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Abstract 

The paper makes a case for the inclusion of indigenous African counselling practices in the 21st Century 
counselling practices.  The seeming absence of a theoretical underpinningof indigenous counselling practice, 
especially within the Ghanaian ecosystem is addressed, together with what constitutes indigenous guidance and 
counselling.  Additionally, the tools available for uses by the indigenous Ghanaian counsellor are scrutinized, 
together with situations that precipitate guidance and counselling in indigenous settings .  The merits and 
demerits of indigenous Ghanaian counselling practices are also examined.  The paper concludes with an 
advocacy for the inclusion of certain elements of indigenous counselling practices in modern day delivery of 
counselling especially in the African setting 
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Introduction 
 
 

Pre-colonialAfricansocietieshave been labelled “Indigenous”. ThetermIndigenoususedhere 
meansthetypeofsocietalstructurebased onthe beliefsand customsinthelegitimacyofanauthoritythat has 
always existed (Nukunya, 2005).Long before the advent of formal and organizedguidance, 
indigenous African practitioners functioned as advisers in various aspects of social lifesuch as work, 
marriage, morals and conducts. Most African societies had various forms of socialservices that 
provided direction for young people and children,assisting them develop and grow intoresponsible 
andproductivemembersoftheircommunitiesorethnic groups. 

To function effectively in such communities, one needed to be aware of the values, beliefs and 
rolesonehadtoplayasamemberofaparticularregimentorsociety.Manyyoungboysandgirlsweresocialized
or taught the ways of their communities, as well as the various skills their forebears used to earn 
aliving,ortoprovidefortheir 
families.Initiationschools,forexample,taughtyoungpeoplethingstheywouldneedlateronintheiradultlive
s. 

 
For instance, the young would learn about the history of their ethnic group, how to relate to each 
other asboysorgirls,andhowtobehaveasadults,aswellasknowtheirresponsibilitiesasparentsormembersof 
the community. The ‘initiation schools’orceremonies did not only introduce young people to 
thehistory of the ethnic group and its customs but also any other cultural activities that every 
member ofthecommunityneededtoknow about,inordertolive a successfullife(UNESCO,2009). 

 

Indeed, the indigenous African assisted others find ways of dealing with, solving, or 
transcendingproblemsandthepeoplewhooftenofferedthissortof 
‘GuidanceandCounselling’wereauthoritiesinthe  indigenous societies. So for instance, in the Akan 



 

 

society, there are authorities like “OtwediamponOnyankopon” (Supreme God) and “abosom” (minor 
gods) who offered Guidance through 
“akomfo”(Indigenouspriestsandpriestesses/prophetsandprophetesses),chiefs,eldersofthesociety,“ebus
uapanyin” (head of the clan), grandparents, parents, uncles and aunties, elder siblings 
andcousinsandtheelderlymembers ofthe society(Affum,2012). 

Indigenousguidanceandcounsellingthenisseenasatypeofassistanceofferedintheform of advice giving 
and sharing of experiences through storytelling, wise sayings, poetry, proverbsandmanymore, with 
the aim of helping the individual member of the society to function effectively. Advice-
givinghasbeenacommonwayofprovidinghelpforotherpeople.Theadviceoffered was frequently 
instrumental in helping people to consider their future relationships, occupational choices etc. Giving 
advice oftenpromoted the dependence of the young person on the advice giver. In most cases, it was 
largelysubjective and did not promote the personal development of people because individuals were 
not made tounderstandthemselves andtaketheirowndecisions. 

IndigenousGuidanceandCounsellingcanalso beviewedastheaboriginal(putting 
intoconsiderationthebeliefsand customs)wayinwhicha personorpersonsofauthorityinthe 
societyconsciously 
orunconsciouslysteerindividualstowardsapathofdevelopingpotentials,fulfillingsocietaldemands 
and modifying undesirable behaviours.The words “conscious” and “unconscious” come into 
playherebecauseasexplainedearlier,traditionbecomespartofasocietybecauseit hasbeenpracticed fora 
long time. In the like manner most of the Guidance offered to individuals was unnoticed becausethey 
were deeply embedded in daily activities. Many scholars have defined guidance; however, mostofthe 
definitionsdonotconsiderIndigenousGuidance andCounselling. 

Beforedealingwiththeconstituentsof indigenousguidanceandcounselling,aswellastheroleitplays in the 
21st century guidance and counselling space, it will be instructive to examine the theoretical basis 
(ifany)ofIndigenousguidanceandcounselling. 

 
Is there a theoretical underpinning for indigenous african guidance and counselling? 
 
 

Fiest and Fiest (1998) posit that a theory is a set of related assumptions from which a 
biologicaldeductive reasoning, testable hypothesis can be drawn.A theory in this context can be seen 
as a setof deductive assumptions that explains a phenomenon; or a set of principles upon which a 
particularactivityisbasedandderivesitslegitimacy.Notonlyshouldsuchanactivityhave 
legitimacy,butalsoit must be accepted by majority of the society as the sine qua non for undertaking 
such activities.   Additionally, Wacker (1998), posits that a theory must provide a framework for 
analysis of a particular phenomenon, provide an efficient method for field development and finally, 
provide clear explanations for the pragmatic world. 
AcounsellingtheoryaccordingtoShertzerandStone(1976)isacollectionofassumptions,interpretationsan
dhypothesesabouthumanbehaviourthathelpstoexplainwhathappensincounselling,andthatgivesanobser
veraframeworkwithinwhichtomakehisorherfutureobservations,evaluationandpredictionsaboutclientbe
haviour. 

In this section, assumptions underlying indigenous Guidanceand Counselling will be drawn 
toestablish a theoretical underpinning of the practice.Awoonor (1990) explains that the African 
worldbegins with the individual; each individual has value and importance. This means that the 



 

 

individualin the indigenous society is capable of enhancing his strengths and 
potentials.Consequently,such an individual imbibes societally acceptable standards that allow him to 
chalk successessincetheseare highlydependentonhisvalues. 

