Contemporary Counselling Theory (ECAC7001) 	Systematic Review
Social class in the therapy room.  A systematic review of research that explores the impact of social class in the therapist/client relationship. 


Abstract

Background: The issue of social justice and injustice has been central to political and social dialogue for the past few years, and the debates around it seem to have touched all aspects of society.  As a discipline concerned with human experience it is hard to envisage that counselling and psychotherapy is untouched by these social concerns. Social class is an aspect of identity that has strong connections to issues of social justice.  
Aims: The purpose of this review is to establish what research has been conducted into social class and how its presence as a feature of individuals’ identity affects the therapeutic relationship.
Methods: A systematic review of the University of South Wales Trinity St David’s electronic databases was conducted to identify empirical literature in this area. The papers that met the inclusion criteria were reviewed and summarised drawing out the pertinent findings.
Results: Only 5 relevant papers were found, 2 experimental Quantitative studies and 3 with a Qualitative orientation.  1 Quantitative experimentally designed study was unable to find any interaction between class and therapist response, but the other four studies all found that it was a relevant issue that had an impact on the relationship.  
Conclusions: This review recognises that there is a deficit of evidence about the impact on social class on the therapeutic relationship.  It notes a recurring theme that suggests that counsellors/therapists who pay attention to class difference and the complications that class presents for individuals provide a more satisfactory therapeutic experience.  The discussion also notes the increasingly political context of the research studies, and the suggestion that counselling and therapy more broadly, needs to engage more fully with this aspect of human experience.



1. Introduction
This systematic review intends to generate an understanding of the knowledge that has been gathered about the relationship between social class and counselling and how this relationship may, or may not, impact therapists work. Social class is a complex and contested construct, but there is agreement that differences are created between groups of people in society as a result of social structures that arise from the economic organisation of society (Keister and Darby, 2022).  Social class however is more complex than socioeconomic Status or income levels since it also encompasses shared cultural values and beliefs that contribute to social identity and one’s hierarchical place within society.  Indeed Umney (2018) argues that social class plays an important part in the process of population socialisation.  In recent years there has been a general growth in interest about aspects of social organisation that have resulted in social injustice, and a great deal of debate has been generated concerning exclusions relating to multi- and cross-cultural issues.  However, as most of the papers in this systematic review point out, within counselling and psychotherapy research, the injustices and effects of social class are largely unexplored.


1.1 Aims And Objectives
The objective of this systematic review was to explore and evaluate recent existing research literature relating to how social class impacts the counselling relationship.  In exploring this topic, it was anticipated that two objectives would be met:  firstly, that the literature would illustrate how social class presents itself within the counselling relationship; and secondly that, useful insights could be gained that would help counsellors navigate the issue. 


2. Method
2.1 Search Strategy
For this review, the search was limited to the databases found within the University of Wales Trinity St. David’s Library Catalogue. This contains academic databases that collate articles from peer-reviewed and curated journals, and exclude any other form of knowledge on the subject.  The initial search included all databases with no exclusions and the search terms and how they were specifically entered into search fields are included in Table 1.  It is important here to note that entering the search terms found in the first line of the table into separate search boxes delineated with the operator “OR” presented fewer results.  On review, that approach to searching was rejected because it missed two articles that were included in the final five.  It is also important to note that the first search string utilised the Boolean operator “OR” to indicate the full forms of “Counselling”,  “Counselling”  and “Counsellors”. This was used because the wildcard attribute (“*”) at the end of “Counsel” included many relevant papers and excluded papers that warranted review.  The spelling of these terms had no impact on whether the database returned articles with an alternative (e.g. US or Canadian) spelling of “counseling” whether included in quotation marks or not.  The inclusion of the term “psychothera*”  was included to recognise the increasing overlaps and distinctions of the term in the broader fields of talking therapy.

