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[bookmark: _Toc695233283]The Role of an Alcohol and Drug Counsellor: Duties, Essential Skills and Professional Development

1.1 Introduction
Alcohol and drug misuse affect individuals, families and communities throughout the United Kingdom. Addiction can impact physical health, mental wellbeing, relationships, employment and overall quality of life. (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2011).  Health and social care professionals play a significant role in supporting individuals to overcome substance misuse and rebuild their lives. The most important professions within this field is the alcohol and drug counsellor. 
My report explores the role of an alcohol and drug counsellor by describing the duties and responsibilities associated with the position. It also examines three essential skills required for the role, namely communication, empathy, and professional boundaries with ethical practice. My report identifies strategies that can be used to develop these skills and explains how these strategies contribute to professional practice.
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[bookmark: _Toc796087951]2.1 Description of a drug and alcohol counsellor in Health and Social Care

An alcohol and drug counsellor works with individuals experiencing problems related to alcohol or substance misuse. Their aim is to support clients in reducing or stopping their usage while improving their physical, emotional and social wellbeing. Counsellors may work in NHS services, charities, rehabilitation centres, prisons or community-based recovery organisations. (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2011).

The main responsibilities of an alcohol and drug counsellor is carrying out assessments to understand a client's needs, identify risks and determine appropriate treatment plans.  These assessments allow professionals to develop personalised support plans that reflect the individual's circumstances and recovery goals. NICE (2011)
Another responsibility is providing one-to-one counselling sessions. During sessions, counsellors encourage clients to discuss their experiences, identify triggers and develop coping strategies to prevent relapse. 
Alcohol and drug counsellors also work closely with multiple teams, like doctors, nurses, psychologists, social workers and recovery workers. 
Additional duties include maintaining confidential records, monitoring client progress, safeguarding vulnerable adults or children, promoting healthy lifestyles and signposting clients to other support services such as housing, employment or mental health services. Counsellors must follow professional codes of conduct and comply with legislation relating to confidentiality, safeguarding and data protection (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2024).
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Communication Skills
Effective communication is one of the most important skills for an alcohol and drug counsellor. Counsellors must communicate clearly, professionally and compassionately to establish trusting relationships with clients. Many individuals seeking support may feel anxious, ashamed or reluctant to discuss their addiction. Good communication helps clients feel respected, valued and understood. NICE (2011) recommends that professionals work in a supportive, empathic and non-judgemental manner and ensure that confidentiality, privacy and dignity are respected.
Communication involves active listening, asking open-ended questions, observing body language and responding appropriately. 
For example, if a client reports feeling overwhelmed by cravings, a counsellor who listens carefully and asks appropriate questions can help identify triggers and develop practical relapse prevention strategies. Poor communication could lead to misunderstandings, reduced trust ineffective treatment and willingness to engage.

 Empathy
Empathy is another essential skill because it enables counsellors to understand clients' experiences without judgement. Many people experiencing addiction have experienced trauma, mental health difficulties or significant life challenges. Demonstrating empathy helps create a safe therapeutic environment where clients feel comfortable discussing sensitive issues.
For example, a client who has relapsed after several months of sobriety may feel disappointed and hopeless. Rather than criticising the client, an empathetic counsellor would explore the circumstances surrounding the relapse, encourage reflection and help the client identify strategies for future success.
Empathy strengthens therapeutic relationships, improves engagement with treatment and supports long-term recovery. (Mearns, Thorne and McLeod, 2013). 
If empathy skills are not met this can affect the relationship between the counsellor and client. Clients may feel judged, misunderstood or unsupported, which could reduce their willingness to discuss sensitive issues such as substance use, relapse or mental health difficulties.

