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The Use of Counselling Skills in Family Support Work: Areas of Competence in Supporting Families Experiencing Behavioural and Attendance Challenges
Family support workers play a pivotal role in supporting families who are struggling with emotional and behavioural difficulties. R is a Family Support Worker employed by a local authority in Carmarthenshire, working with parents and carers whose children have been identified as requiring support due to behavioural challenges or attendance issues with school. R’s role consists of home visits, liaison with schools and signposting community and statutory services to benefit families. Counselling skills are essential to R’s role to build trust, support open and honest communication and encourage families to explore possible solutions.
This essay will explore the counselling skills areas of competence required for R’s role, drawing on the BACP (2020) Counselling Skills Competence Framework, Midwinter and Dickson (2015), and key counselling literature. 
Basic counselling skills are central to effective helping relationships. The Social Care Wales (2017) professional standards highlight skills such as active listening, empathy, reflective communication, and collaborative working as core competences for practitioners using helping skills in non-therapeutic roles. Practitioners use these skills to crate a supportive and safe environment where families can feel safe and understood. 
In R’s role, as a Family Support Worker, these skills are essential during home visits. Parents may feel defensive, anxious or fearful of being judged due to their previous experience with services. Active listening, shown through verbal encouragers, open posture and appropriate eye contact helps communicate respect and interest (Nelson-Jones, 2011). Reflecting feelings and content allows parents to feel heard and validated and encourages further exploration of their concerns. 
In addition, the use of open and clarifying questions enables R to support parents in exploring their experiences in greater depth without feeling interrogated or judged. Open questions encourage reflection and allow parents to describe situations in their own words, while clarifying questions help ensure shared understanding (McLeod & McLeod, 2022). This is particularly important when discussing complex issues such as school refusal or behavioural difficulties, where parents may feel misunderstood by professionals. By summarising key points within conversations, R can demonstrate accurate listening and help parents recognise patterns or priorities within their concerns, which supports empowerment and collaborative working.
The relationship, although not formal counselling, remains central to effective family support. Reeves (2022) describes the helping relationship as one built on trust, emotional safety and collaboration. The ability to demonstrate warmth and empathy supports R to develop this relationship, enabling parents to talk about sensitive issues such as the stress of parenting or school refusal. This reflects Rogers’ core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard, which underpin counselling skills practice (McLeod, 2009; Rogers, 1957).
Using counselling skills to facilitate understanding rather than giving advice or solutions, R shows a basic understanding of the therapeutic relationship as a collaborative process. Aligning with BACP guidance that counselling skills should support exploration and self-awareness rather than dependency (BACP, 2020).
Egan and Reese’s (2018) Skilled Helper model further supports this approach, emphasising the importance of helping individuals move from problem clarification to goal setting and action planning. While R does not provide therapeutic intervention, elements of this model can be ethically incorporated through counselling skills by supporting parents to identify achievable steps and recognise existing strengths. This demonstrates an understanding of the therapeutic relationship as purposeful, time-limited, and focused on facilitating change, rather than fostering reliance on the practitioner.
Establishing and maintaining ethical and professional boundaries is essential to helping roles. Social Care Wales (2017) emphasises that practitioners must work within the limits of their role, maintain professional boundaries, and recognise the distinction between supportive communication and therapeutic intervention. This is especially important for R, whose role involves emotional interactions but does not include therapeutic intervention.
Confidentiality is a key ethical consideration in family support work. McLeod and McLoed (2022) emphasise that confidentiality and clear communication of it’s limits is essential for ethical practice. As an employee of the local authority	, R has safeguarding responsibilities and a duty to share information if concerns arise about a child’s welfare. Clear explanation of these boundaries helps families understand the nature of the relationship as a professional one which supports trust.
Ethical practice also requires awareness of power dynamics within professional relationships. Parents may perceive R as having authority due to their role within a local authority, which can affect openness and engagement. The BACP (2020) highlights the importance of working collaboratively and transparently to reduce power imbalances. By using counselling skills such as empathy, validation, and collaborative language, R can help parents feel respected and involved in decision-making rather than controlled by the process.
Professional boundaries also include managing emotional involvement. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) say that while empathy is essential, practitioners must avoid becoming too involved or assuming responsibility for the outcomes for service users. R must be supportive without encouraging dependency or stepping outside the limits of their role. CPCAB training standards also emphasise ethical awareness, boundary management and referral when appropriate as important competences at level 4 (CPCAB, 2024).
Identifying when families need specialist services, such as counselling or mental health support and responding with sensitive signposting demonstrates ethical responsibility. This ensures that families gain appropriate help, and R remains within ethical and professional limits.
Maintaining appropriate boundaries also involves recognising personal limitations in knowledge and competence. The BACP and CPCAB both emphasise that practitioners should work within their scope of practice and seek guidance or referral when issues fall outside their expertise (BACP, 2020; CPCAB, 2022). For example, if a parent presents with significant mental health concerns, R’s ethical responsibility is to respond with empathy while facilitating access to appropriate specialist services, rather than attempting to address these needs independently. This protects both the family and the practitioner and demonstrates professional integrity.
Having the ability to reflect on one’s own professional practice is key and essential to counselling skills competence. Reflective practice and self-awareness are central to safe and effective use of counselling skills (BACP, 2020). McLoed (2009) suggests that reflective practice helps practitioners to learn from experience and adapt their approach to complex situations.
Family support work can be demanding and emotionally taxing, R may experience feelings of frustration, concern or empathy when working alongside families facing continuing difficulties. Reflective awareness enables R to recognise their emotional responses and identify how they might influence professional interactions. For example, repeated school attendance issues could lead to frustration, which may affect communication unless its acknowledged and reflected on.
Reflection also supports ethical decision-making by enabling practitioners to consider how their values, assumptions, or emotional responses may influence their work. McLeod (2009) notes that unexamined assumptions can affect how practitioners interpret service users’ behaviour. For R, reflecting on beliefs about parenting, education, or family functioning helps ensure that support remains non-judgemental and culturally sensitive, which aligns with ethical principles promoted by both BACP and the BPS.
Supervision provides an important safe space for reflection and is essential across counselling and helping professions. Reeves (2022) highlights supervision as essential for exploring emotional impact, ethical dilemmas and professional development. CPCAB aligned frameworks identify supervision as an essential component of ethical and reflective practice. Even when counselling skills are used outside of formal counselling roles. (CPCAB, 2022).
Through reflective practice and supervision, R can identify limitations and strengths in their use of counselling skills, recognise areas of development and consider ethical boundaries. This demonstrates a basic but appropriate level of reflective ability consistent with the requirements for R’s role.
It is argued that communication and counselling skills should be embedded within everyday professional practice rather than it being a specialist intervention (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). For R, this means integrating counselling skills across all home visits, signposting activities and school liaison. Effective communication with schools and other agencies requires empathy, clarity and professional awareness, all of which are supported by counselling skills.
Signposting families to other services also require sensitivity. By exploring families’ readiness for support and addressing concerns about accessing services, R uses counselling skills ethically and collaboratively. According to the BACP (2020) framework appropriate referral and signposting are key competencies, highlighting the importance of knowing the limits of one’s role.
Family support interventions are often time-limited, therefore managing endings is another important counselling skill. R must prepare families for these transitions using counselling skills to reflect strengths, summarise progress and acknowledge achievements supports families’ independence and confidence.
In conclusion, the counselling skills areas of competence outlined in the BACP (2020) Counselling Skills Competence Framework, supported by Midwinter and Dickson (2015) and wider counselling literature, are highly relevant to R’s role as a Family Support Worker. This essay has demonstrated basic counselling skills and an understanding of the therapeutic relationship, explored ethical and professional boundaries, and highlighted the importance of reflective awareness in professional practice.

