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Counselling Skills Areas of Competence Within a Family Support Worker’s Role

This essay will discuss the counselling skills areas of competence within a Family Support Worker’s role. For this essay, the Family Support Worker will be referred to as, ‘R’. R is employed by a local authority (LA) service in Carmarthenshire who works with parents and carers whose children have been identified as needing additional support due to challenging behaviour or attendance difficulties. The role involves a multitude of skill requirements, duties and multiagency work to ensure the best possible outcome can be achieved for the families and children involved (Welsh Assembly Government [WAG], 2025). 
The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act, implemented in 2016, came into force to impose duties on LAs to promote the well-being of those who need support (Welsh Government, 2015). In addition, a report carried out by Parentkind for Welsh Government (2025) surveyed 2,616 parents, of which, one in three parents reported that their child/ren refused to go to school. It will be R’s duty to work with families holistically to identify solutions to the problems they are facing while following the Counselling Skills Competence Framework (The British Association for Counselling and [BACP] (2020).
When working with families and children to prevent barriers to learning, it is of great importance that a trusting relationship can be built to ensure positive outcomes. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state that building rapport, creating a safe environment for ‘clients’ to feel safe and being present in the moment are just a few ways to start building a trusting and therapeutic relationship which research has shown leads to authentic communication (Bayliss-Conway et al., 2020). Heino, Kalm- Akubardia et al. (2025) extend this when a scoping review was conducted to identify key strategies which constitute trust in a relationship between professionals, children and families. The findings show that time and continuity, active listening and acts of care factored into establishing a trusting relationship which ultimately strengthens setting goals and maintains objectivity for better outcomes. However, a power imbalance was identified to be the biggest obstacle for families to overcome when working with a support worker (Lefevre et al. 2017; Kokalian et al. 2019; Sinai- Glazer 2020; Rice et al. 2022 cited in Heino and Kalm- Akubardia, et al, 2025). This highlights the importance of continuity in a family support worker’s role, enabling families to feel respected, supported and empowered. 
 The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP] (2020) highlights the Counselling Skills Competence Framework to support the use of counselling skills within R’s and many other professional roles. The framework guides practitioners by outlining the knowledge, skills and personal qualities needed to support families and children safely, ethically and effectively. The main areas emphasise the importance of working within ethical, legal and professional boundaries, assessing needs, managing risks, making referrals and using supervision and reflection for continuing professional development which will positively result in R’s objectives being met in supporting families and children.
The counselling skills R will use in their role will enhance their ability to carry out their primary role more efficiently (McLeod & McLeod, 2011; BACP,2011). Central to the Counselling Skills Competence Framework (BACP, 2020) is empathy, effective communication and the ability to work under pressure respectfully whilst being mindful of societal, cultural and diverse differences. Elliot et al. (2011) states that it is important for professionals who use counselling skills to empathise with the people they are working with, to put effort into understanding their families and children and to demonstrate that the needs of these people are being met and understanding experience rather than words. Practitioners are expected to always use a range of listening and responsive techniques with clear communication. The framework indicates that building and maintaining a strong working alliance is key, involving trust and clear expectations whilst working alongside other professionals and support networks. Concluding the framework, R would need to be self-aware, have ethical integrity, compassion and resilience as well as practicing self-care to enhance their own personal qualities to support the families and children more effectively within their care (McLeod, 2025).
Alongside using counselling skills to build trust to support families, another aspect in R’s role is the understanding of the current research and literature which offers informative explanations into the factors influencing challenging behaviour and/ or attendance difficulties. Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2026) recently reported that 30% of children are living in poverty in Wales. In 2026, Children in Wales launched its 7th Annual Child and Family Poverty Survey Finding’s Report which gave practitioners and professionals like R the opportunity to report the current issues Children, young people and families are facing and the impact this has on education and mental health. Out of 110,000 families and children currently being supported, 95% stated that the situation this year is worse than last year. When the children and young people were asked what needs to change, the overall findings showed that children living in poverty did not want to be bullied because they could not afford things, cheaper transportation allowing children to get to school and adults can get to work and all school logos should be banned on uniform to promote inclusion (Welsh Government, 2026; Nation Cymru, 2025).
 The findings from this report suggests that children’s well-being is being affected not just because they are living in financial hardship but because they are experiencing discrimination from their peers. In addition to recognising the impact of poverty, the reasons why children are displaying challenging behaviour needs to be recognised for R to take a holistic approach when offering support.
Current literature suggests that it is not beneficial to view challenging behaviour as, “deliberate or oppositional”. It should, however, be understood as recognising needs that are not being met, distress or lack of resources within the children and families’ environment (Welsh Government, 2025; Elliot et al.,2011). For R, using counselling skills to make the child feel safe, heard, and respected would help R achieve a better understanding of the child’s emotional state and environmental factors that could be a factor towards the challenging behaviour displayed (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2007; Biglan et al., 2012; Cogan et al., 2025; Welsh Government, 2022 cited in Welsh Government, 2025). The Millennium Cohort Study found that children who live in poverty are four times more likely to develop a mental health issue by the age of 11 (Senedd Research, 2023). That is why intervention from professionally trained practitioners who can assess the needs of both the children and families by using counselling skills are fundamental to prevent any further obstacles to learning from occurring and the opportunity to support any other needs families and children may present. Once R has built up a good rapport, R will then be able to signpost the family and/ or children to the relevant community services to guide them further in accessing any additional support they need. 
Communicating effectively within a team, as already discussed, is central to the BACP Framework (BACP, 2020) and key for safeguarding, coordinated support and holistic care which is supported by NSPCC (2023). In R’s role, a multiagency approach would benefit families whose children are displaying challenging behaviour or having school attendance difficulties to support the children. Once enough information has been gathered, R will then coordinate with other agencies to put a robust plan together to clearly align all involved (BACP, 2020). 
In conclusion, the role of a Family Support Worker involves much more than simply following procedures or policies. It requires the effective use of counselling skills that are grounded in ethical practice, reflection and professional boundaries. The Counselling Skills Competence Framework (BACP, 2020) provides clear guidance for practitioners like R, particularly in relation to empathy, communication and collaborative working. However, applying these skills in practice also requires an understanding of wider issues such as poverty, power imbalances and parental anxieties, all of which can impact engagement and outcomes. 
Research demonstrates that trust, continuity and active listening are essential in building meaningful relationships with families and children. Furthermore, recognising challenging behaviour as a sign of unmet needs rather than deliberate defiance reinforces the importance of a holistic and empathetic approach. By combining counselling competencies with multiagency working and awareness of socio-economic influences, R can provide support that is both ethically sound and responsive to the lived experiences of families. Ultimately, effective practice depends on balancing statutory responsibilities with personal understanding to ensure children and families feel heard, respected and supported.
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