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Within the body of this essay the ethical framework for counselling professions will be discussed and the importance of working with clients to maintain a therapeutic framework will be considered.
Ethics is about having a common consensus that we can all agree to so that we can offer a consistent standard of service, no matter where we are. If we didn’t have ethics, we may fall into patterns of behaviour where right and wrong are generated by our families or those close to us or groups. 
Like most professions, counselling has an overseeing body that ensures that counsellors work in a way which does not hurt, damage or exploit the general public. The profession of counselling has its own ‘rules of conduct’. If a counsellor or therapist is a member of a professional body, they will be bound by a code of professional ethics framework. The British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) is the largest professional body in the UK for counselling practitioners and lays down a standard of conduct that all parties involved can expect at a national level. 
But why do we need an ethical framework? It would be wise to consider first the role of the counsellor. The BACP definition of counselling states that “Counselling and psychotherapy are umbrella terms that cover a range of talking therapies. They are delivered by trained practitioners who work with people over a short or long term to help them bring about effective change and/or enhance their wellbeing” (Dale, 2017) 
In short, a counsellor is someone who is employed to use their skills in order to help others understand and explore their emotional problems. A counselling relationship can be viewed therefore as an arena that calls for extreme vigilance when it comes to ethical issues. In a counselling setting, practitioners hold confidential information about service users and the client is speaking from a place of vulnerability, which means that the practitioner holds a significant balance of power when it comes to making recommendations that could impact a person’s life. (McLeod, 2011. p.103-104)
It is beneficial to consider why the BACP chose to use an ethical framework rather than a code or set of rules. The BACP chose to present it as an ethical framework because there is such a range of different settings and different client groups ,so they decided to think of it conceptually as something like a framework or scaffolding outside of a building where you can have different platforms, different routes, different ladders, so that people doing different jobs can find their place in the framework. (Interview Tim Bond, Counselling Skills Podcast)  When individuals think of a framework or scaffolding, when they are inside it, they are usually pretty safe. But it is when people decide to go outside of the scaffolding that disaster happens. 
Ethics is a community activity and the framework has been built on the feedback of its members. The ethical framework is thought of as a living document. Living in rapidly changing circumstances and working within a profession that is changing quickly, the framework needs to be revisited frequently. Therefore, this framework is not something that is imposed on us, rather it is something that is developed in discussion with each other as member of the BACP.  After many years of continual development, the main issues considered by the BACP in their ethical framework are divided three main sections; our commitment to clients, ethics and good practice. 
A commitment to clients sets out a responsibility that a practitioner has towards them. As previously discussed, there are many variations of practice covered by the framework and therefore it is not easy to cover all areas with hard and fast rules. Generally, the terms ‘must’ or ‘will’ communicates an overriding duty. However sometimes ‘should’ or ‘normally’ are used to allow for some discretion which may be required for good ethical reasons. (Bond, 2017. p. 138) It is almost inevitable that practitioners will encounter ethical challenges from time to time because of the nature of the work. Clients need to be able to participate freely and this requires clients to be able to trust their practitioner with their wellbeing and personal, sensitive information. The BACP take being trustworthy as a serious ethical commitment, as well as showing respect, maintaining integrity and being professional at all times. The essence of the personal relationship within counselling is essential, so to have these commitments outlined is helpful. 
According to the BACP, values are a useful way of expressing ethical commitment. This includes a commitment to respect human rights, alleviate distress, enhance client wellbeing, improve quality of relationships and protect client safety just to name but a few. These values inform principles. (BACP ethical framework, 2018)

