PTHK vs PTUK — exploring similarities
and differences in Play Therapy practice

My name is Joe Jardim-Hinds and I’m a Play Therapist, Filial Play Coach and Trainee
Clinical Supervisor with Play Therapy UK. In March I travelled to Hong Kong to partake in
an acapella festival in my singing group. I’ve also recently taken on a role developing
CPD for PTUK and as part of that | really wanted to explore cultural impacts, similarities
or differences on Play Therapy practice. So whilst | was there on 15 April 2024 | went to
meet the Play Therapy Hong Kong team, their coordinator Berenice and fellow
therapists: Angela and Pheon. They even took me out for a Thai/Vietnamese meal by the
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harbour and gave me a traditional Chinese toy to add to my playroom. Whilst we were
there, we talked openly about our experiences of UK vs HK. Here are just some of my
personal highlights in our amazing conversation:

Self-care Culture

Angela: People are looking for more self-care, more love for themselves these days.
The culture is changing. | think for Chinese, they are not used to the concept of self-love
or self-care. They would take it as being selfish. | think probably the UK culture would
understand what self-care is better.

Joe: I’'mreally interested in that, what gives you that idea?

Angela: For Chinese, if they are having problems in life, they are not eager to look for
help for themselves. Actually asking for help for themselves is kind of self-care and self-
love, right?

Joe: Yeah

Angela: For Chinese, | think they are a little sceptical or reluctant to seek help outside
the family. In the UK | think people are more open. Looking for more advice in their own
way to help themselves.

Pheon: | think it’s part of traditions. Hong Kong culture is different from UK culture. UK
is more focused on balance of life, but Hong Kong people do not take priority in
balancing our life, we try to pack as much in a day as possible. Like me, | would do my
homework or assignments after a long day’s work until midnight to get it done! It’s
difficult to think of self-care when there are family demands. Family always come first
and self last. Normally it is not easy to say no to family requests. We have to meet
those demands no matter what it takes.

Berenice: | think one area with Chinese people is that they do not wish to show their
‘dirty laundry’ to other people.

Joe: Dirty laundry, | like that phrase

Berenice: So they will keep their family problems to themselves, whatever family
problems they have, until they’re being spotted on...

Pheon: Or even worse than wanting to find a solution. They will feel shame and don’t
not want to disclose their family problems to others.

Berenice: | know in some Western schools, when the family is having difficulties, the
Western parents may tell the class teacher saying “we are having some problems at
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home, can you keep an eye on my child”. But not with Chinese parents. They don’t like
people to know their family problems and may even say to their children “don’t tell
people about your family problems”. Because it’s shameful to let other people know.

Joe: I’m curious how open people are to questions on the interview forms such as “has
your child experienced anything difficult?”

Berenice: Those that allow their child to come to Play Therapy would be willing to share
as they are already open to seek help. But the majority are still closed off, they do not
want any stigma to their name.

Boundaries

Joe: Boundaries is a huge thing in Play Therapy right. We’ve had the same training so we
likely have similar overall boundaries in the playroom. How do children in HK perceive
those boundaries? Is it very new for them? Are they used to having the freedom of
expression or do they find it strange?

Angela: The children | work with, | don’t think they feel strange with boundaries. | think
they are willing to obey...Well for me our boundaries are not really strict boundaries. It’s
a basic refrain from harming themselves or others. Really, it’s just a few boundaries. For
them | don’t think it’s much. They are not like the rules in school or at home.

Sometimes when they forget and are too rough with the toys, | will remind them and
then they will just continue to play more carefully. | can feel that they really enjoy the
space. ltreally gives them the free space and the free time to play and process. So |
don’t think it feels like much boundaries to them. | think these boundaries are crucial
for all therapy not just play therapy. This is the boundary to help provide a safe and
protected space. If there was no boundary they may not feel protected. There’s no
100% free play in the world right?

Joe: That sense of freedom doesn’t exist without boundaries.

Berenice: On the contrary to what they expect, | think there are less boundaries in the
playroom than at home.

Pheon: From my experience, for Chinese people, we are used to having boundaries. We
are so used to rules and regulations growing up. We have to follow parents’ orders no
matter what. It’s a totally different culture in the Western. Normally when we were
growing up we’re so used to obeying our parents. Which school to go to, which jobs to
take. It’s all following traditions. So going to therapy sessions, they already expect that
there will be rules to follow. When they come into the playroom, they are surprised with
how few boundaries there are. So for them, it’s easy to manage because it’s just less.
When | conduct my sessions in school, the children face so many rules and regulations
at the campus already. So once they step inside the playroom, with just one door
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separating, they can immediately feel the difference. They are free to play inside here,
whilst their play outside is still met with many restrictions. |tell you, | have students
who enjoy testing the boundaries. | have 2 sand trays, one for wet and one for dry. They
would test my allowance whether they can mix the sand by putting wet sand in the dry
tray and vice versa.