Title Contains
Counselling OR Counsellor OR Counsellors OR Psychotherap*
AND
Title Contains the exact phrase
“Social Class”
Table 1

2.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
This search yielded 108 results.  Selections were made to include full-text articles that are available online, and the results were reduced to 64. Non-peer-reviewed articles were excluded and a further 4 were removed. An initial cursory survey of these 60 articles revealed that many of these results were not contemporary, but that there were very few research articles that addressed the issue of social class in the counselling room within the customary last 10 years.  It was therefore necessary to extend this period to be able to explore the topic, and a decision was made to include articles since 2010.  This resulted in 29 articles being available. All articles were written in English. Initially, it had been hoped that sufficient research articles would be available to exclude Non-UK articles, but this was not possible, and so a pragmatic decision was made to include articles from countries that, like the UK, meet the category of an “advanced economy”  (Kokhar and Serajuddin, 2015) that operates economically within an established form of global capitalism. 


2.3 Review process.
The 29 remaining articles were then reviewed to establish relevance to the aims and objectives of this systematic review.  Table 2 provides a breakdown of the only articles (No=5) that specifically focused on how social class may impact the relationship between the counsellor/psychotherapist and/or the client.  The remaining 24 articles were rejected.  2 were Systematic/multi-study reviews, and one was a discussion paper.  5 articles discussed social class only within the context of it intersecting with other socially disadvantaging factors. 4 studies focused on school (career) counseling in the US. One book review, a non-research article, and an article unrelated to counselling and/or psychotherapy were removed.  The remaining articles were rejected because their focus was primarily on revealing counsellors’ attitudes but without reference to a practice context.  It should be noted that these 5 papers were the only research papers that explored the issue of social class and how it affects the therapeutic relationship that appeared within the extended period.  Study Number and Title
Explores impact of Social class on therapy relationship

Counsellor Perspective
Client Perspective
Study 1:  Recognising Social Class in the psychotherapy relationship: A Grounded Theory Exploration of Low-income Clients.  (Thompson, Cole et al. 2012)


Study 2: The relationship of clients social class to early therapeutic impression.   (Smith, Mao et al. 2011)


Study 3:Influence of Social Class Perceptions among mental health practitioners.   (Thompson, Diestelmann et al. 2014)


Study 4: Social Class and the therapeutic relationship: The perspective of therapists as clients. A Qualitative study using a questionnaire survey.  (Trott and Reeves, 2018)

 (the study overview on page  8 discusses the complex nature of this perspective.
Study 5:  “Rarely discussed but always present”: Exploring therapists accounts of the relationship between social class, mental health and therapy.   (McEvoy, Clarke et al. 2021)


Table 2



The five research studies utilised varied research methods.  These are outlined in Table 3.

Methodology
No of participants
Method 
Type
Location
Study 1
(Qualitative) Grounded Theory
16
Semi-structured Interview
Cross-sectional
USA
Study 2
Quantitative
200 (results based on 193 responses
Validated scaling measures in response to reading a client vignette, correlated to a scale that measured practitioner’s “belief in a just world”
Cross-sectional /experimental
USA
Study 3
Quantitative
188
Validated scaling measures in response to reading a vignette
Cross-sectional
/experimental
USA
Study 4
Qualitative (with some Quantitative data for triangulation)Thematic analysis
45
Questionnaires
Cross-sectional
UK
Study 5
Qualitative – Thematic Discourse Analysis
87
Questionnaire
Cross-sectional
UK
Table 3



2.4 Quality Assessment
In order to assess the quality of the research studies two evaluation frameworks were employed.  For the Quantitative studies, the evaluation questions found in Caveleri, Bhole and Arora (2019) have been useful.  These are considered in the discussion of each of the quantitative papers in the later section. Similarly the qualitative studies were considered using the JBI Evaluation Tool (Lockwood, Munn et al. 2015).