Indeed,inthe indigenousAkansociety in Ghana, 
indigenesrecognizethat“Nkrabea”determinesthedestinyofevery individual. “Nkrabea” literally means 
fate.This philosophy of the Akans and many other indigenous societies in Ghana implies that man 
has no control over what happens to him. Rather it isthegodsofthelandthatcontrolthe 
individual’slifeaffairs.Thisassumptionplaysagreatrole indigenousGuidanceandCounselling practice,in 
that whenanindividualandsometimesthesocietygoesthroughmisfortunes,practitioners 
attributeitto“nkrabea”. Forinstance, when several people die continuously in aparticular family, 
practitioners of indigenous Guidance and Counselling console mourners by tellingthem that it is fate 
and sometimes there is the need to perform certain rituals in order to change thatparticularfate. 

Awoonor (1990) further asserts that “ebusua” defines those who are linked by blood ties beyond 
theimmediateparentageoffather andmother andthatitisonlywithinthecommunityofpeople,deadoralive 
that the individual’s personality and individuality receives fulfillment.Even if the individualloses 
both parents, he still belongs to that particular family line. It is because of this philosophy thatamong 
the Akans, members of the society have in-depth knowledge of the individual. The society 
oftenknowstheindividualfromchildhoodandthis makes iteasierforpractitionersof 
indigenousGuidanceandCounsellingtohelptheindividual. 
IndeedindigenousGuidanceandCounsellingalsohaveitsrootsfromthetypicalAkanbelief,“Nteasemaaso
mdwee”whichliterallymeans‘havingunderstandingengenderspeace’.Thisassumptionposits 
theviewthatwhenthereismisunderstanding,chaos,conflict,distress,anxietyandrestlessness are 
inevitable.  However, when there is understanding, there is peace. Based on this belief, 
IndigenousGuidance and Counselling seeks to help clarify issues and concerns at the appropriate 
time to avoidconflictsanddistress.  So 
forinstance,themalechildisdirectedtoembracetherolesofmanhoodtoenhance family and marital 
satisfaction in thefuture.These beliefs alluded to above and aspects such as 
likemagic,sorcery,divination,gods,witchcraftandancestral, worship, sum up the philosophy upon 
whichindigenous Ghanaian societiesthrive. Such societiesinculcateintoitssocializationprocess, values 
and belief systemsthroughGuidanceandCounselling in order shape the individual 
“holistically”.Holistically here means that the individual,after going through the socialization 
process from childhood, becomes a responsible, productive and a functionalmember of the society. 
The individual consequently understands himself/herself better, utilizes his/her 
potentialsbetterandgenerally, become capable ofmakingintelligent and socially functionalchoices. 

It must be noted here that the beliefs that form the basis of Indigenous Guidance and Counselling 
arepassedover fromancestorstoyoungergenerations.Mead(1970)asserts tthat  
indigenoussocietyischaracterizedbyapost-figurativelifestyle.Thatis,oneinwhichchildrenprimarily 
learnfrom their forebears. Nukunya,(2000), inter alia also posits thatthe past of adults is the future of 
each new generation and theblue print of culture is essentially complete and therefore unchallenged 
by foreign models.  These beliefs are very rigid and do not allow infiltration of other beliefs, thereby 
making theIndigenous society seemingly static. This is succinctly elucidated in Affum’s proposed 
model of Indigenousguidanceandcounselling,usingthe Ghanaiancontextasa basisasshownbelow. 

Figure1.1 
 



 

 

 

 
ThislinearmodelispremisedonthefactthattheIndigenousAfricansocietyhasitsgenesisinitsbeliefsystems.
Thisincludesthevalueofeveryhumanbeing,such as a humanbeing’scapacitytounderstandhowthe 
beliefs systems like fate impinges on his role in the society, and how these belief 
systemsamalgamates into the society’s philosophy of life. Finally, by assisting the individual by 
using thingssuch as pithy sayings, taboos, proverbs, folksongs, stories et cetera, socialization is 
effected fromchildhood through to adulthood.This means of guidance and counselling therefore in 
the eyes of theIndigenous African ensures that the individual becomes a holistic being.Indeed Affum 
argues thatAfrican Indigenous Guidance and Counselling vis a vis his model does not allow for 
evaluation henceitslinearity. 

One may disagree to some extent with Affum’s assertion.This is because even though in the 
typicalAfrican setting guidance or counselling in the form of advice may go ‘unchallenged’ (not 
evaluated)by the ‘client’, it is expected that the client comes back after some time to inform the giver 
of thecounsellingwhetheranyofthesolutionsofferedbythegiverofthecounselling,hasworked.Thiscan 



 

 

be considered as a form of evaluation. Thus, it can rather be asserted that evaluation is embedded 
inthe practiceofIndigenousguidanceandcounselling. 

From the above however. it is obvious that embedded in the Indigenous guidance and 
counsellingparadigm is a myriad of principles, assumptions and therefore a theory (ies) that govern 
the practiceIndigenousguidance and counselling even if devoid of the ‘sophistication’ of modern 
theories inguidance and counselling.One may argue that a theory should have undergone rigorous 
scrutinythrough research and practical application before it is accepted as a theory.In this regard 
then, it isnot far-fetched to point out that the principles, assumptions and theories that underpin 
IndigenousGuidance and Counselling have been tried and tested over centuries in differentAfrican 
and Ghanaiansocieties.Consequently, one can say without equivocation that Indigenous guidance 
and counselling indeed 
hasatheoreticalunderpinning.WhatthenaretheconstituentsofIndigenousguidanceand counselling? 

 

WhatConstitutesIndigenousPracticeofGuidanceandCounselling 

The very nature of the typical African society implies that the day-to-day living of the 
indigenousAfrican can be said to what constitutes Indigenous Guidance and Counselling.This is 
because thedesire to see that each member of the society is able to understand, make meaning and 
take stepstotakemeaningfuldecisions,aswellasmaketheintelligent 
choicesthatwillensurethemaximization of the individual’s functionality within the society. This implies 
that no facet of indigenous life is leftuntouched.Nonetheless, in this section we shall focus on 
elements like advice giving, prophecies,prescriptions,andreinforcementsamongthe Akans ofGhana. 