Joe: Yeah really testing you

Pheon: They will do it and then smile. Or find different ways of doing it. They are very
clever.

Joe: So you mentioned the word ‘obedience’ at home and at school. Do you think that
theme comes into the room? Do children come in with a sense of obedience towards
you?

Berenice: In my experience there were a few times where a child would stand frozen
and wait for instructions as to what they are expected to do or perhaps they don’t trust
us that they are free to lead. And at the end when we tell them they don’t need to tidy
up, they’d say: “are you sure we don’t need to tidy up? Are you really sure?”

Joe: I’'m really curious about everything you’ve mentioned with tradition and culture and
the theme of ‘obedience’ whether that could be more present in the therapy process for
the child in Hong Kong?

Pheon: When the children want to challenge me, they would let me know in advance
that they are going to do so and seem to be looking for allowance to do so before they
actually do so.

Berenice: That idea of “I (meaning the child) make the rules” is very alien to them.
Sometimes they will try to challenge, but never outrageously.

Angela: | don’t have many challenges that | encounter in my sessions but there’s lots of
messy play. Because of the very loose boundary | keep, there’s lots of messy play. So
each session gets more messy than the last. But | think it’s good that they can really
enjoy the space like that but still feel safe and protected.

Trust in practitioners

Joe: Do you come across any difficulties with parents not wanting their child to be in
therapy? Is that something you ever experience?

Often in the UK when we’re working in a school, a common situation is that they are
referred by a teacher and they may be passionate or feel that they would benefit from
Play Therapy, but then when you speak to the parent, there are situations where
sometimes the parent may show more reluctance to access the support. Do you feel
you have a similar or different experience to thatin Hong Kong?
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Pheon: It’s easier from my experience in a school setting. Because the cases are
referred by the school, they will have spoken to the parents already and got their
consent before referring the case to me. So when | receive the case, | will have access
to the teacher or school social worker who can give me some family background before
| do the interview with the parent. The parents who are willing to accept this service
would have a lot of trust in the school by then to be cooperative. Also the parents think
that this is an added value from the school because they don’t have to pay anything and
the school is trying to handle their child for them.

Berenice: | would also suspect that if the parents were reluctant to engage, the referral
would not have gone to the therapist as it may be the school ‘s job to persuade the
parents first before the referral goes to the therapist.

Joe: Do you know this is interesting hearing this. I’m wondering if there might be a
difference in the UK where there’s a reluctance still. Certainly in my experience there
have been a few occasions where a referral has been made but the parents may still be
reluctant to access support. I’m speculating if there is a difference here?

Berenice: Sometimes the parents think they can’t handle their child and they say, “can
you do something about it at school?” Then the teacher may explain well they have Play
Therapy that maybe your child might benefit from going to this and the parents would
then say ‘oh good’.

Joe: So they’re really wanting that support.

Pheon: The living style in Hong Kong is different, both parents are often out to work and
at home there will only be a domestic helper. So sometimes the parents may not know
their child’s behaviour well. Sometimes the domestic helper may not tell them about
their child’s behaviour either. So they have no idea what or how they need to handle
their child, or maybe they have no time to do so. They will then rely on the school for
help.

Joe: So yeah you’ve been talking about once the parents made that choice to be ‘in’,
they are really invested in the process. I’m hearing this difference in my experience,
which I’m sure won’t be the case for everyone in the UK, but that trust in the process
sounds different. So the professionals have said that the child might need support and
there’s high trust there. | feel as though in my work the trust needs to develop over a
period of time and most times | feel we get there, but establishing that trust is very
much a part of the process.

Pheon: Forthe schools here that accept Play Therapy, the ranking for them is quite
high in Hong Kong. So parents would want to cramp their children into these kinds of
schools. It’s not easy for them to be accepted in the first place. So when the school
says the children need this and wants to refer them to play therapy, the parents comply
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or are appreciative that this is an added value from the school for their child. It is free
for the parents anyway and they believe that this will be good for their child too.

Joe: | see. So perhaps it’s this idea of a child being in a good school, they may trust
everyone that’s there. An assumption that everyone at the schoolis of a certain calibre.
It sounds like a lot of trust in the system. Maybe there’s less of that in the UK? Parents
may be more selective of where they go and want to be more involved with the process?
I’m really interested in the idea, which will exist in the UK too, that maybe based on the
hierarchy in an organisation, parents could go to that trust very quickly.

Pheon: You know for my school setting; it is actually the assistant principle that calls
the parents to tell them he wants to refer the child to play therapy. He is so important.
So when the assistant principal calls, the parents will not want to reject his suggestion,
it sure ease the way for the rest to follow up. That’s how it goes here.



