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“I swear by Apollo the Healer, by Asclepius, by Hygieia, by Panacea, and by all the gods and goddesses, making them my witnesses, that I will carry out, according to my ability and judgment, this oath and this indenture”.
(Hippocrates c. 275 AD)


     The Ethical Framework set out by the BACP has recently been updated and is classed as a living document. The Framework has been created for counsellors and other helping professionals to be mindful around particular ethical topics, such as putting clients at the core of the work, keeping clients and counsellors safe and maintaining ethical practice while working with people. The Ethical Framework is a structure that counsellors can follow to show commitment to their clients, and for the client to feel they can trust the counsellor with their wellbeing and sensitive information (BACP, 2018). Counsellors or helping professionals will bring different personality types to the role, and therefore bring different ways of making decisions. Frameworks, such as the BACP’s, act as guidance when faced with difficult ethical decisions. It is available on the BACP website for everyone, not just their members and is divided into three main sections – ‘Our Commitment to Clients, Ethics and Good Practice’. This essay will explore the BACP Ethical Framework (2018), and the impact on the therapeutic frame while working with clients.

     The Framework is likely to be the first source of guidance for counsellors (Bond, 2015, p. 45). Bond (2015) explains that Frameworks are a “collective source of wisdom” when at their best. The BACP Ethical Framework has been created by a collective of professionals within the counselling and psychotherapeutic field, with the aim that input will be experiential and as congruent as possible. According to Nelson-Jones (2003), the codes of conduct within such Frameworks allow an opening for development of ethical decision making as they map out best practise. Ethical dilemmas can put counsellors in difficult situations, ethical frameworks, such as the BACP’s can help counsellors by giving some guidance in some very subjective areas of the work. One of the ways it does this is by highlighting six principles, which are as followed – Non-Maleficent, Beneficent, Justice, Autonomy, Trustworthy and Self-Respect. The BACP (2018) states - "Ethical decisions that are strongly supported by one or more of these principles without any contradiction with the others may be regarded as well-founded”. It is an extensive document, which outlines what is considered as good practice and acts as a guidance for counsellors and helping professionals. 

     The use of detailed contracts between client and counsellor, before therapy begins, protects the client’s autonomy (Feltham, Hanley, Winter, 2017, p. 97). A contract can also outline what the client can expect from the practitioner and the sessions, and what the practitioner expects from the client, setting out clear boundaries before the relationship forms. The BACP (2018) states - “It is good ethical practice to ensure that any contractual terms are clear and easily understandable”. This will ensure that the client knows what to expect of the process and give some structure to both client and counsellor. The BACP have now made a section of the Framework - ‘Our Commitment to Our clients’, easy to understand so that it can be printed and handed to clients as part of the contract if counsellors wish. The contract can contain things such as confidentiality, session timings, fees, informed consent etc. all of which the client may have had concerns about before coming making the first step into therapy. Contracting can ease these worries before therapeutic relationships begin (Feltham, Hanley, Winter, 2017, p.98). McLeod and McLeod (2011) comment that before therapy starts, it is the clients’ right and the counsellor’s obligation to ensure that the client is well informed about confidentiality and informed consent. Using the contract and verbally communicating this also, so that all parties are comfortable with the processes before proceeding.  

     With the new GDPR policy that launched in May 2018, ensuring that the client is clear on what data will be stored about them, in which way it will be stored and who will have access to it, is now more important than ever. GDPR also states that the client has the right to see any of the information that is kept about them (GOV, 2018). Confidentiality is highlighted within the Framework, especially around identifiable information. It states that the ethical process for the client is to ensure that they understand that their information is protected, however, there is a ‘circle of confidentiality’ and some of the information is shared i.e. with a supervisor (BACP, 2018). As mentioned earlier, the Ethical Framework formed by the BACP is a living document and has been updated recently. The changes were made as a result of an extensive review of the 2016 version and came into effect on July 1st, 2018. This update not only included the recent changes to legislation to include GDPR but also topics that are relevant to current climates such as sexual orientation and gender identity, children and young people etc. As the world develops, so must the ethics (BACP, 2018). 