AdviceGiving 
 

Advice giving has been and still is the commonest way of providing help to people among the 
Akanpeople. The advice given is considered helpful for people to consider their future. Among the 
Akans,for example the extended family is the main source of advice for girls and boys. There is 
usually nodearth of people willing to share their wisdom. For example among the Akans when the 
elderlyobserve that a child is developing recalcitrant attitude, they will call the child and advice the 
childagainst that attitude; the advice usually takes the form of proverbs. Giving advice encourages 
thedependence of the young person on the advice given. An example of an advice from typical 
Akan(Fante) societyisasfollows; “Abɔfraba a wɔkaasƐmKyerƐno aɔntsenoɔkɔantseantsekromu” 

The above statement literally translates, - a disobedient child will find himself/herself in a ‘land 
ofregret’.To the Akan, everything sums up to advice giving because every other thing you do to 
theindividual will not cause intrinsic change as much as advice-giving would. When an individual 
isadvised, he/she gains a better understanding of himself and the consequences of his actions.So 
mostAkansareoftheopinionthatadvicegivingis the mosteffectiveoftheconstituentsalluded tohere. 

Forexample,totheAkansadvicegivingisnotmerelycallingthepersonwiththeproblemandtalkingtohim/her
once.Inadditionthereisaconsistentemphasisofwhathasalreadybeentoldtheindividualin proverbs and 
sometimes songs in every’ space’ be it in the market, by the road side or in the houseso that the 
message “sinks in” well.Indigenous Akan elders normally take advantage of occasionssuch as 
festivals and funerals to advice the citizenry about issues such as environmental 
cleanliness,teenagepregnancyetcetera.IndeedadvicegivingisthecruxofIndigenousGuidanceandCounsel
lingand irrespective of the issue presented before an elder or chief, investigation is done to identify 



 

 

theoffenderandthevictim, afterwhichadviceisgiven.Thenextelementtobediscussedisprophecy. 



 

 

Prophecies 
 

ProphecieshavealsobeenoneofthemosteffectiveformofGuidanceamongtheAkanpeople.Peopledared 
not disobey the “akomfo” (prophets or prophetesses) because the people of Akan believe theyare the 
messengers of the “abosom” (gods). The term “abosom” which is used by the Akans suggeststhat the 
gods, which they worshipped, were formerly only stones (Sarpong, 1974). The name 'Akom',which 
refers to hunger, is viewed in the context of referring to fasting. Fasting, the seeking of 
visions(sometimesindreams),prayer,drumminganddancingaresomeoftheaspectsoftheAkanIndigenousi
nitiation. 

The Akans believe that “Akom” enables the Okomfo to interact with the “abosom” 
(gods/goddesses).Interactionswiththe“abosom”leadtogainingknowledgeabouttheirsongsandotherinca
ntations,aswellastheirtaboosandspecificrituals(Opokuaa,2005).The“abosom”throughthe“akomfo”info
rmthe people of what they should do and how they should do it in order to live good lives. For 
instancewhen an Akan society is facing some misfortunes, they (usually lead by the chief and his 
elders) callon the “akomfo” to intercede on their behalf and often after going through fasting, 
singing, dancingand incantations the “akomfo” return with some sort of information and 
interpretation from the godsregardingthesituation. 

Indeed,beforetheadventofchurchesandothermodernreligiousentitiesAfricansreliedon ‘indigenous 
prophets’ (akomfo) for interpretations about misfortunes in their lives and how they could deal with 
them.Indigenous prophets interceded for people who had hadmisfortunes in their lives so that the 
gods 
couldhelpthemtorecoverfromtheiradversitiesandlivegoodandhappylives.Suchprophetswere/aresofeare
dandrevered to such an extent 
thatindigenouspeopleswilltakewhateversuggestionsordirectionshe/shegivesfor 
dealingwithanysituationinthelife oftheindividual,line ,hookandsinker. Now let us consider 
prescriptions. 

Prescriptions 

Prescription here refers to the process when someone gives an instruction of what someone else must 
do.Professionalsgiveprescriptions.Forexample,inmostcontemporarysocieties,doctorsgiveprescription
s. Among the Akan people of Ghana, prescriptions are given as a form of direction to 
helpindividualsunderstandthemselvesbetter,andtofollowaprocedure(s)orliveinacertainwaythatbringsa
bout healthy or good life. The authority that usually directs the Akan, Ga, Ewe or Dagari people of 
Ghana throughprescriptionisthe herbalistora priestorpriestessofa particularshrine. 

Individuals visit herbalists or shrines when they are encountering problems. This they do with the 
hopethat they will get a better interpretation of what they are facing or going through, and may 
eventually find a solution totheir problems. Many people among the Akans often start seeking advice 
from the elderly in thesociety when they are facing certain problem situations, however, if the 
elderly realise that they are unable to prescribe any solution to them, they refer them to people who 
have the professionaltrainingandskilltodealwithsuchproblemsituations, such as the herbalists or 
akomfo. 

This often happens when the problem or situation requires a medicinal approach or magic to solve 
it.Herbalists are indigenous healers who use herbs to treat people. There is the belief among the 
Akansthattheknowledgeherbalistsacquireisattributabletoweeksoftrainingandeducationthatisgiventoth
emby“amotia”(dwarfs)aftertheyhavebeenchosen by the gods for that 



 

 

position.Priestsandpriestessesarepeoplewhouse magictohealpeople.Theyoftenrelayprescriptions 
fromthe “abosom”(gods)ofwhatpeopleshoulddoandhow theyshoulddoitinordertocome 
outoftheirproblemsituations. 

Indeed even with the advent of modernity and technology, people still consult these herbalists, 
fetishpriests and priestesses.According toSarpong (1975),people gototheirgods toascertain 
theunderlying causes of disasters in which they may have been involved and there are others who 
seekGuidance from their gods about certain enterprises they want to undertake. He further explained 
thaton higher national or clan levels, in time of war, the gods forecast the outcome of the encounter 
withtheenemyandshouldtheyforeseedefeat,it becomesincumbent onthemto 
“prescribe”thenecessary“strategies” for victory; this is done by the priests or priestesses of the 
shrine. Priests andpriestessesalsodeal withintenseproblems(such asdepression,heightenedanxiety 
etcetera);herbalists sometimes refer people to shrine priests and priestesses depending on the 
problems that arebroughtbeforethem. 

