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1: Written Report


1.1 Introduction

The chosen role for this report is a counsellor in health and social care. Counselling was selected because psychological wellbeing has an important influence on physical health, treatment adherence and recovery (WHO, 2022). This role is important because mental health problems can worsen physical illness and increase hospital admissions, and counsellors help address these psychological factors (NHS England, 2021)

This report will first describe the background and duties of a counsellor in healthcare and identify the most important duty. Second, it will evaluate the three most important skills required for the role and explain why they were chosen. Third, it will examine three strategies that can be used to improve these skills. The report will conclude by summarising the overall contribution of counselling to safe, high-quality care. 

1.2 Description of, and background to, the Counsellor in healthcare

Counsellors play an important role in health and social care by addressing the psychological impact of illness and supporting patient wellbeing. There is strong evidence of a bi-directional relationship between physical and mental health, particularly for patients with chronic or life-limiting conditions such as cancer and diabetes (Marmara M. and Kemer, 2024). Psychological distress in these groups is linked to poorer treatment adherence, increased pain, and higher readmission rates. 

The main duties performed by counsellors include conducting psychological assessments, providing one-to-one group therapy, offering emotional support to patients and families, intervening in cases of substance misuse, and helping patients adapt to health conditions (NHS Careers, 2022). Within multidisciplinary teams, counsellors also act as advocates to ensure psychological needs are included in care planning. 

The most important duty of a counsellor is establishing a safe, confidential and ethical therapeutic relationship. This duty is fundamental because assessment, intervention and client disclosure all depend on trust. Without a safe relationship, clients are unlikely to share information, which increases the risk of misdiagnosis and poor outcomes (BACP, 2018). An overview of key skills needed includes active listening, empathy and effective communication, all of which are required to build and maintain this therapeutic relationship.

1.3 Evaluation of the skills needed for a counsellor in healthcare
Three skills have been identified as most important for a counsellor: active listening, empathy and effective communication. These were chosen because they work together as a sequence. Active listening allows the counsellor to gather information, empathy allows the counsellor to understand the client’s perspective, and effective communication allows the counsellor to respond therapeutically. 
Active listening is the foundation of counselling. Rogers (1957) identified empathic understanding as central to therapeutic change, and this is enacted through attending to verbal and non-verbal cues and reflecting meaning. This skill helps staff such as nurses and support workers by enabling early identification of risk factors and emotional distress, allowing for timely referral to counselling (Egan, 2018). For example, in an oncology setting, a counsellor may notice hesitation when treatment is discussed. By reflecting this, unspoken fears about prognosis can be identified and appropriate support provided. If active listening is not used, key information can be missed, leading to poor treatment planning and client disengagement (Miller and Rollnick, 2013). A limitation is that listening alone does not create change and must be followed by intervention. 
Empathy involves understanding and communicating the client’s perspective. The BACP (2018) identifies empathy as central to practice. It helps staff by building trust and encouraging clients to engage in treatment plans. For example, in grief or chronic illness, empathic responses reduce isolation and support emotional adjustment (Miller and Rollnick, 2013). In multidisciplinary teams, empathy allows counsellors to communicate client needs effectively to doctors and nurses. If empathy is absent, clients may feel judged and withhold information, reducing engagement. However, a limitation is the risk of over-identification and vicarious trauma if professional boundaries are not maintained (BACP, 2018). 
Effective communication includes clear verbal language, appropriate non-verbal behaviour and accurate documentation (Bradley, 2022). This skill helps healthcare teams by ensuring psychological needs are clearly recorded and understood in care plans. For example, in family counselling, clear communication can de-escalate conflict and improve treatment adherence for young patients. In safeguarding, accurate written records are essential to protect vulnerable individuals. If communication is poor, it can damage rapport, cause misunderstandings and lead to fragmented care.  Without effective communication, the information gathered through listening and empathy cannot be translated into therapeutic action.
Together, these three skills form the core conditions for effective counselling and support safer, higher-quality patient care.

1.4 Strategies to improve the skills for Counsellor
Three strategies that help improve the skills identified above are reflective practice, clinical supervision and continuing professional development (CPD). These were chosen because each strategy directly targets one of the three skills and provides a way to measure improvement.

Reflective practice is a useful strategy to improve active listening. It was chosen because it enables counsellors to review performance and identify gaps (Schon, 1983). It works by using reflection-in-action during sessions and reflection-on-action after sessions, often through a reflective journal. For example, after a difficult session, a counsellor could write that a client’s non-verbal cue of distress was missed. By identifying this, the counsellor can focus on attending to body language in future sessions. This directly improves active listening. Improvement can be measured when the counsellor notices more cues and receives feedback that clients feel heard. A limitation is that reflection in isolation can be biased, so peer discussion is helpful.
Clinical supervision is a useful strategy to improve empathy. It was chosen because it is a BACP (2018) requirement and provides a structured space to explore emotional responses. It works by meeting regularly with a supervisor to discuss cases and receive feedback. For example, a counsellor working with a client in chronic pain may discuss feelings of frustration in supervision. The supervisor can help the counsellor separate personal reactions from the client’s experience, which develops empathy while maintaining boundaries. Improvement can be measured by reduced burnout and increased ability to remain present with difficult emotions. Without supervision, there is a risk of reduced empathy and ethical errors (NICE, 2011).

Continuing Professional Development is a useful strategy to improve effective communication. It was chosen because healthcare is constantly changing and communication must adapt to diverse clients. (BACP, 2018). It works through workshops, training and role play. For example, a counsellor could attend a CPD workshop on communicating with clients from different cultural backgrounds and practise using jargon-free language. This directly improves effective communication. Improvement can be measured through clearer case notes and positive feedback from multidisciplinary teams. Without CPD, communication skills can become outdated and ineffective. 

Conclusion

In summary, counsellors make an important contribution to health and social care by addressing psychological factors that influence physical health and recovery. The most important duty is establishing a safe therapeutic relationship. The three core skills of active listening, empathy and effective communication are essential because they enable information gathering, understanding and therapeutic response. Reflective practice, clinical supervision and CPD are key strategies that directly develop these skills and support safe practice. Ongoing development of these skills and strategies is necessary to provide ethical, effective and high-quality care for service users. 
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