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Briefing paper


Counselling has been slow to recognise that social class is  a pervasive and enduring feature of society, despite the fact  that the correlation between lower social class and mental health and wellbeing is  well established.



This Briefing Paper reports on the findings of a systematic review that suggests counsellors should recognise that class can create as many obstacles in the counselling room, as it does in wider society. 
UNDECLARED EDGES OF EQUALITY:
SOCIAL CLASS IN THE COUNSELLING RELATIONSHIP

I
n 1996, Anne Kearney published Counselling Class and Politics[endnoteRef:1], a book that spoke of the invisibility of social class in psychotherapeutic work, with the subtitle “Undeclared influences in therapy”.  Kearney’s work sought to bring awareness of social class to the counselling profession and was a call for counsellors to acknowledge and find ways to include this awareness in the work with clients. It was published at a time when the gap between the richest and the poorest in society was raising significant social concern. It is revealing that Kearney’s book was republished in 2018 with new contributions that recognise that 20 years later, social class remains a largely ignored aspect of social justice within the counselling and psychotherapy professions.  [1:  KEARNEY, A. and PROCTOR, G., 2018. Counselling, Class and Politics: undeclared Influences in therapy. 2 edn. Monmouth: PCCS Books.] 

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in social inequalities and social justice as a result of the Black Lives Matter and the Me-Too movements. The global pandemic has also focused awareness on social divides, with many working-class people in low-paid employment and essential roles finding themselves at greater risk of contracting the virus, or being prevented from participating in furlough schemes that protected income and employment. A review of existing empirical counselling research revealed that while inequalities relating to race, gender, and culture and how these affect the counselling relationship has been studied extensively, the focus on social class has been scant. 
A recent systematic literature review, prepared as the background to this briefing paper, found that between 2011 and 2023 only five research studies explored social class inequality and its impact upon the counselling relationship.  Despite the number, the findings of this research reveals two uncomfortable positions. One study found that including class descriptors in client profiles negatively influenced counsellors perceptions of how clients would engage with counselling[endnoteRef:2], while others found that counsellors who failed to acknowledge class difference in the counselling room created significant obstacles to engagement for the client. The most recent study[endnoteRef:3], co-authored by the eminent psychologist and researcher Dr Victoria Clarke, found that the majority of a wide and self-selecting sample of counsellors practice from a “class-blind” perspective, and from positions and ideas that more closely align themselves with individual psychology and disease: seeing clients’ problems as internally located and thus ignoring social problems and obstacles that arise from class inequality. [2:  THOMPSON, M.N., COLE, O.D. and NITZARIM, R.S., 2012. Recognizing Social Class in the Psychotherapy Relationship: A Grounded Theory Exploration of Low-Income Clients. Journal of counseling psychology, 59(2), pp. 208-221.]  [3:  MCEVOY, C., CLARKE, V. and THOMAS, Z., 2021. ‘Rarely discussed but always present’: Exploring therapists’ accounts of the relationship between social class, mental health and therapy. Counselling and psychotherapy research, 21(2), pp. 324-334.] 
“Counsellors and psycho-therapists  who failed to acknowledge social class differences… led to participants describing their experiences as feeling judged, unconnected, and caught up in a relationship that exaggerated power differentials.”




The Widening divide and the impact on those in lower social classes
It is surprising that research suggests that counsellors operate without recognition of the issue given the pervasive and enduring nature of the class divide.  In the UK the independent social change organisation, The Joseph Rowntree Trust[endnoteRef:4] found that during 2022, 3.8million people experienced destitution.  This figure represented an increase of 148% since 2017. The Office of National Statistics (ONS) not that some people have been unable to escape poverty since the banking crisis of 2008 [endnoteRef:5], but more revealing is the deep dive into the ONS data conducted by The Equality Trust [endnoteRef:6]. This identified that in 2022, income for 14 million people in the lower social classes fell by 7.5%, while the wealthiest 20% of the population saw their income rise by 7.8%  They also note that the gap started widening in the late 1980’s and has continued throughout this period until now. OECD[endnoteRef:7] recognise has the gap has worsened since the Pandemic.  [4:  JOSEPH ROWNTREE FOUNDATION, 2023-last update, Destitution in the UK 2023. Available: https://www.jrf.org.uk/deep-poverty-and-destitution/destitution-in-the-uk-2023 [12/01/23]]  [5:  ONS, 2023-last update, Household income inequality, UK: financial year ending 2022. Available: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/householdincomeinequalityfinancial/financialyearending2022 [12/01/24]]  [6:  THE EQUALITY TRUST, 2024-last update, The Scale of Economic Inequality in the UK. Available: https://equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk [12/01/23]]  [7:  OECD, 2021-last update, Inequalities in household wealth and financial insecurities of households. Available: https://www.oecd.org/wise/Inequalities-in-Household-Wealth-and-Financial-Insecurity-of-Households-Policy-Brief-July-2021.pdf [12/01/24]] 