 

Reinforcements 

Re-
enforcementareprobablythecommonestconstituentofIndigenousGuidanceandCounsellingthatpassesun
noticed.ReinforcementshavebeenusedfromtimeimmemorialbymostIndigenoussocietiesin Ghana, to 
encourage desired behaviours and discourage undesired behaviours in the society. Re-enforcement 
as properly explained in the operant conditioning theory by B.F Skinner sees humanbehaviour in 
relation to anticipation of a stimulus (Ntim, 2010).BeierandYoung,. (2017). explain thatoperant 
conditioning occurs because of what happens after behaviour has been exhibited. The operant 
conditioning theory has it that the behaviour of an individual isshaped by the consequences of the 
environmental activities that follow it(Guxholli, Voutilainen, &Peräkylä, 2022). In the Akan 
indigenoussociety,positivere-
enforcementsareusedtoencourageadesiredbehaviourandincreaseitsoccurrences.A vivid example of 
positive reinforcement is revealed in this scenario; when a childobedientlyfetches waterforan elderly 
person,asimplepraiseorrewardmay encouragethatbehaviour.Anexampleofsuchpraiseis: 

Akwesiayeadee.Monprenoe!!!yeeye!!! 

The above literally translates “Akwesi has done well, let’s all give him thumbs up” and usually 
thepeople around will all respond, “Thumbs up Akwesi”.Negative reinforcement on the other hand, 
isused to discourage undesirable behaviours.When used, negative reinforcement reduce the 
frequency of occurrence ofthe behaviour.Negative reinforcement often takes the form of threats and 
sometimes punishments.Such threats were not “empty” at all and that children whose behaviours 
were not modified bycontinuousthreats werepunishedseverely. 

Letusnowturnoutattentiontosituationsthatwillprecipitateguidanceandcounselling. 
 

SITUATIONS THATPRECIPITATETHE OFFERING OF IndigenousGUIDANCE ANDCOUNSELLING 
 

Inthissection,weshallbeusing theGasoftheGreaterAccraRegion of Ghanaasacasestudy. 

According to Laryea (2012), among the Gas of Ghana the situations, which precipitate 
indigenousguidance and counselling, include rites of passage such as birth, puberty, marriage, death 
and evenlifeafterdeath.  Additionally, installationofchiefs,festivals,communallabour;out-



 

 

breakofdiseasesand occurrence of natural disasters are all situations that precipitate the practice of 
Guidance and Counselling.Inthissection,weshallconsiderbirthrites,installationofachief,andcommunal 
calamities.It is noteworthy that in the various situations that precipitate the offering of 
indigenousguidanceandcounselling, 
thepractitionersdrawfromtheir‘professionalexpertise’andexperiences.  More often than not, there are 
other situations in indigenous Ghanaian society, where the practice of guidance andcounselling  goes 
unnoticed.These are situations mostly related to the field of work wherepeople are not called or 
conscious trained, but find themselves acquiring theskills, competencesand  necessary experiences 
to function effectively, throughparticipationandobservation. 

 
Consequently, the practice of indigenous guidance and counselling becomes an aspect of informal 
educationsincetheproponentsoftheconceptareoftheviewthatthenatureofthepracticeisgreatlyembedded 
in the informal component of education/training. An example is when a girl observes the mother 
inthe home during meal preparations. The girl child assists the mother in the kitchen and in 
theprocesslearns how certainmealsarepreparedandserved. 

 
Suchinstancesareunconsciouslylearntotherthanthemother callingthegirlchildandinstructher asshe 
prepares the meal.These aforementioned situations which precipitate the practice of 
indigenousguidanceandcounsellingcanbeclassifiedorgroupedundervariouskeyconcepts.Forinstance,in
theGhanaian indigenous societies, the life of a human being is seen as a cycle, which involves 
variousstages. This cycle of life starts from conception to death, and these stages serve as important 
pointsindicatingnewexperiences (Gbedy,2005). 

 
This is regarded as Developmental Counselling where assistance is given to individuals to help 
themcopewithchallengesassociatedwithdevelopmentalstagesinlife.InTeshie,birth,puberty, 
marriage,death, and life after death are the stages of the life cycle that people are given assistance to 
be able tocope with.Weshallnowdealwiththese situationsinturn. 

 
Birth Rites 

 
Birth rite is one of the situations that precipitate indigenous guidance and counselling practice in 
theTeshie area for example. According to Sarpong (1974), when the child is born, it isspiritually 
fortified and protected through medicines after which he is given a name and prepared 
torubshoulderswithadults.Duringchildnaming,the“shiaonukpa”(familyhead)whoissomeonewithhigh 
moral standards and a respectable personality in the family, dips his index finger into acalabash or 
glass of water and wets the lips of the child with the water. He repeats this three timesmentioning the 
child’s name each time he touches the baby’s lips.Some symbolic words are 
mostlyrecitedtothechild’shearing.Forexample,“NiiLaryea,kεnuni,nuni”whichliterallymeans“ifitiswat
er,itmustbewater.Theshiaonukpathenrepeatstheprocedurewitheither palmwineor astrongdrink saying, 
“NiiLaryea, kεdaặni, daặni” meaning if it is alcohol, then it is alcohol. He then adds“kεεyεn, εyεn, 
kεεdin, εdin” literally translates as “if it is white, it must be white and if it is black, itmustbeblack”. 

 
Actually,thisisdonetellingthechildthatletyour“YES”be“YES”andletyour“NO”be“NO”.Thisis to instil 
within the infant a consciousness of morality. Right from the beginning of the child’s life,guidance 
and counselling is given about the need to be truthful, sincere and honest and, be able 
todifferentiatebetweengoodandevil.Afinallibation,whichisknownasout-
dooringprayer,ispoured.Thislibationisofferedtoaskforblessingsofthechild'sfamilyandprayersforthechil
dtobeobedient,truthful and respectful. The child's name is then announced to the gathering after 
which “ŋmεdaặ”(cornwine)isservedandgiftsarepresentedtothechild. 



