursing home in the U.S. seemed to skillfully help her elderly 

Christian clients explore their emotional and behavioral changes when they were trying to 

evangelize her. 

In Christian counseling, dealing with Christian clients’ requests for prayers or asking to 

share biblical scriptures is a common issue.  Four counselor participants in Costa Rica and the 

U.S. helped clients explore meanings and affects derived requests for prayers from them and the 

use of religion as an effective intervention.  Researchers advocated the ethical concern to never 
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impose religious values on clients (Richards & Bergin, 2005 as cited in Reinert et al., 2009).  All 

participants expressed that their awareness of dilemmas benefited them in their roles as 

professional counselors and in their professional relationships with clients.  The high awareness 

of the participants not only enabled them to examine ethical concerns, but also contributed to 

better interventions or strategies in helping clients. 

Limitations 

 In order to recruit participants who had profound experiences in counseling Christian 

clients, we recruited one Christian LPC who worked at a biblical counseling center in the U.S. 

and one professional counselor who is also a pastor in Costa Rica. These two counselors might 

encounter more Christian clients who have stronger beliefs in Christianity and request prayers in 

counseling because of the biblical nature of their calling. Hence, these two counselors might feel 

less comfortable to reject clients’ prayer requests in sessions. The interviews were conducted in 

three formats. One format was the face–to–face interview with a professional counselor who 

worked at a home for the elderly in Costa Rica and a LPC counselor who worked at a nursing 

home for the elderly in the U.S. Another format was the phone interview with a Christian LPC 

counselor who worked at a biblical counseling clinic in the U.S. The third format was the email 

interview with a professional counselor who is also a pastor in Costa Rica. These three types of 

format might influence the data collection procedures even though the participants were asked 

the same interview questions. The four counselor participants were all Latino counselors, which 

might limited the data collection of counseling experiences from counselors who are not Latinos. 

Counseling Recommendations and Future Research 

Reinert et al. (2009) noted that counselors should be culturally sensitive toward the 

religious and cultural values of their clients and that the clients’ Christianity might affect the 
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individuals’ social dynamics and psychological health.  Lane and Addis (2005) asserted that 

helping Latinos explore how gender roles and social influences affect their psychological 

concerns would decrease their resistance to continued counseling.  Counselors might be required 

to include religious influences regarding intervention strategies and treatment plans when 

counseling Latinos (Reinert et al., 2009).  Christian counselors might have to pay attention to 

their dual relationships as counselors and Christians, as well as cautiously explore religious 

authority’s impact on clients (Reinert et al., 2009).  It is possible that exploring how religious 

authority affects client’s psychological distress would be viewed as offensive to Latinos. 

Vela–Gude et al. (2009) asserted that counselors can better help Latino clients address 

counseling issues by enhanced cultural knowledge of Latin Americans in the U.S.  Because the 

majority of Latinos in Costa Rica and the U.S. share the Catholic faith, language, there may be 

similar cultural identities as well as a common reluctance to seek counseling (Edwards et al., 

2011).  Reinert et al. (2009) proposed tips to counsel Christian clients: (a) examine conflicts 

between their religious and therapeutic goals, (b) integrate cultural and spiritual resources in 

counseling, and (c) avoid abusing religious resources.  Christian counselors assisting Latinos 

who have strong religious beliefs have to cautiously balance their roles as supportive counselors 

rather than as religious helpers.  Counselors can help these clients explore how their emotional 

struggles were affected by religious beliefs and use religious resources as a counseling 

intervention to help clients enhance their support systems.  Counselors need to set appropriate 

boundaries in exploring religious issues with clients in order to benefit clients receiving 

counseling instead of exploring religious issues.  Additionally, Delkeskamp–Hayes (2010) noted 

that family and religious influences crucially affected Christian clients’ feelings of guilt and 

hindered their seeking assistance from counselors.  A nonjudgmental attitude can help enhance 
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trust and benefit clients in overcoming their feelings of guilt, so that they can feel safe to work 

on their concerns (Delkeskamp–Hayes, 2010). 

The needs of spirituality and Christian counseling have increased in recent years.  The 

Hispanic populations in the U.S. will reach 25% of K–12 students by 2025 (Vela–Gude et al., 

2009).  Because most Latin American and Hispanic populations are Christian, needs for 

requesting Christian counseling might increase dramatically in the near future.  Counselors not 

only need to prepare themselves to counsel diverse clients from various cultures, but they also 

need to increase their self–awareness to understand religious concerns and ethnic issues for the 

purpose of meeting diverse clients’ needs.  The counselors’ determination to enhance self–

awareness and ethical knowledge can benefit them as they deal with counseling dilemmas and 

discover new ways to promote better services for clients. 

We suggest that researchers explore how spirituality might enhance Latino and Hispanic 

individuals’ confidence to cope with life struggles.  We further recommend that researchers 

investigate how scriptures might result in guilty feelings when Latino and Hispanic individuals 

cannot reach their goal of following a scriptural path.  We encourage researchers to examine how 

cultural influences affect Latino and Hispanic individuals’ stress and anxiety for the purpose of 

developing coping skills to reduce psychological issues. 
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