 Professional Boundaries and Ethical Practice

Maintaining boundaries protects both clients and counsellors. Counsellors frequently work with vulnerable individuals who may become emotionally dependent upon their support. Professional boundaries ensure that relationships remain therapeutic and focused on the client's recovery. (Mearns, Thorne and McLeod, 2013).
As a Counsellor you must maintain confidentiality, follow safeguarding procedures, obtain informed consent and comply with ethical guidelines established by organisations. They must also recognise situations where referral to another professional is appropriate. The Skills for Care Code of Conduct also identifies appropriate professional behaviour, attitudes and responsibilities expected of workers within health and social care (Skills for Care, 2024).

For example, if a client discloses intentions to seriously harm themselves or another person, the counsellor has a professional duty to follow safeguarding procedures, even if this means breaching confidentiality to protect life. Professional ethical frameworks require counsellors to consider client safety alongside confidentiality and professional responsibilities (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2024).
If professional boundaries and ethical practice are not met by staff, this can place both clients and professionals at risk. Poor boundaries may result in inappropriate relationships, breaches of confidentiality, conflicts of interest or the misuse of professional power, also clients may lose trust in the counsellor and may feel unsafe. 
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[bookmark: _Toc1405407187]3.1 Three Strategies to Improve the Skills for drug and alcohol counsellor

Communication Skills
Communication skills can be improved through role-play and communication skills training. Strategy like this allows counsellors to practise active listening, questioning and responding to clients in realistic situations and receive feedback on their communication. Research by Miller and Rollnick (2013) highlights the importance of communication skills such as active listening and responding appropriately when working with people experiencing substance misuse. For example, a trainee counsellor could participate in a role-play with another student acting as a client discussing alcohol dependency. The trainee could practise using open questions, attentive listening and appropriate verbal and non-verbal responses before receiving feedback from a tutor or supervisor. This allows the counsellor to identify weaknesses and develop more effective communication techniques. Therefore, regular role-play and feedback can improve communication skills and help counsellors communicate more effectively with clients.

Empathy statagies
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Empathy can be improved through regular reflective practice. Reflective practice encourages counsellors to consider clients' experiences, emotions and perspectives while also recognising their own assumptions and biases. This is important because counsellors need to understand clients without being judgemental and should consider how their responses may affect the therapeutic relationship. Schön (1983) explains that reflective practice enables professionals to learn from their experiences and improve future practice. For example, after a counselling session with a client experiencing alcohol or drug misuse, a counsellor could reflect on whether they made assumptions about the client's behaviour and consider how the client may have felt during the session. The counsellor could then use this reflection to develop a more understanding and non-judgemental response in future sessions. Therefore, regular reflective practice can increase self-awareness and help counsellors develop a more empathetic approach to clients.

Boundaries and Ethical Practice stratergies

Professional boundaries and ethical practice can be improved through regular professional supervision. Supervision provides counsellors with an opportunity to discuss their practice, receive constructive feedback and identify situations where their professional boundaries or ethical decision-making may need improvement. The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2026) identifies supervision as an important part of safe and ethical professional practice. For example, if a counsellor became concerned that they were becoming too personally involved with a client, they could discuss this with their supervisor. The supervisor could help the counsellor recognise the boundary issue and identify appropriate steps to maintain a professional relationship. Supervision can also help practitioners reflect on difficult situations and ensure that their actions remain focused on the client's wellbeing. Therefore, regular professional supervision can strengthen ethical decision-making and help counsellors maintain appropriate professional boundaries.
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Alcohol and drug counsellors play a vital role in supporting individuals affected by substance misuse. Their responsibilities include assessing clients, providing counselling, maintaining accurate records, safeguarding vulnerable individuals and working alongside multidisciplinary teams to promote recovery.
Communication, empathy, and professional boundaries are three essential skills that enable counsellors to provide effective, compassionate and ethical support. These skills can be strengthened through training, reflective practice, supervision and continuing professional development.
Developing these competencies enables alcohol and drug counsellors to build trusting relationships, improve treatment outcomes and contribute positively to the recovery journey of individuals affected by alcohol and drug addiction.
Ultimately, effective communication, empathy and ethical practice are important not only within addiction services but across health and social care, helping professionals provide safe, respectful and support that improves the lives of individuals, families and communities.
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