 

 

Theceremonyendswithfeastingandmerrymaking.The nextsituationis theinstallationofachief 



 

 

InstallationofKings/Chiefs 
 

Another situation necessitating the Indigenous practice of guidance and counselling in the 
Teshiecommunity was the one offered to chiefs before they were installed. According to Neequaye 
(2011),the“Mantse”oftheTeshiearea,beforeachiefisinstalled,heisusuallykeptinaroomfor a minimum 
of seven days. During this period, the would-be chief is trained and guided on how tospeak and walk 
in public (how to behave in public), how to use appropriate proverbs in his 
dialoguewithothercouncilofelders,andduringdifferentoccasions.Theeldersalsocounselandguidethe 
would-be chiefon how to chair meetings, especially at the palace, and how to dress and dance in 
public. Finally, the would-be chief iscounselledonleadershipstylesandleadershipqualities. 

 
On a wider pedestal the customs and traditions of the area is inculcated in the chief in order that 
hepreserve and uphold its values and practices. The chief priest “wulomo” also offers counselling 
onhow to observe and perform some indigenous rituals and rites, and spiritually fortify the chief 
againstevil forces. Libation is poured and certain incantations are said to wish the chief success in 
hisascension on the throne.The chief swears an oath of allegiance and secrecy before 
communitymembersandtheelders. 

 
Communalcalamities 

The people of Teshie mostly seek advice especially during crises such as sudden and frequent deaths 
ofrelatives, lack of rainfall, poor harvest, and outbreak of deadly diseases. These situations are 
regardedwithreferencetotheconceptofcounsellingascriseswhereaccordingtoBrammer(1973),isaprocess
ofhelpingtheindividualwho isinastateofdisorganizationand 
isfacedwithfrustrationofimportantlifegoalswithmethodsofcopingwithstress.Familymembersmostoften
seekcounselfromthefetishpriestandotherdeitiesinthecommunityonthecrisesbefallingthefamily.  This is 
especiallywhentheyfeel,  such crises arebeyond theircontrolandunderstanding. 

 
The family members are made toappease the gods by presenting the fetish 
priestwithdrinks(schnapps), eggs, among others to plead with the ancestral gods to help solve their 
problem and toprotect them against future occurrences. This practice is mostly regarded as “aa ya, 
aya bi nii” whichmeans“wearegoingtoaskaboutissues”.Eldersofthefamilymostlydothis.  Lets now 
turn our the tools employed by indigenous therapists in assisting individual lead functional lives 

 

What Tool s  are available to indigenous practitioners of guidance and counselling ? 
 

The tools available to Indigenous guidance and counselling practitioners within the Ghanaian setting 
include proverbs, poems, symbols andemblems; music, storytelling or folklores, mores, riddles and 
puzzles; rituals, taboos, beliefs etc.Though indigenous guidance and counselling among indigenous 
Ghanaians is not structured, thepractitioners use their experience and expertise in the practice of 
guidance and counselling. These toolsaid therapy that is geared towards the developmental, 
preventive, crises, and career counsellingamong others when compared to the types of the organised 
or western counselling. The guidanceservicesare 
alsonotoverlookedwhendelvingintothetoolsavailabletopractitionersandtheiruses in offering 
assistance.Havinghurst (1980) opined that developmentalcounselling 
forinstancehelpstheindividualtolearnhowtoachievehealthygrowthinsociety.Itisanassistancegiventoind
ividualstohelpthemcopewithproblemsassociatedwithdevelopmentalstages 

 



 

 

 
in life. Africans believe in the totality of a person, for that matter, the three domains of the 
humandevelopment (cognitive, affective, and psychomotor) cannot be ignored when help is 
offeredtoanindividual, to enable himtofunctioneffectively within the society.  We shall now take the 
tools in turn. 

 
Riddles 

 
The study of local and oral history, legends, poetry, riddles, puzzles and proverbs are tools 
employedby the indigenous practitioners in offering guidance and counselling to individuals in 
promoting theirintellectual, psychological, emotional and social well 
being.Childrenweretrainedtokeepalltheseinmemoryandupondemandrecallthemaccurately andexactly. 
So from the Gas of Southern Ghana, 
riddleslike“nכkoyεbεnifolεewotoianii”directlytranslated“thereissomethingwhenborn,hadearrings”;“a
wulakoyεdaanεεlεgnyεehεnכ”literallymeans“thereisaladywhoisalwaysholdingwaist”;“nכkoyεdaanεεl
εeeŋmכ”thatis“thereissomethingwhichisalwayslaughing”wereused to help children to think logically 
and divergently,  which in turn made them wise and smart. This is because by understanding the 
ethos of the riddles, the individual is able take meaningful decisions and make intelligent choices to 
aid in his functioning within the society.  Consequently. Riddles are used in indigenous societies to 
make individuals both critical thinkers as well as well as problem solvers through the agency of 
riddles.  Thenextsetoftools weshalldealwithareproverbs. 

 
Proverbs 

 
According to Makinde (1999), proverbs are accumulated treasures of African philosophy. 
Theycontaintheobservations,knowledgeandwisdomofourforefathers,whocondensedwhattheywouldha
ve put down in writing into short witty phrases that could be transferred from generation 
togeneration.Proverbsareusedtoshowthehumannatureandbehavioursandgiveinsightfulknowledgeoniss
ues.These proverbsarenoteasilyunderstood,unless theyare explained. 

 
Althoughproverbsareshort,andsometimesfunny,proverbsteachtheethicalrulesofthecommunity.Proverb
s may rhyme, or be a play on words. They often use plants or animals to describe humanbehavior, 
both good and bad. In the Ga language: "KedziBaahenyomiiple loo he le Baahnitasee ledzimoni nine 
sheoniyenii le no". Loosely translated, this proverb says, “When two crocodiles 
fightoverapieceofmeat,itisthethird crocodile standing bywhoeventuallywillget toeat ameal”.  This 
teaches tolerance and cooperative living indigenous Ghanaian societies, and consequently allows the 
individual to make informed choices when dealing with important life situations. 

