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Counselling Skills Areas of Competence in the Role of a Recovery Coordinator
Introduction
This essay critically evaluates the counselling skills areas of competence required for the role of a Recovery Coordinator working within a third-sector organisation in Cardiff that supports individuals affected by substance misuse. Although this role does not constitute formal psychotherapy, counselling skills are fundamental to effective engagement, structured recovery planning, and group facilitation. The discussion draws on the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2020) Counselling Skills Competence Framework and integrates relevant literature, including McLeod (2025), McLeod and McLeod (2011), Egan (2013), Reeves and Bond (2021), Elliott et al. (2014), and Frankel et al. (2012). It will be argued that competence in this role requires relational sensitivity, ethical vigilance, structured intervention skills, and clear professional boundaries. Counselling skills are essential, yet their application must remain within defined limits of competence to ensure safe and ethically responsible practice.
Nature of the Professional Role
The Recovery Coordinator operates in a helping role that combines emotional support with practical interventions, such as housing and employment assistance. According to Westergaard (2017), helping professionals frequently use counselling skills without functioning as counsellors or psychotherapists. This distinction is critical. While counselling involves deeper psychological exploration, the Recovery Coordinator’s role remains structured, goal-oriented, and service-based.
Substance misuse often intersects with trauma, mental health difficulties, poverty, and social marginalisation. McLeod (2025) emphasises the social purpose of counselling and the importance of recognising structural inequalities. Many individuals experiencing addiction face systemic disadvantage and stigma. Therefore, competence in this role requires not only interpersonal skills but also awareness of social context. Without such awareness, professionals risk individualising problems that are partly structural.
However, recognising social context does not mean overstepping professional boundaries. The Recovery Coordinator must maintain clarity of role and avoid engaging in therapeutic work beyond training. This aligns with the BACP (2020) domain “Working Within Competence.”
Establishing and Developing the Helping Relationship
The BACP (2020) domain “Establishing and Developing the Helping Relationship” identifies empathy, active listening, respect, and collaboration as core competences. In addiction services, trust may be fragile due to prior negative experiences with professionals or institutional systems.
Elliott et al. (2014) argue that empathy is not merely emotional warmth but involves accurate attunement to the client’s internal experience. Within recovery work, empathy reduces shame and defensiveness. Accurate reflection allows clients to feel understood rather than judged. McLeod and McLeod (2011) emphasise the practical importance of attending behaviour, minimal encouragers, and reflective statements.
However, empathy alone does not guarantee change. Frankel et al. (2012) suggest that even non-directive approaches implicitly guide clients. Therefore, the Recovery Coordinator must recognise that relational influence is unavoidable. Competence involves using influence ethically and transparently.
Furthermore, over-identification with clients may compromise professional judgement. The BACP (2020) framework highlights the importance of purposeful relationships. Warmth must be balanced with containment. Thus, this domain requires both emotional atonement and disciplined boundaries.
Maintaining the Helping Relationship and Supporting Change
The BACP (2020) domain “Maintaining the Helping Relationship” includes monitoring emotional processes and ensuring that responsibility for change remains with the client. Recovery is rarely linear. Relapse may occur and can challenge both practitioner and client.
Egan’s (2013) Skilled Helper model promotes structured exploration and goal clarification. However, there is a tension between structure and autonomy. If the Recovery Coordinator becomes overly directive, client agency may be reduced. If the approach is too passive, clients may lack guidance.
Frankel et al. (2012) demonstrate that even non-directive approaches shape client decisions through subtle influence. This suggests that neutrality is never absolute. Competence therefore involves awareness of influence and careful use of guidance. Encouraging autonomy while providing structure reflects ethical balance.
Rescuing behaviour presents a risk. In attempting to protect clients from relapse consequences, professionals may unintentionally reduce responsibility. The BACP (2020) framework emphasises collaboration rather than control. Therefore, competence requires empowering clients rather than solving problems for them.
Managing the Helping Process: Recovery Planning
Within the BACP (2020) domain “Managing the Helping Process,” competence includes clarifying goals, summarising discussions, and reviewing progress. Recovery planning requires structured communication skills.