The impact of being part of a lower social class is significant. It is widely acknowledged that it affects educational attainment, results in lower health and quality of life measures, higher mortality rates  and decreased opportunities to improve social and economic standing.  On a day-to-day basis it means that people may be entrenched in social situations that make psychological change more difficult – making ends meet becomes the focus of ones’ life, leaving little room for personal growth and reflection. 

The effects of class aversion in the counselling room.
Three of the five research studies focused in detail on the specific impact of social class on the counselling relationship. Each indicates that a practitioner's failure to acknowledge class differences results in unsatisfactory descriptions of therapy engagement. Thompson et al.'s2 study observes that therapists who recognize the challenges associated with social class appear more engaged with the client and projected a welcome sense of care and connection. They note that these therapists were more willing to be open and were  prepared to safely breach traditional boundaries to ensure that clients were supported beyond the therapy room. The implication is that those adhering strictly to traditional “therapist” role types are less likely to have reflected on, or given consideration to, either their own or their clients' social positioning. Counsellors and psychotherapists - who failed to acknowledge social class differences, or even drew attention to them through personal expression (clothing, office décor and possessions on display, high-status lifestyle disclosures etc) were dismissive of the additional complexities, and failed to integrate these issues into the work. This led to participants describing their experiences negatively: feeling judged, unconnected, and caught up in a relationship that exaggerated power differentials.
Benefits of recognising social class in the counselling relationship were highlighted by Trott and Reeves[endnoteRef:8] study.  It was again suggested that clients value recognition of the social issues that class brings. McEvoy, Clarke, and Thomas[endnoteRef:9] observed that majority of counsellors in their study believed that the counselling relationship is a place where class should not matter, and so they did not acknowledge it. This was perceived as an attempt to create equality in the therapeutic relationship.  The research authors, however, point out that this can also be understood as a position that only a person with privilege could hold: the privilege of not having to concern themselves with the problems associated with social class.  Clients who are experiencing the limitations that social class bring are unlikely to experience the therapeutic relationship in the same way.  From this perspective class blindness, is as an example of privilege, not empowerment, in exactly the same way that being blind to the issues of race, culture, disability or gender is privilege too. [8:  TROTT, A. and REEVES, A., 2018. Social class and the therapeutic relationship: The perspective of therapists as clients. A qualitative study using a questionnaire survey. Counselling and psychotherapy research, 18(2), pp. 166-177.]  [9:  MCEVOY, C., CLARKE, V. and THOMAS, Z., 2021. ‘Rarely discussed but always present’: Exploring therapists’ accounts of the relationship between social class, mental health and therapy. Counselling and psychotherapy research, 21(2), pp. 324-334.] 
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While counselling research into this topic is limited to a small number of studies, these studies indicate that many counsellors may not be aware that social class is an issue in the counselling relationship. All the articles that found this, call for counsellors and psychotherapists to give due consideration to the issue as a way to improve the therapeutic experience for clients.  None of the studies were able to consider whether class is a factor in dropout rates, or whether lower class prevents clients from engaging with counselling and psychotherapy in the first place.  This however is likely, based on a widely accept understanding that these social groups routinely find them excluded from health-related treatments.[endnoteRef:10] The reasons for this is complex, but inclusive counselling practice may well be a way to redress the issue.  [10:  PUBLIC HEALTH ENGLAND, 2022-last update, Health disparities and health inequalities: applying All Our Health. Available: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health [12/01/24, .] 

Summary.
Counsellors who fail to recognise the impact of social class on their therapeutic relationships with clients may be doing them a mis-service.  All papers suggest that recognition of the client’s social class is an important factor in improving alliance.  McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas go further suggesting that failure to address the issue is classist, another example of the prejudice and privilege experienced by many socially disadvantaged groups  All those involved in the counselling and psychotherapy professions, whether in Education, Research, Practice or support roles, need to recognise a professional requirement to engage in inclusive practice.  Well meaning practitioners who practice blindly to social issues in an attempt to create equality may be having the reverse effect. 
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