 
In Teshie in the Accra Metropolis of Ghana for example proverbs like “kεtsofututεiamlilε, 
efoojaraa” that is “if sticksare mixed with stones it becomes difficult to cut”. This means if a child is 
not trained in a respectedhome, or by respected people, he does grow to become an irresponsible 
adult.  This is used to teach the essence of proper child rearing since bad child rearing will 
eventually become the bane of the indigenous society. Another proverb is “akεkpoŋfoloshaaatsile” 
which means “we don’t expect an empty hook to catch a fish”, connotes the essence of reciprocity in 
life situations . In this regard proverbs are used as a tool to direct, reprimand, sanction, restrain 
andcoachindividualsinthesociety, in order to make them useful members of society. 

 
Among the Ewes of Eastern Ghana, during a marriage ceremony, for example a parent may say 
‘wometsoamisafiaameŋtorfedume o’.This means you do not point to your hometown using your left 



 

 

hand. Theunderlyingguidanceorcounsellingimplicationisthatoneshouldnotbelittlehisoriginswhether 
where one comes is seen as great in the eyes of people or not.Another proverb from the Ewes may be 
thus:’Nyasεtomenyeabakae o.This translates as – a listening ear is not a basket.This connotes that an 
obedientchild does notneedmuchtalkingto’,so normallywordsto sucha childmustbe few, allowing the 
individual to make up his own mind about issues of life in an informed manner.  The next tool we 
shall allude to are taboos. 

 
Taboos 

 
According to Myrick (1987), all the things that the society is trying to prevent young people 
fromexperiencing such as abusing drugs, sexual promiscuity, unwanted and teenage pregnancy, 
smoking,alcoholism,juveniledelinquency,unemploymentamongothersareallwithinthepurviewof 
preventive counselling. In some cases, taboos are used to prevent certain occurrences. Taboos 
areprohibitionsimposedbysocialcustomsasprotectivemeasuresonthesociety.IntheTeshie 
indigenousarea, since fishing is the main occupation of the inhabitants, it is widely believed that it is 
the sea godthat aids in their success at fishing.Therefore, on Tuesday, it is believed that the sea god 
rests and 
soitisatabootogofishingonTuesdays.Shouldanyoneviolatethispracticehewillnotreturntoseethefamilyeit
herbydrowningormaynotfindhiswaybackhome? 

Thistypeoftaboowasimbibed byfishermentoaidtheirrestandmendtheir netsonTuesdays,andforthe fish 
stock to replenish. These kinds of taboos were used to preserve the water bodies and otherforms of 
nature. In conservative indigenous societies for example, it is a taboo for a girl to become pregnant 
before she is initiated into adulthood. Agirl, who commits this taboo, is banished from the 
community including the boy responsible for thepregnancy. This was done to keep the girls pure, 
prevent teenage pregnancy and prevent disgrace onthe familyandthecommunity. 

 
There 
isthebeliefthattheconsequencesofabrokentaboomayfallontheentiresocietyphysicallyormystically. For 
example having sexual intercourse with a woman in her period may cause famine tothe entire society 
unless rituals are performed to cleanse the entire society of such repugnance. 
Thissimplymeansthatthesocietyisundergoingpunishmentforthesinsofoneman.Itisthereforeanissueof 
great concern for every member of the society to ensure that taboos are observed; this 
formsGuidanceintheIndigenoussetting.Tabooisanimpeccabletoolusedinshapingproductiveindividuals 
in the society.  A critical observation of the taboos mentioned earlier indicates that all thedeeds 
considered to be taboos from an objective point of view, are wrongful acts which could causechaos 
in the society. For instance sanctions against people who go hunting or fishing on particulardays is 
for the purpose of allowing games and aquatic creatures to multiply and be caught later whenfood 
isscarce.Weshallnow turntosymbolsastoolsofIndigenous Guidance and Counselling. 

 

SymbolsandEmblems 

Indigenously, symbols are used in every aspect of life – social, religious, political and 
economical.Ghanaianshaveattachedproverbialmeaningstoeachofthesesymbolsthatareusedtoguidethe
mintheir day-to-day activities. Indigenous counsellors also refer to these symbols during their 
counsellingsessions. Some of these symbols are used on the Linguist Staff tops, in textiles, on 
canoes, just tomentionafew. 

 



 

 

 

LinguistStaffTopSymbols 
 

In the indigenous setting, the linguist is the official spokesperson of the royal court through whom, 
allstatementstoandfromthechiefisaddressed.  
Asasignofhisoffice,thelinguistbearsastaff,whichhasaproverbialsymbolatthetop,mostofwhichare inthe 
formofhumanbeings,animalsandfruits.Some commonexamples are: 

 Three human heads carved together.This reminds us that one head cannot go into 
counsel,and thatitisimproperforone persontotakedecision fora whole society.  This 
encourages the cross-fertilization geof ideas in enhancing social cohesion and development 
in indigenous societies. 

 A hand holding an egg.This represents a warning to people who is in authority.It 
indicatesthat power is as delicate as an egg. When held too tightly, it may break.It may fall 
and breakwhen held too loosely.This shows that a person in authority needs to be firm and 
consistent,butsympathetic. 

 A bird with the head turned backwards picking something from behind (the Sankcfa 
bird).Thisindicatesthatitisnotatabootoreturnto fetchsomethingthathasbeenforgotten.     We  
can  always  correct  ourmistakes. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Apineapple.  Thepineappleispluckedand
 eatenonlywhenitisripped,other
wise it can be sour.This indicates that whatever has to be done, should be done at 
theappropriatetime.Thingsdoneinhasteareoftennotdone rightly.   

Understanding and imbibing the ethos of these symbols allows the individual to become well 
integrated in the society.  The next are textile symbols 

 
TextileSymbols 

Thesearefabricsthathavemotifs,whichhaveproverbialmeanings.Thenamesgiventothesesymbolsindicate 
their significance in the society.They express the general beliefs and ideas of the people.These 
motifs are known as ‘Adinkra’ (Saying goodbye) symbols.Some examples include thefollowing; 

 “Obi – nnka – bi.This literally means, “Bite not one another or “avoid 
conflict”.Therefore,itis symbolofunity 

 Akoma 
(NyaAkoma).Akomameans‘heart’.Nyaakoma,literallymeans‘takeheart’or‘bepatient’.Itisasym
bolofpatienceandendurance. 

 Obosoomnensoroma. Thismeansmoonandstar. Thetwotogetherform asymbol 
offaithfulness. 

