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This essay will consider the role of E, a Wellbeing Officer at a further education college and examine the counselling skills areas of competence required for the role in line with the BACP Counselling Skills and Competence Framework. It will explain the importance of these competencies and how they underpin safe and effective practice and set a professional standard. Current research shows that skills such as active listening, empathy and self-awareness are major contributors to positive mental health outcomes within helping support services (McLeod, 2022). In the role, the Wellbeing Officer works together with teaching staff to promote positive mental health across the whole campus and supports students that are experiencing problems such as low mood, anxiety and social isolation. It involves listening to the students’ concerns and facilitating access to appropriate internal and external support. In this instance, the Wellbeing Officer had recently achieved a CPCAB Level 3 Certificate in Counselling Studies, enhancing skills and capability but not qualifying as a trained counsellor.

The BACP Counselling Skills and Competence Framework sets out what knowledge and abilities are needed to deliver a particular type of therapy, work well with certain groups, or operate effectively in specific therapeutic settings. It is created using a combination of research methods based on the Roth and Pilling approach (Roth & Pilling, 2008), looking closely at existing research, reviewing practice manuals, textbooks and teaching materials, and working with a group of experts who oversee the process. It is accompanied by a guide explaining how the framework can be used and why it is helpful for a wide variety of supporting roles (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP], 2020).

The framework is made up of five areas of competence - professional context, empathy, skills and techniques, working alliance and personal qualities (BACP, 2020).

Professional context requires the commitment to work ethically and safely, within professional boundaries and limitations of the role, following relevant policies and procedures. Being able to offer appropriate support through utilising counselling skills within the role, without stepping into the role of ‘therapist’. Recognising risks and emergencies and having the capability to respond accordingly, referring to professional guidance where necessary (BACP, 2020).

This competence area directly relates to the Wellbeing Officer’s work. E’s role involves listening to students’ concerns, offering emotional support, and helping them access appropriate internal or external services. 

E is not trained as a counsellor so must work within certain boundaries. The CPCAB Level 3 Certificate in Counselling Studies strengthens understanding of ethical practice but does not qualify them to offer therapy. When using counselling skills outside formal therapy, this competence area is essential as it prevents unintentional counselling without the appropriate training or accountability (Reeves, 2022). Helpers must be able to distinguish between their role from therapeutic practice. Ethical competence integrates professional standards with personal awareness (McLeod, 2022). 

The college environment can also bring specific safeguarding responsibilities, as students may disclose high-risk issues such as self‑harm, abuse or significant mental health concerns. E must manage confidentiality sensitively while also recognising situations when duty of care and safeguarding obligations override confidentiality. Students under the age of 18 or at risk of harm require careful assessment and potential referral. The Department for Education highlights the importance of early identification, clear referral processes and multi‑agency working when supporting young people’s mental health (Department for Education, 2018), ensuring students receive safe, well-timed help.

Empathy is the second area of competence and is central to all helping relationships. The BACP framework describes empathy as the ability to understand another person’s experience and to communicate that understanding in a way that helps them feel heard and valued. Empathy and active listening are featured strongly in the framework (BACP, 2020). Research shows that empathic responses are strongly linked to positive outcomes in mental health support, including increased trust, reduced distress and greater engagement (McLeod, 2022). 

Empathy is fundamental to the Wellbeing Officer’s role. Students come to E when they are distressed, overwhelmed or not sure where to turn. Some may feel isolated or misunderstood, particularly in the college environment where there are academic pressures and the social challenge of meeting new people and making friends. Empathy conveys validation and acceptance, which can foster trust (Reeves, 2022). E’s ability to respond empathically helps students feel safe enough to share their concerns. This is important when working with young people who may not have had positive experiences of being listened to by adults. E’s collaboration with teaching staff is also enhanced by the ability to be empathic, enabling a deeper understanding of the pressures students face. This creates a supportive culture across the college, contributing to a more holistic, whole campus approach to promoting mental health.