3. Results
3.1 Overview of studies
3.1.1 Study 1
In this study Thompson et al (2012) use Grounded Theory (GT) to explore and develop knowledge surrounding the experience of working with clients who are from lower income groups.  In the literature review they recognise the paucity of literature surrounding social class and psychotherapy, and counterpoint this with other social and cultural aspects of individual identity that have received attention,  Additionally they note that, within a therapy  framework, projection, transference and countertransference are, with great frequency, integral to the work and relationship.  The suggestion in the text is that, given this phenomenon, it is surprising that so little exploration of class difference in therapeutic relationships is explored.  They cite Gelso and Mohr’s (2021) work on cultural Transference and countertransference, and note the focus on race/ethnicity and sexual orientation, but also the absence of class as a factor to be considered. In discussing social class and psychotherapy the study authors tend to conflate lower income status with social class. Much of the literature they use to explore social class and psychotherapy explores this in terms of income levels, rather than ideas of class that also consider culture, identity and opportunity.
The study has a clear statement of purpose “to explore psychotherapy experiences among a diverse group of clients who self-identified as low-income or poor….to increase our understanding of what it is like to be a low-income person in counselling.”  
16 participants were recruited using a self-selection strategy in response to flyers placed in mental health agencies.  The flyers ask for participants who had attended at least 6 sessions of therapy and identified as working class or lower class. The breakdown of participants shows that one client identified as middle class, while 5 of the sixteen identified as lower-middle class.  One prospective participant was excluded due to their income (in excess of $100.000) and self-identification as Upper-middle class.
The authors go to take great pains to acknowledge their inherent biases, with a disclosure of their own class in relation to family of origin and current cultural location.  This is in keeping with principles of GT.  Indeed there is a consistent focus on staying allied to the approach throughout the paper. Interviews were semi-structured and open-ended, conducted by experienced researchers and the entire project was undertaken under supervision.  The researchers describe an appropriate data analysis process, referenced against techniques associated with the work of Charmaz, and Glaser and Strauss, key proponents of the GT approach.  An independent auditor was used to attempt to manage bias, and participants were given previews of the research findings with an opportunity to comment. An audit trail was maintained. Against all these attempts to show rigour, there is no discussion of ethical considerations, although the paper, as it is presented, and the processes described suggest there was insignificant risk to participants. The GT that emerges draws on the real-lived experiences disclosed by the participants, something that Braun and Clarke's (2013) analysis of GT suggests is closer to Positivist GT, rather than Constructivist. The paper recounts saddening and heartwarming experiences of these clients in counselling.  The paper reveals what the authors describe as a dynamic process, in which social class was actively experienced by these clients in the counselling room for both good and bad reasons.  They identify that Positive therapist behaviours around social class included Explicit acknowledgement, understanding the complexities associated with lower social class, and integration of the clients' perspectives on the issue into the work.  This approach led to positive client experiences that enhanced safety and trust, positive outcomes, and connection.  In addition, they observed that therapists who provided these positive behaviours, also engaged in behaviours that “Enhanced the 50-minute hour within and outside the Therapy room”.  These behaviours included breaking “traditional boundaries”, by giving small affirming gifts, reaching out with concern when appropriate, and following up onward referrals.  These acts seemed to have a role in overcoming the perceived class difference experiences described by participants in this study.  In contrast, Therapists who failed to acknowledge social class differences; or instead, exacerbated them by personal expression (clothing, office décor and possessions on display, high-status lifestyle disclosures etc); were dismissive of the additional complexities; and failed to integrate these issues into the work, led to participants describing their experiences as feeling judged, unconnected, and caught up in a relationship that exaggerated power differentials. 
The authors acknowledge the significant limitations of their study: 16 participants in a relatively small American community, with limited cultural diversity. The researchers also acknowledge that their insistence on a minimum number of sessions excluded those who may have left therapy earlier because of class issues. The researchers acknowledge areas that were missed in this research, including but not limited to those who may experience class issues in private practice, or where presentation and diagnosis are less or more of an issue in terms of gaining access to therapy via referral to a statutory agency. The authors draw pertinent recommendations for practice, all of which fully align with their findings and draw on previous literature to confirm their longitudinal validity. They encourage practitioners to recognise the dynamic nature of social class in the therapy room, and learn lessons about power, language, overt and covert self-disclosure, care within the therapeutic relationship and how these interact with social class, in the same way that any cultural means of identification (e.g. gender, sexuality, etc.) might.