 



 

 

Figure 2:1 gives a vivid description of some of these Adinkra symbols as well as their meanings 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Understanding and appreciating the importance of these symbols allows the 
individual member of the society to order his/her life in every sphere in an 
effective and functionally beneficial manner.  So for example a client who faces 
an imminent divorce is shown the Mframmadan symbol and encouraged to 
prepare emotionally, psychologically et cetera to face such the vicissitudes of life. 
 
 
 
CanoeSymbols 
 
Among the fishing communities along the coast of Ghana symbols engraved on 
canoes.  These symbols are put on these canoes to engender hope, courage, 
fortitude among fisherman who on a daily basis have to deal the perils of the sea 
as well as their own families.   Below are some of the symbols. 

 



 

 

 Thecrab 
The crab may be made together with a bird or alone. This symbolizes the fact that a crab 
doesnot give birth to a bird, but a crab.It shows that the behaviour of children often reflects 
theirparents’attitudesandlifestyles.Itis,therefore,advicetotheadultsinsocietytoliveexemplarylive
s. 

 
 Thearmand hand. 

These signify that the arm and hand are meant for work and not for mischief.This is 
advicegiventoidlepersons.Thus,the handisa symbolofhardwork. So when individual imbibe 
the import of such a symbol, they eschew idleness and embrace hard work. 

 
 The Star 

When the fisherman loses his way at sea, he uses the stars at night to find his 
direction.Thestaris,therefore,asymbolofhope. 

The next set of tools in the repertoire of the indigenous therapist are folksongs 

Folksongs 

Folksong is one of the most famous ways directing individuals towards understanding 
acceptablenormsinthesocietyandchange.Frombirththroughtoadulthood,theAkanpeoplehavebeenknow
nto have influenced their younger generations through folksongs. Folksongs are those songs that 
aresung on special occasions especially during story telling.They often depicted the consequences of 
laziness, greed, jealousy,and wickedness . Below is a popular Akan (Fante) folksong sung to guide 
andcounselgirlswhoarebeingintroducedintoadulthood.AtypicalFantefolksongis illustratedbelow: 

Esiei!!! (Esi-Akan nameforagirlborn 
onsunday)m’ɛnyɛewiooo(Don’tbecomeathief) 
ewinnyɛooo(stealingiswrong)Esi
ei!!!(Esi) 
m’ɛnyɛewiooo(Don’tbecomeathief) 
NanaNyamewoamawonsa(AlmightyGodhasgracedyou 
withhands)Fakɛyɛedwuma(Go andworkwithit) 
nasɛNyameyɛadoma (andbyGod’sgrace) 
ɛdzeatɔ adze aradzeayɛwoarawoho (you will be able to buy items for 
yourself)Esiei!!!(Esi) 
m’ɛnyɛewiooo (Don’t become a thief 
)ewinnyɛooo(stealingisnotwrong) 

 
The folksong above is sung to prepare the young girl for her future. The song encourages her to 
beindependent by working hard to earn a living. It also advises her against unacceptable social 
vicesspecifically stealing. More importantly, the song seeks to change the young girl, and make her 
anindividualwhoiscapableofmakingproductive decisions in her community. 

 
We shall now discuss whether Indigenous guidance and counselling possesses and advantages 
orotherwise. 

 

What are the merits of indigenous guidance and counselling?  
 



 

 

Firstly, indigenous guidance and counselling, there is nothing like lack of counsellors because 
allexperienced adults can offer counselling. Counsellors were present, always ready to be 
ofassistance toanotherinneed.  In this regard the paucity of assistance within the indigenous 
society is virtually non-existent.  Consequently the occurrence of issues like suicidal ideations, 
stress and generalized anxieties among individuals are virtually non existent in typical 
indigenous Ghanaian societies 

 
Secondly, indigenous guidance and counselling can lead to harmony, and co-habitation of 
individualsand groups. For example, the problems of divorce, quarrels and deviant behaviours in 
thesociety are minimized since members of the society were taught communalism.  
Consequently, individuals ‘were there foreach other’. Like the Gas normally say 
“gbomonyεmijigbomo” and “moko sane jimoko no”meaninga“friendinneedisafriendindeed” 

 
Additionally, the practice of indigenous guidance and counselling can be seen as 
preservesthenaturalresourcesandculturalheritageoftheindigenes.Forexample,itis a taboo to go 
fishing on Tuesdays and this helps to replenish the fish stocks. In addition, thefestivals, proverbs, 
songs and dance helped to preserve the culture, traditions and history of indigenous societies.  
This is especially poignant when these cultural aspects are used to inculcate acceptable and 
productive societal behaviours in individuals, who in turn become useful members of the society. 

 
Yet again, the practice of indigenous guidance and counselling is holistic in nature.  It is done to 
cover all aspects of one’s life (physical, social, economic, psychological) of 
theindividualandseekstoaddressallhumanproblemsinlife. Consequently the individual domiciled 
in the indigenous society seem to be able to have the peace of mind, to pursue other interests, with 
the knowledge that help is readily available should he need one. Since the process does not 
require any specialisttraining,counsellorsoranysignificantothers assume therole of therapists, and 
provide the needed help, when required. 

 
Indeed indigenouscounsellorsoftenhaveforeknowledgeof theclientsandtheirproblemseven before 
they come into therapy.They aretherefore, not usually taken by surprise by the problems 
presented before them because 
thecounsellorsliveinthesameenvironmentastheclients.Presentingproblemistherefore,easilyverifiab
le.  Moreover, the needed resources (human, material, experiences and expertise) for therapy are 
almost always available allowing practitioners to reach as many people as possible.



 

 

More often than not, indigenous guidance and counseling involves more than 
one counsellorattending to one or more clients. This is evident in the case of 
the immediate and extendedfamilies. The council of elders assumes the role of 
counsellors. These people brainstorm theissues at stake and come up with a 
solution that is usually accepted for the individual(s) in question. Thus the 
saying, “etsokomeeyaadjεna”literallymeaning“twoheadsare betterthanone”. 
Even though one may alludeto the fact that confidentiality may be 
compromised in indigenous societies in the Ghanaian ecosystem, this is far 
from the truth.  This is because community members are adept at keeping 
family secrets, since there was always the sceptre of a punishment or a curse 
on the revealer of such family discussions.  Hence individuals were amenable 
to multiple counsellors dealing with their problems, knowing that their issues 
were safe with such counsellors. 