The core principles of the BACP are being trustworthy, autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, justice and respect. Ethical decisions that are supported by these principles without contradiction are well founded. For example, a practitioner may find themselves in a situation that felt complex and confusing, such as whether to escalate an issue to someone outside of the counselling room. Referring to these core principles can help make an informed an ethical decision. Would taking the issue out of the counselling room be breaking the client’s trust? Would it respect their right for autonomy? Would it be beneficial for the client’s wellbeing? Would it cause more harm than good? Would it be a fair and impartial decision, and would this have a negative impact on the practitioner? On the other hand, could this framework leave the practitioner even more confused and tied up in ethical knots, rather than relying on human instinct and individuality of each case and scenario. Referring to the word ‘guideline’ these are exactly what they are, allowing the practitioner to explicitly examine the challenges arising from the power imbalance between the practitioner and the client, without being boxed in with the rigidity of specific rules and regulations. 
The field of ethics involves systemising, defending and recommending concepts of right and wrong behaviour. The BACP ethics are based around virtue ethics, the idea of being a good person, being virtuous and doing the right thing. It is about acting in a way that shows that you are doing your best for whomever you are working with. These virtue ethics come from the Greek Philosopher, Aristotle. (Bond, 2015. p.48) Personal moral qualities are a contemporary application of these virtues. The BACP states that ‘high levels of compatibility between personal and professional moral qualities will usually enhance the integrity and resilience of any relationship’. (BACP Ethical Framework p. 12). These personal moral qualities include care, empathy, courage, respect and wisdom. These qualities when applied in counsel to the core conditions and values should become a crucial aid to making difficult decisions when met with ethical dilemmas. 
A good understanding of the ethics that underpin the works of a counsellor can be helpful therefore in making significant decisions. Bond (2017) recommends that best practice is to read and re-read the ethical guidance frequently to refresh your mind before any difficulties should arise. The greatest difficulties can arise when the practitioner is unfamiliar with the relevant guidance and only consults it under moments of high stress, pressure and anxiety. Bond advises that it is better to commit to reading them in advance and periodically thereafter. (Bond, 2017. p. 138 sage handbook)

Furthermore, these are complex and often inter-related issues where analysis of experience brings up new issues. It seems highly appropriate that the BACP review the ethical framework on a periodic basis. The BACP has a commitment to developing research infrastructure and is seen as essential to advancing, developing and justifying the services of counselling practitioners. In 2018, the most recent update was made to the BACP ethical framework. Some of the changes are quite small, and by contrast, some of the changes are quite significant, including brand new sections on relationships with former clients; on breaks and endings, including provision should a practitioner become ill or die; and on working with colleagues in teams. There is also a new section addressed to trainees, including disclosing to clients that they are trainees. There has been a revised section on GDPR and the Data Protection Act as well as some new points about gender identity and sexual orientation. This adaptation to the ‘living document’ that was the update of 2016, has been in response to the changing needs of the profession and the rapidly changing world. The revision was based on a survey of its members, to which 1200 responded. (Therapy Today, July 2018 The only way is ethics: With the latest revision of the Ethical Framework, has the counselling profession finally grown up?). Needless to say, the document has been developed through professional discussion rather than imposed, driven by listening to grass-roots views. 
There is a differing of opinions when it comes to the framework. Some see it as a positive tool, a supportive and affirming document. Other members may see it “as a guillotine” that can be used to harm and trap. In our current society, professions are more regulated than ever, and a common complaint is that the BACP are encouraging defensive practice in the regulation. However, it is felt by the body overseeing the framework that if they are to be considered as a serious profession, they need to engage with a periodically revised, updated and regulated framework. The framework is allowing space for brilliant practice but stressing the importance of putting the client at the centre of our commitment, rather than the practitioner, leaving no room for awful practice. In addition to digesting the material on boundaries and building trust in the therapeutic room, by being completely transparent and bringing the Ethical Framework into the counselling room, physically handing a copy to the client, demonstrates a commitment and a level of trust, setting a precedent that the practitioner is on the side of the client. This is how the Ethical Framework can help to build a relationship with the client. (Therapy Today, July 2018 The only way is ethics: With the latest revision of the Ethical Framework, has the counselling profession finally grown up?). 
In conclusion, it can be determined that the BACP ethical framework is a document in constant evolution. It is important to be familiar with it, to remind oneself of the commitment made to clients and carry that forward into practice. As discovered, the situations that can arise in practice that raise ethical issues can become overwhelming and bring a practitioner to heightened levels of concern and anxiety. It has been discussed that although there is some opposition and apprehension towards the ethical framework, when used correctly it can become a powerful tool to use at the beginning, at the end and throughout the entire length of the counselling relationship with clients. 




 



















Reference List
Dale, H. (2017) Choosing a Counsellor or Psychotherapist. Available at:  https://www.bacp.co.uk/media/1917/bacp-choosing-counsellor-psychotherapist-c3.pdf (Accessed: 10th November 2018).
McLeod, J & McLeod, J. (2011) Counselling Skills, A Practical Guide for Counsellors and Helping Professionals. Glasgow: Bell & Bain Ltd. 
Therapy Today https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=6&sid=e9c99b43-f874-47ee-9e11-37761b0047de%40sessionmgr4006&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=131269637&db=aph
Sage Handbook
Standards and Ethics for Counselling 
BACP framework document 





image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
N Vo | YT Athrofa
 University of Wales | Institute of Education
Trinity Saint David Addysg i Gymru_/ Education for Wales