3.1.2 Study 2
For this quantitative study Smith et al (2011) used case vignettes were given to psychotherapy practitioners, who were then asked to complete a series of validated client measures in order to measure their response to the situation posed within. The vignettes, it is reported, included differing presentations of social class.  The vignettes were presented with the same clinical presentation, but one line differed, and this indicated their social background either as low income, working class, middle class, or wealthy.  A corresponding neighbourhood type, and occupation was also briefly described.  Participants responses to these vignettes were collected.  Alongside this, participants were also asked to complete an additional measure of the BJW (Belief in a Just World) construct.  The BJW postulates that a people can ally themselves to a personal theory of justice that suggests that “people get what they deserve, and deserve what they get” (p16) .  The authors state that the participants strength of belief in this construct was measured using Dalbert’s (1990) Likert scale, which was  developed and used independently for a prior study on attitudes concerning immigrants. It is clear that the authors were seeking to discover whether a correlation existed between participants beliefs about whether people get what they deserve, and whether perceptions of social class had an impact on a counsellor/psychotherapist’s initial impressions.  This study began with the hypothesis that practitioners with a high belief that people deserve what they get would form negative associations with client information that suggest lower social class, and their clinical impression would therefore differ from those vignettes that suggested higher social class. A large sample of 200 graduate students selected purposefully from clinical and counselling psychology courses, (and so in-training), was used.  A clear breakdown of the demographic make-up of the participants is provided, indicating the study met a broad range of socially representational factors.  Following being shown one of four vignettes, participants were asked to complete the clinical measures, as if, for a client.  These measures were traditional validated for clinical use.  (Global Assessment of Functioning, Session Evaluation Questionnaire; Clinical Features Questionnaire) and then finally participants completed the BJW scale. It should be noted that participants were expected to complete these assessments using their imagination about upcoming, or recent sessions. Some modification to the tenses of the standard assessment tools were used to facilitate this process. The authors pay attention to this in their discussion, recognising the difference from genuine practice. The process of qualitative analysis is described in detail, including descriptions of the various tests performed and the results for mean standard and variations within the data are included in clearly tables.  A plain text conclusion is also drawn, and the authors reveal findings that indicate classism:  those who evaluated the “working class” vignette, judged that future work with the client would be less favourable than those in other classes. (In discussion, the authors’ note their surprise that this effect was not observable for the “lower social class” vignette and suggest further research in this area). With regard to the interaction with participants views about BJW (Belief in a Just World) results showed that participants that held the “one get what one deserves” belief, tended to view working with lower social groups as” less comfortable, less meaningful and they saw them as more symptomatic and less functioning” (p22).  Limitation of this study are discussed in detail:  the trainee experience of the cohort, the predominance of middle-class participants, within it, but perhaps most significantly they note that issue of social class is not fixed and immutable, but is in fact hard to define.  As they note social values are at play within it and it “is impossible to assess the multiplicity of associations that participants may have had” (p24) This makes for a difficult study with a quantitative framework, as these variables were not identified and therefore could not be accounted for.   The authors note the number of questions that this research raises for them, and suggest that the field of social class and psychotherapy remains a rich seam of exploration.  It is worth noting that for this paper, as before, ethical considerations are not discussed, and one must acknowledge that  the experimental nature of this study may not correlate to real-world data gathering from actual clients
3.1.3 Study 3
This Quantitative study by Thompson et al (2014) was published some three years later than the paper discussed as Study 2, but shares some similarity with it.  It used vignettes to try and establish whether or not there is a relationship between perceptions of social class and the impressions of psychotherapists.  In this study two vignettes were used; these were randomly assigned (by software) to 208 participants and results were collected from 188.  