 
Finally, the mode of communication (the language) used is native to the 
community. This is anessential feature of indigenous counselling. For 
instance, illiteracy does not constitute a serious obstaclein 
indigenouscounselling, since the practitioners are usually experts in the lingua 
franca of the community.  Again, individual clients are better able to describe 
their problems in a very relaxed atmosphere knowing the therapist is sure to 
understand and appreciate his/her issues.  This engenders a faster therapeutic 
process, as well as an efficient problem resolution regime.  We shall now turn 
our attention to some demerits of indigenous guidance and counselling 

 
DemeritsofIndigenousGuidanceandCounselling 

Indigenousguidanceandcounsellingisusually providedintheformofadvice-
givingandsharingofwisdom, which to all intents and purposes cannot be 
considered adequate. For instance, giving advice often promoted a dependency 
syndrome where theclient depended on thetheelderlyandtheiradvice.This 
islargelysubjectiveand basedonthecounsellor’sexperience.  And when 
theadvicegiveniswrongandcompoundsthesituation, there are no early warning 
systems or remediation mechanisms, to prevent the negative impact of such 
advice.   Additionally, the fear  of losing future counsellors stiflesinitiativeand 
makepeopletimid, thereby further perpetuation the counsellor-dependent 
syndrome among indigenes. 

 
Having an intimate foreknowledge of the client and his problems prepares the 
counsellor toenter into the counselling situations with personal biases. 
Problems are therefore often nottackledfrom the personal point of view of the 
client. Such a counsellor assumes an all-knowing position. This is especially 
associatedwith elders whose ages are normally associated withwisdom, as well 
as priestsandnativedoctorswho arethoughttopossesssuper-
naturalpowers.Solutionsoffered by such individuals are often highly 
prescriptive such that the client cannot accept responsibility for 
theirsuccessesorfailure.  This goes against on fundamental philosophical 
foundation of counselling which inter alia posits ‘with freedom comes 
responsibility.  If man is to have freedom of choice and be able to decide what 
he will be, he must take responsibility for his choosing and what he is. 

 



 

 

Finally, the people who assume the role of counsellors in indigenous settings 
have no specializedtraining in the principles and practice of guidance and 
counselling. They therefore 
offerassistancebasedontheirsubjectivepersonalorvariousexperiences.Suchexper
iencescannotbe congruent with the subjective personal experience of the 
client. Consequently, without the basicunderstanding of the principles of 
human behaviour and the practices of counselling, thecounsellor’s efforts may 
in fact be counterproductive in enabling the client to overcome hisproblems. 

It is instructive to point out that in spite of these drawbacks, indigenous guidance and 
counselling in the African and Ghanaian contexts have some contributions to make 
towards the practice of Guidance and Counselling in the 21st century. 

 

Conclusion 
Like Western Guidance and Counselling, Indigenous Guidance and Counselling in 
Africa in general and Ghana in particular seeks tohelp man to become useful to himself 
and his fellows though their approaches to achieving this aim isquitedifferent.Itis 
forthisreasonthatthewriterbelievesthatbothpracticescanadoptskillsandtechniquesfromea
chothertomakethehelpingprocessmoreefficient, especially within the African setting, 
owing to the unique socio-cultural and politico-economic 
nuances.Forinstance,Makinde(1978)explainsthatthefollowingIndigenouspracticescanbe
incorporatedintoWesterntherapy; 

First is Invitation:Owing to the fact that indigenousAfricanpractitioners may have 
havethecorrectconceptofthe stresses, anxieties and general  despondency that may 
bedevil many an indigenous client, they know when to invite such individuals with the 
aim of assisting them solve their problems. Modern western counsellors can no longer 
wait in their officesand alwaysexpectclientswithproblems to always come to 
them.They,too,canbe proactive in this regard, especially when dealing with shy and 
reserved clients. 
 
Again, 
indigenouspractitioners’richknowledgeoftheirclients'historyandbackgroundallows them 
toapproachclients’problemswithintimacy.Theyspendlongerhourswiththem.Theydonotop
erateonspecific timetables asmoderncounsellors do.  This allows client to do an initial 
full disclosure, which goes a long way in speeding up the therapeutic process.  Modern 
therapeutic practice can glean from this intimacy labyrinth embedded in the African 
indigenous therapeutic practice. 
 
Yet again the use of local language and tools like folksongs, riddles, proverbs, lyrics 
and aphorisms employed by indigenous Ghanaian therapists in the therapeutic process 
can be emulated by modern therapists.  In this regard multicultural counselling should 
be a sine qua non for counselling programmes at every .   
Again modern art therapy can incorporate many of the Adinkra symbols alluded to 
earlier, as well as culturally specific songs, proverbs, riddles etc, in their daily practice.  
This may go along way in assisting clients release some of the tensions they carry as 
the come into therapy. 
 
Additionally,thegapsinthepracticeofindigenousguidanceandcounsellinghavecomebecau
seofitscomparison with the practice of formalized guidance and counselling. This calls 



 

 

for the need to haveIndigenous practitioners being trained either formally or non-
formally in view of modifying 
andrevisingsomeaspectsofthepracticethatisobsoleteinthiscontemporarytime.Bysodoingth
etrainersof trainees need to be circumspect in their quest to modify those aspects in 
order not to throw awaythe corevaluesandmoralsofthe societyortheculturalheritage ofa 
particular indigenous society. 
 
Finally, even though formal training is important in the therapeutic ecosystem, care 
must be taken since certain cultural practices such as therites of passage, celebration of 
festivals and enstoolment of chiefs among others are vital  in integratingtheage-
oldconcept ofvaluesand 
moralsaswellastheethicsofindigenousguidanceandcounsellinginindigenoussocieties.Inth
eeventoftheinfluxoftechnologyandthedynamismofsociety,practitionersneedtobeabreast
withthecurrenttrendofissuesinordertobeeffectiveintheir assistancetosociety. 
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