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            An Ethical Framework for Counselling Practitioners based on 
                                         The Ethics of Care.
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                                                                 Introduction.
 Public awareness of mental health issues continues to rise in public profile, oftentimes championed by people in the public eye or those who possess high public regard and respect. Counselling consequently has grown and continues to grow as an accepted therapy in the treatment for many areas of mental health. The efficacy and reputation of the discipline therefore must be seen to founded on an ethical basis, adhering to high standards (Bond, 2010 P8). 
Counselling is undertaken in a wide variety of cultures and societies, this diversity requires therapists to use their knowledge and skill to achieve their goal in a manner that encompasses a high level of integrity and autonomy, displaying no partiality, no prejudice and no judgement. Individuals seeking the help of a counsellor are often distressed and at their most vulnerable. Reassurance that the counsellor will place their well- being and autonomy central to the therapy is therefore important. The establishing of an ethical relationship between therapist and client will play a vital role in ensuring this (Bond, 2010 p11). 

A client will not be aware of the ethical framework and standards their counsellor may be working within, they will however gauge their own response to the counsellor by judging the integrity they observe in their behaviour. It is likely that the level of trust and confidence developed in the relationship will be proportionate to the qualities the client observes in the counsellor it is important that we provide guidelines therefore to safeguard both client and therapist. Furthermore, our personal view of what is right or wrong varies from person to person. Therefore, to encourage a consistent level of practice it is prudent to provide counsellors with a framework to support and advise good ethical behaviours. This is important not solely for general practice, but also to guide and advise when difficult decisions need to be made. The framework presented has been compiled to offer an ethical base for counselling practice, that has been created around the Ethics of Care.






                                                                              
























 


     What is Counselling?



The term counselling does not have a single meaning, it is a term widely use within society to convey a multitude of meanings. It may be used when an individual seeks legal or medical advice, or If a friend confides in us and we give our opinion or advice.  However, in our context we are seeking to determine some of the aims, and interpretations of counselling as a therapeutic talking treatment for those with a mental health issue, although the list will not be definitive (Bond,2010 p17). The International Association for Counselling 2003 defines counselling as a body of professional trained people who can connect and respond to others enabling them to examine and identify a workable strategy to improve their life and achieve a more rewarding and productive lifestyle. This then is not a process of instructing the other person how they can do this by changing themselves or doing certain things.  Rather:
· Counsellors develop and maintain a professional relationship and adopt an approach with the client that advocates integrity and respect (BACP, 2018).  

· counsellors encourage the client to understand themselves better and the relationships they have with other people 

· Counselling is client led it maintains respect for the client’s autonomy and encourages self-determination in the process of engaging with their own strengths and abilities, to effect change in their lives (Bond,2010 p79).

· ensure client safety and consider how to minimise any harm to enable positive outcomes (Bond, 2010 p68).

· Counsellors work within their competences as failing to do so will undermine client trust and make them susceptible to further harm or distress (Bond, 2010 p121).
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What ethics is not, is the governing of our behaviour to conform to a convention, whether that be social, religious or legal. Rather it is discipline in itself, independent from general conventions and  based on principles and values that direct us in deciding and determining our behaviour in such a way to support and uphold and encourage  the wellbeing of others, also known as beneficence and not harm them or detract from their well-being in any way or non-maleficence (Paul & Elder, 2005). 
Developing an ability to reason in an ethical manner is not always instinctive, our nature as human beings tends naturally towards prejudice, self-centredness and self-defence, oftentimes encouraged by cultural society and high level of media influence in which most of us live. Whereas we may not be able to totally eradicate these human tendencies and external influences, it is possible to counter them through the adoption of ethical practices.
It is generally understood and accepted even from a young age that a general core of ethical principles exists, and   what is morally right and wrong such as steal from or hurting others, and that it is ethically correct to show respect and help others.    
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                         The History of Ethics 

Historically moral philosophers’ presented ethics as the identification of what is right and what is wrong and the use of logic in the prediction of consequences that may arise in an ethical situation.  
More recently this approach has developed to acknowledge that ethics are established from the behaviours we adopt, and these new behavioural ethics, further diversify to cover specific criteria and issues. 
Whilst the whole area of Ethics has evolved and diversified under the spectrum of Behavioural ethics. a broad spectrum of professions needs to be accommodated.  Professional ethics particularly in medicine have developed at a fast pace. The medical profession due to its long history and intellectual ethos is one that has developed other approaches to ethical ideals. (Bond, 2010 p49).

· Deontology: ethics of duty and responsibility. The theory of deontologists is founded on the conclusion that obligations emphasise regarding other people as an end in themselves,

· Utilitarian approach: based on the premise that the worth of any action undertaken ought to be defined by number of people who have been positively impacted in the process.



Consequently, it is seen that the conflicting views of the above approaches would suggest we choose whether it is enough for an individual to be viewed as an end in themselves or merely  a means to an end for the greater good of many. (Bond 2010) P 49. This disparity has provoked significant response leading to the re- emergence and emergence of the following two ethical approaches

· Virtue Ethics: founded by Aristotle (382-322 BC) whose ethical view was that ethical actions are a natural development born out of our own qualities and goodness.

· The Ethic of care: Developed and founded on the female experience of life, it upholds the view that ethical responsibility is focused on our moral responsibilities arising from the relational bonds that connect us to the people we live alongside. 
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What are Ethics of care?