A clear hypothesis is stated: that participants who are exposed to that the vignette that makes references to the client, Pat’s, working or lower social class will result in lower scores on the Global assessment of functioning scale, be considered less attractive to work with and participants will be less inclined to work with them.  Additionally, the authors hypothesise that participants will ascribe greater levels of personal responsibility for the cause of her problems than those participants who are exposed to her description as middle to upper class. 188 results are obtained from a group located across 38 states of the USA and Canada. A thorough demographic breakdown of participants is provided in table form,  but the authors note that participants were practitioners who were predominantly white, female, straight, middle to upper middle class and with doctoral level educational attainment.  It is unclear if this is representative of the relevant professional group, but they were recruited indirectly through professional listservs and directly by email, using publicly available email addresses.  The two vignettes of Pat were shred with focus groups to elicit suitability and the study was piloted with 18 graduate students.  This preliminary work suggested that observable differences were identifiable in the vignettes. 4 measures were used to gather participants responses to the vignettes.  (Cause and Solution Scale, Global Assessment of functioning, Therapist Personal reaction questionnaire and the Professional Contact Questionnaire).  The authors cited previous studies that had used these studies, implying degrees of reliability for their use as research tools. The procedure followed is clearly described, including making references to procedures for consent and review board approval, especially significant since a “distraction scenario” based on an issue of sexuality was included to mask the genuine research intent. Whilst the research was voluntary a prize draw element was included as an incentive. 
In the brief analysis section statistical tests are explained and results recorded.  The authors found no evidence to support any part of their hypothesis.  They then explored the data further beyond the initial hypothesis, based on practitioner demographics, and also found no significant correlations. In discussion the authors note one apparent correlation unrelated to social class: that lowered level of attractiveness towards working with Pat as a client was correlated to whether practitioners perceived Pat as the cause of her own problems.  The authors note that their research establishes evidence for a lack of certainty about whether social class has an impact on therapists early perceptions.  Noting that Study 2 by Smith et al (2011) adds to the debate, but that its results are not confirmed in this study.  It is of course clear that while this study is similar, it is not a replication study.  In a hopeful discussion the authors postulate that social classism may have declined amongst practitioners, but also note “cynically” that it may also be the case that practitioners were simply more alert to the issue of what may and may not be professionally acceptable, and therefore chose their responses carefully.  This of course is a limitation of research generally.  Other specific limitations were discussed, a focus on the language used in the vignette to indicate social class may have been an issue, the authors note literature that recognises the charged nature of language associated with class, and how terms like poor, welfare benefits, unemployed, etc. may have prompted different reactions. They also note that intersecting issues were not explored, (even though in this study, Pat is clearly gendered with female pronouns).  The authors make suggestions for further study, including suggestion that might make the design more effective. 
3.1.4 Study 4
For this study Trott and Reeves (2018) use a mixed methods approach to data collection  to explore client’s perspectives of social class and whether disparities (between client and therapist class) impact on the therapeutic relationship.  The authors also sought to explore the nature of this impact.  Then authors chose what they describe as a quasi-phenomenological approach, disclosing their interest in exploring participants perceptions around class.  Two forms of questionnaires were employed, one with qualitative structure and one which collected quantitative data against which they intended to triangulate data.  They considered it important to connect quantitative data that would indicate participants social class, and compare this against participants disclosed feelings about it.  Using demographic information that is used to classify participants, is a step away from phenomenology described by Smith Flowers and Larkin (2022), but the authors argue that social classification of participants using pre-existing social class scales is important to the topic under consideration.  For this study, participants needed to be UK Level 4 Counsellors or above, and included counsellors, psychotherapists and psychologists in supervised practice. This is initially somewhat jarring to read, as the focus of this study is on clients’ perceptions, and so participants were required to have had personal therapy, additionally participants were expected were to complete the questionnaires in role as a client; should have perceived a difference in social class between them and their therapist; and should be able to access therapy if the study raised issues for them.  A broad strategy was used to recruit participants, largely through counselling networks, and data was gathered entirely anonymously through links to the information sheets and SurveyMonkey questionnaires.  45 completed questionnaires were analysed using thematic analysis.  Since Thematic Analysis (TA) is less associated with distinct methodologies  (Braun and Clarke, 2022)  it is suitable for the mixed approach to data gathering.  The procedural steps associated with TA are theoretically described without reference to the data collected, making the process a little less transparent, however a separate section on reflexivity suggests that the authors followed a process that addressed personal bias.  They report a supervisory process and maintained an audit trail.  The themes are presented in a table, as primary, secondary and tertiary themes, and expanded upon in the text.  
The themes landed upon suggest that social class can be both a facilitative aspect of therapy, and can also have a negative impact; clients perceptions of class difference in the therapeutic relationship was a repeated theme; and finally respondents expressed trouble with defining themselves as belonging to a social class.  The quantitative data helped the authors to note  that working class participants,  who felt ashamed to define themselves as working class, felt greater disparity between themselves and higher-class therapists, while those who were proud of their social class, considered the relationship equal.   