By embedding counselling skills into home visits, school liaison, signposting, and multi-agency work, R can engage families in a respectful, empowering, and ethically sound manner. Overall, the discussion demonstrates that counselling skills are not an additional or optional aspect of family support work but are integral to ethical, effective, and reflective practice. By applying these skills within clearly defined professional boundaries, R can support families in a way that is respectful, empowering, and aligned with recognised professional standards. Alignment with BACP, CPCAB, and BPS-recognised standards ensures that counselling skills are used safely and appropriately, supporting both professional integrity and positive outcomes for families.












Reference List
British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy. (2020). A guide to the BACP counselling skills competence framework [PDF]. https://www.bacp.co.uk/media/8889/bacp-counselling-skills-framework-user-guide-may20.pdf
Counselling & Psychotherapy Central Awarding Body. (2022). The CPCAB model of helping work and counselling practice [PDF]. CPCAB. https://content.cpcab.co.uk/www/documents/The%20CPCAB%20model%20of%20helping%20work%20and%20counselling%20practice..pdf
Counselling and Psychotherapy Central Awarding Body. (2024). Level 4 Diploma in Therapeutic Counselling (TC-L4): Qualification specification. https://www.cpcab.co.uk/public_docs/tc-l4_specification
Egan, G., & Reese, R. J. (2018). The skilled helper : a problem-management and opportunity-development approach to helping (Eleventh edition.). Cengage.
McLeod, J. (2009). An introduction to counselling (5th ed.). Open University Press.
McLeod, J., & McLeod, J. (2022). Counselling skills: Theory, research and practice (3rd ed.). McGraw Hill/Open University Press.
Midwinter, R., & Dickson, J. (2015). Embedding counselling and communication skills: A relational approach. SAGE.
Nelson-Jones, R. (2011). Basic counselling skills: A helper’s manual. SAGE.
Reeves, A. (2022). An introduction to counselling and psychotherapy (3rd ed.). SAGE.
Rogers, C. R. (1992). The Necessary and Sufficient Conditions of Therapeutic Personality Change. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 60(6), 827–832. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.60.6.827
Social Care Wales. (2017). Code of professional practice for social care [PDF]. https://socialcare.wales/cms-assets/documents/Code-of-Professional-Practice-for-Social-Care-web-version.pdf




2