The ethic of care approaches moral conflicts with the aim of preserving relational ties and personal integrity (Ross & Parks, 2018). It encompasses the interests of all participants with a genuine caring attitude and approach. This area of ethics is widely attributed to the work of Carol Gilligan, who studied the research of Lawrence Kohlberg on moral development. The model is based on feminine styles of thinking and moves the emphasis away from following regulations responsibilities obedience and promotes relationship, respect and care (Ross & Parks, 2018). Thus, we consider the other party as a whole living human being, with diverse needs and hopes, responsibly promoting the person being  cared for whenever possible, and making ethical decisions based on emotional motivations. Nevertheless, ethical decision making cannot be impartial. 
· Central to the focus of ethics of care is a pressing moral need to care for those to who we feel a strong responsibility, for example a child or elderly or sick dependent.  An overwhelming moral force responds to care for the dependent. However, when on occasion circumstances dictate, that independence and even autonomy are replaced by the reality of life. Underlying these behaviours is the recognition that as humans we are relational beings.
 
· Understanding and identifying the best action to take from a moral stance. Ethics of care places strong emphasis on the value of emotions such as empathy, sympathy   being sensitive and receptive. It respects emotions, and the benefits they bring in a relational context, helping to make better moral judgements as to what would be best in a moral dilemma.

· Ethics of care rejects the view of other moral theories which suggest a detached perspective enables better moral reasoning. However, it does not allow relationships to override when impartiality is required (Held, 2006 p10-14).

· Ethics of care follows the line of the feminist viewpoint and rebalances old traditional ideas about public and private environments being separate. It highlights the imbalance of previous moral theory that considered events in the public life to have more relevance to morality than issues arising in the home.  It recognises the obligation of care that arises in a private setting within family or friendships and the disadvantages and limitations this placed on women in the past.

EMPATHY:  
 Empathy is thought to be one of the primary processes that triggers our caring response, and feelings of compassion, it arises through a stirring of our emotions. Consequently, the process it is driven by our awareness and ability to experience and share these emotions (Slote, 2007). Genuine caring actions involve an emotional response to a person or situation where the individual involved is central to this, our instinct is to do what is best for that person without undue regards for the background situation. However, we can feel or display empathy and caring not only to people we know or have met but even to people or people groups unknown to us and can still experience genuine concern or worry about their plight (Slote, 2007).
Core Values of counselling, why ethics is important. 
The values we hold in life determine and influence everything we do, whether to act or not act. They are at the core of every decision or choice we make. They encompass and convey what it is to be human and are embedded in our day to day life (Proctor,2014). Within the discipline of counselling it is important to provide a consistent standard of values to be upheld. 
· Always respect the dignity and human rights of individuals.

· Address any symptoms of distress and discomfort displayed by the other person

· Provide a means to improve the other persons wellbeing and ability to flourish.

· Encourage discovery and development of personal skills to equip, enable, and promote better resilience.

· Work towards improving relationship skills.

· Enable the discovery of self-worth within the culture and environment natural to the other person and embrace the diversity of experience.

· Ensure all safeguarding policy is upheld for both client and counsellor (BACP, 2018).

· Maintain an ongoing development of professional knowledge and skills and seek to deliver a service that is fair and equally distributed (BACP, 2018).
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Ethical Principles.
  
Ethical principles are rules we establish and abide by because they represent the values we uphold and validate the moral decisions we have made (Barnes & Murdin, 2001, P9).  

Beneficence 
Performing an action that is good, kind or charitable that is intended to result in a positive and beneficial outcome for another person. (Proctor, 2014, p42).

Non-maleficence
The principle that no action should be taken that may impact another to produce harm or distress.
Justice:
To treat all others with the same high standard of care top which they are due and provide an adequate and effective level of service.
Self-Respect:
Promoting and encouraging the counsellor’s understanding of themselves, their integrity and ensuring adequate attention and resource is invested in the maintaining of their own well-being.

Autonomy:
 Maintaining a person’s right to make or have a choice and a say in the decisions that concern themselves.

Honesty and trustworthiness: 
 providing a safe environment for the client to place their trust with confidence and reciprocating with an attitude of respect. 
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making an ethical decision.  
At the centre of making an ethical decision will be the moral dilemma.  Conflict can arise between the counsellor’s values and standards and those of the client when applying standards of right or wrong to a given situation. Sometimes the complexity of the situation makes a clear-cut decision difficult.
How to work towards an ethical decision.
· Firstly, identify the dilemma or problem, look at it from all perspectives, consider the law, ethical principles and values of the organisation. Study the appropriate ethical framework and 

· Consult with your supervisor or peers, utilise available professional resources, examine your values feelings and instincts, look for any prejudice arising.
 
· Examine different possible solutions and identify any risks or benefits which may result for each course of action.

· After full consideration decide on the best action in the given circumstances, note your justifications for the decision and then monitor and appraise the resulting outcome.   
                                                                                                                        (Proctor, 2014: BACP, 2018).
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Decision making and Ethical dilemmas.


In Conclusion.


In this framework we have looked at the relevance and importance of incorporating ethics as a fundamental element to the practice of counselling. We have seen that counsellors’ stance on right or wrong may vary by differing degrees, one person may be naturally inclined to the ethical and have a selfless disposition, whereas another may be naturally inclined away from the ethical and display selfish tendencies. Panza & Potthast (2010, P41). Consequently, adhering to a framework of ethical practice promotes a minimum standard and consistent level of service to the client. Furthermore, the framework is designed to safeguard the counsellor in equal measure the client. 
This framework has been developed to provide ethical guidance to counsellors in the context of the ethic of care theory. The core aims of counselling have been identified and alongside we have looked at the development of ethic of care and some of the reasons why it fits well into the discipline of counselling, embracing many of the principles and values that underpin the profession.
Practitioners will inevitably find that ethical working can be challenging, and difficult situations and ethical dilemmas will inevitably arise. A sound understanding of an ethical framework that fits with their disciple will prove invaluable and essential in maintaining good practice and providing important guidelines and support routes.
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