The BACP Ethical Framework (2018) has clear guidelines around how the client must not only understand what informed consent is, but what positive and negative outcomes could arise as a result of it. Being transparent and congruent about this process and legal obligations with the client allows space for trust and for therapeutic relationships to grow. By providing the client with the right information, they are able to make autonomous decisions about the next steps in disclosing information and how that determines the next steps in their therapeutic journey (McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p. 110). Clients having an awareness that counsellors have a duty of care to them and to the people around them and the counsellor adhering to always being congruent about this, as stated in the BACP Framework (2018).  

     Ethical dilemmas or ethical decision making is not an easy process when working with clients (McLeod, McLeod, 2011, p. 120). The ‘Ethics’ section of BACP Framework can help counsellors work through these difficult moments. As mentioned earlier, there are six principles to start the process that can guide counsellors to come to conclusions. As stated by the BACP (2018), using one or more of these principles will be seen as being ethical. As members of the BACP, counsellors are committing to working within the framework, and Beneficence, stated by the BACP (2018), is a commitment to promote the client’s wellbeing. However, the BACP (2018) also states that these principles are best used when they are not contradicting one another. If the client is breaking the law, does the counsellor up-hold their commitment to beneficence now that it contradicts the principle of justice? Which now contradicts the autonomy of the client. Is the counsellor untrustworthy if the decision does not go in the client’s favour? The BACP (2018) agrees that there are occasions where counsellors are unable to integrate all principles, but to prioritise the principles depending on the dilemma. According to the BACP (2018) decisions made do not become unethical if a counsellor reaches a different conclusion to another, or if the outcome is contentious. It continues – “A practitioner’s obligation is to consider all the relevant circumstances with as much care as possible and to be appropriately accountable for decisions made” (BACP, 2018). To do this all relevant information must be collected and all consequences considered (McLeod, McLeod, 2011). McLeod and McLeod (2011) continue to advise counsellors, when the principles contradict one another and as part of the next steps in ethical decision making, to ask themselves - would they recommend this course of action if the situation were to arise for someone else? Would they excuse their behaviour? Would they tell other professionals their intentions or have their decision analysed? Would they treat another client in the same way, a client of stature? Bond (2015) also speaks of this process and refers to it as three titles - ‘Universally’ – could the counsellor advise another counsellor of the chosen option, ‘Publicity’ – could the counsellor explain their chosen option to another professional reasonably comfortable, and ‘Justice’ – Would they make the same decision for another client. If the outcome is ‘no’ to any of the questions above, then reconsidering the decision is advisable. It is also worth noting that taking ethical dilemmas to a supervisor before the decision-making process begins and carry that dialogue through to the end is helpful to gain clarity and for personal and professional growth. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]     To conclude, adhering to the ethical framework constructed by the BACP within practice sets good boundaries and structure for both client and counsellor. It enables good ethical decision-making and guidance in difficult moments and is a good point of reference for best practice. Building contracts, transparency and congruence all play a major part in the ethics and having a clear understanding of legal legislations and the rights of the client are imperative to work ethically. All of which will ensure equality for each client. In counselling, dilemmas occur daily, the Framework is designed to be flexible because of this. The sixth principle asks counsellors to commit to self-respect. Counsellors asking the first five principles of themselves in reverse to understand their own ethics for situations such as taking on a new case, is just as effective as using the principles to make difficult ethical decisions. Not only does the Ethical Framework act as a structured document, but it also allows room for growth within personal and professional development when such dilemmas arise, as more experience in making such decision will improve professional skills. It asks counsellors to be aware of anxieties and needs when faced with ethical decision-making and to question their own values and beliefs while they move through the clients and their own journey of the profession. 
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