The third area of competence focuses on the specific counselling skills and techniques used in helping relationships. These include active listening, open questioning, summarising, paraphrasing, reflecting feelings, and facilitating problem‑solving (BACP, 2020). These are not therapeutic methods, more communication tools that help individuals feel understood and supported. These skills can be used effectively in a wide range of helping roles, provided they are used appropriately and within clear boundaries (Westergaard, 2017).

These are the core skills that are central to the Wellbeing Officer’s day‑to‑day work. E uses active listening to help students explain their concerns, which is particularly helpful when students are anxious or struggling to express themselves. Summarising and reflecting feelings help students feel heard and help clarify the nature of the problem. Open questions allow E to explore issues sensitively and assess risk where necessary. E must avoid using techniques that encroach on therapeutic territory, such as interpretation or deep exploration of past trauma, as these would be outside the limits of the role. Counselling skills are used to support students and to identify what further support may be needed in the present. These skills help E make referrals to internal counselling services or external agencies, ensuring students receive the right level of appropriate care in good time. The ability to recognise the limit of competency is a competency in itself (McLeod, 2022). 

The fourth competence area is the working alliance and is considered one of the strongest predictors of positive outcomes (McLeod, 2022). It is the ability to start, maintain and end the work using appropriate counselling skills within the boundaries and limitations of the role. From establishing a trusting and respectful relationship, rooting the therapy in the best interests of the person seeking help, to ending the relationship safely and thoughtfully. Using skills to reflect and learn, working with a diverse range of people, issues and needs and being able to manage challenges.   Working synergistically, not only with the recipient but with colleagues, agencies, friends and family in ways that respect confidentiality and values (BACP, 2020).

The working alliance is highly relevant to the Wellbeing Officer’s role. E may only work with students for a short period over one or two sessions, so the ability to build rapport quickly is essential. Students are more likely to engage honestly and openly when they feel safe and respected. A strong working alliance also helps E and the student agree on whether ongoing support, referral to counselling, or practical adjustments within the college are the best course of action. When working with teaching staff, safeguarding teams and external agencies, E needs to form effective working alliances across these relationships to ensure support is coordinated and that the student’s needs remain at the crux of the decision making. Good relational skills in multidisciplinary environments are crucial in these roles (BACP, 2022).

The final competence area focuses on the personal qualities required for safe and effective use of counselling skills. These include self‑awareness, emotional resilience, authenticity, reflective capacity and the ability to recognise triggers that elicit personal reactions. The ability to be able to sidestep personal reactions in order to fully focus on the person being helped. The awareness to determine the areas that require personal development, coaching, training and support (BACP, 2020). Helpers must understand how their own experiences and assumptions can influence their work with others. Some personal attributes can have a positive effect on helping roles, such as emotional maturity, kindness and integrity (BACP, 2020).

These qualities are essential for the Wellbeing Officer. As E regularly encounters students who are dealing with complex personal issues, good self‑awareness helps recognise when a student’s situation triggers a personal reaction, allowing management of these responses appropriately. Emotional resilience is crucial, as the role can involve hearing difficult stories and managing high levels of emotional trauma. Self-reflection is a core skill that helps maintain professional boundaries and avoid over identification (Reeves, 2022). In college environments, wellbeing staff can deal with large caseloads and emotional helping roles can lead to compassion fatigue if not properly managed, making ongoing support and self‑care imperative. Supervision or peer support can deepen reflective exercises, help E learn from challenging interactions and practice more effectively (Westergaard, 2017).

This essay has examined how the BACP Counselling Skills and Competence Framework relates to and guides the professional practice of a Wellbeing Officer supporting students in a further education college. The framework provides a clear, research‑informed structure for understanding what competent use of counselling skills looks like beyond formal counselling roles. Each of the competence areas relates directly to the responsibilities of the Wellbeing Officer as the role requires the use of counselling skills to support students effectively, but it also requires clear boundaries, ethical awareness and an understanding of when to refer students for further help. It has shown how the framework helps ensure that counselling skills are used safely and appropriately, enhancing the quality of support while maintaining professional standards. By grounding practices in these competencies, the Wellbeing Officer can contribute to a supportive, responsive and ethically sound environment that promotes positive mental health across the college community.
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