McLeod and McLeod (2011) highlight the importance of summarising to consolidate understanding. Egan (2013) suggests breaking large goals into manageable steps to enhance self-efficacy. However, addiction recovery is complex. Clients may express unrealistic goals influenced by guilt or external pressure.
Competence involves gentle challenge without discouragement. This requires relational sensitivity and critical judgement. Relapse should not be framed as moral failure but as part of behavioural change processes. Such reframing aligns with a non-judgemental stance and reduces shame.
Thus, managing the helping process requires flexibility, collaboration, and realistic pacing.
Working with Groups: Ethical and Power Considerations
The BACP (2020) domain “Working with Groups” recognises that group facilitation requires specific competences. Relapse prevention groups may provide peer support but also introduce ethical complexity.

Confidentiality is a central concern. Unlike individual sessions, facilitators cannot fully control members’ behaviour outside the group. Therefore, competence includes transparent explanation of confidentiality limits and shared responsibility agreements. However, enforcement remains uncertain, creating ethical vulnerability.
Power dynamics also require attention. Dominant members may unintentionally silence others. Social hierarchies related to gender, age, or confidence may shape participation. McLeod (2025) highlights the importance of recognising social context within therapeutic spaces. Failure to address power imbalances may reproduce marginalisation.
Comparison processes may also occur. Success stories may inspire some participants but trigger shame in others. Facilitators must monitor emotional climate continuously. This requires emotional regulation and authority.
Safeguarding further complicates group work. If a participant discloses high-risk behaviour, the facilitator must balance confidentiality with duty of care. Reeves and Bond (2021) emphasise that ethical decision-making requires careful reasoning rather than rigid rule application. Thus, group competence demands ethical judgement, leadership, and reflexivity.
Ethical and Professional Conduct
The BACP (2020) domain “Ethical and Professional Conduct” emphasises safeguarding, confidentiality, record-keeping, and professional integrity. Substance misuse services frequently involve risk scenarios, including relapse, self-harm, and legal issues.
Clear communication about confidentiality limits is essential. Clients must understand circumstances under which information may be shared. Ethical practice requires transparency from the outset.
Reeves and Bond (2021) argue that ethical practice involves navigating tensions between autonomy and protection. In recovery services, these tensions are common. Multi-agency collaboration further increases complexity. Accurate documentation and professional communication are necessary to ensure coordinated care.
Importantly, recognising limits of competence protects clients. Attempting trauma therapy without training may destabilise individuals. The BACP (2020) domain “Working Within Competence” requires timely referral and supervision. Ethical maturity involves disciplined restraint.
Self-Awareness and Reflective Practice
Self-awareness is central to competent practice. McLeod (2009) emphasises reflective capacity as essential for ethical integrity. Addiction work may evoke frustration, compassion fatigue, or unconscious bias.
Without reflection, practitioners may respond defensively to relapse. Supervision provides structured reflection and emotional processing. Awareness of personal attitudes toward substance use is particularly important. Moral judgement undermines non-judgemental practice.
Thus, reflective practice supports resilience and ethical consistency.

Limits of Competence
Although counselling skills are fundamental to the Recovery Coordinator role, the practitioner is not a psychotherapist. The BACP (2020) domain “Working Within Competence” clearly states that practitioners must recognise limitations and seek appropriate support.
Complex trauma processing, psychiatric assessment, and deep psychological interventions exceed the role’s scope. Attempting such interventions may cause harm. Counselling skills function as supportive tools within structured recovery work, not replacements for specialist therapy.
Professional competence therefore includes both relational engagement and disciplined boundary maintenance.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the Recovery Coordinator role requires sophisticated application of counselling skills within clearly defined professional limits. The BACP (2020) competence domains provide a structured framework for establishing and maintaining helping relationships, managing recovery planning, facilitating group work, and ensuring ethical practice. Critical analysis demonstrates that effective recovery work depends on balancing empathy with structure, influence with autonomy, and care with professional restraint. Counselling skills enhance recovery support but must remain embedded within ethical awareness, social context recognition, and disciplined boundaries to ensure safe and responsible practice.
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