Appropriate ethical approval was given for this study, and in the same passage that referred to ethics, comment is included concerning the issue of exploring this by recruiting counsellors who have been clients. This was clearly seen as a protective factor against potential risk as it was an “ethical consideration”.  The author’s acknowledge this issue as an obvious limitation of the study.  Practitioners as clients will have a different relationship with therapy, than clients who do not practice.  This limitation is so marked that the authors stress that their findings cannot be extrapolated to “real” clients. This certainly weakens the findings validity.  
The authors suggest that their research reveals a n umber of issues for practice.  They describe “therapists lack of awareness about social class as an “elusive, but powerful force in the therapeutic relationship” (p174).  Client perception of class is , they conclude, present and often based on how the therapist inadvertently, or otherwise, presents themselves, in manner, language used, practice setting and environment, on expectations and values.  Clients, they argue notice these attributes, and how therapists act in relation to these differences matters to the relationship.  They suggest that oppressive practice can emerge if class is not considered, and therapists can avoid this by increasing their awareness of how their own class affects their assumptions, values and beliefs.  
3.1.5 Study 5
McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas (2021) conducted a Thematic Discourse Analysis, following a constructionist (not constructivist) paradigm,  of questionnaires returned by 87 practitioners.  The study explored how social class operates and impacts upon the therapeutic relationship, and also sought to explore a relationship between mental health and social class. From the outset they note their political orientation to the topic, and argue that therapists need to be less “oppression-blind” [footnoteRef:1] and more aware of their own power/role within the socio-political landscape that frames mental health and the therapeutic relationship.  They place this stance within a literature review that explores the discourse between social class, mental health, and inequality, noting that research (especially in the social science field) consistently indicates a very strong correlation between these phenomena.  Like many of the studies evaluated here, they also note the lack of focus on these issues in counselling and psychotherapy research. indeed this paper draws heavily on the papers discussed in this very review, and the findings therein, to indicate knowledge of, and lack of research into, this area.  Appropriate ethical approval is indicated, and it is clear that the authors were very cognisant of the sensitive nature of the study, choosing online questionnaires as a method that would facilitate anonymity and openness. This however is discussed as a major limitation of the study since the authors were unable to follow up responses.  The  questionnaires were piloted.  This is the first article that shares the specific questions used in the research. Participants were asked a series of open questions, with free text boxes, which allowed them to both explain their understanding of social class, and then comment on their perspectives of social class in their client work. Participants were recruited from training courses, NHS and third sector organisations, and all were practitioners with at least 1 year experience of working face to face with clients. Demographic information and therapeutic orientation was recorded and presented, but not used in the thematic analysis. It was noticed that the respondents were mostly white women, and the lack of diversity was highlighted as a limitation of the study.   It was also noted that most participants were integrative practitioners, leaving the authors wondering if other schools of therapy would have differing views.  [1:  blindness is used in this assignment as it is the term used in the studies, but Leonard  (2020) points out that “blindness” in the context of deficit is an ableist position, and advocates the term “evasive” instead. ] 

The analysis focused on the ways that therapists made-sense of social class, and the researchers intentionally held in mind that any sense-making was reflective of “the discourses they have available to them in their social contexts” (p328).  Two themes, each with two subthemes were constructed. The first theme was concerned with the relationship between social class and mental health, and the subthemes around this indicate that the majority of practitioners either framed their clients problems as individualised or psychologised, and so separated from the socio-political contexts; or they contextualised mental health within wider social political structures.  The second theme observes that “Class differences can/cannot be transcended by the therapeutic relationship”, and the subthemes were that it can and it must be, and that another view was that the difference cannot be escaped. These themes are illustrated by extracts from the responses, but in keeping with a discourse-based analysis these are framed by the authors' awareness of the social context in which the themes are situated. It is in the discussion that the authors construct a position that they consciously choose to align themselves to. Whilst the research themes and sub-themes identified a dominant culture of “class-blindness”,  the authors site this within therapy discourses (therapy models) that construct ideas of self-reliance and celebration of individuality.  Similarly, where “class-blindness” is used as a means of relating to others in a differing social class, they place this in the same socio-political context as “colour-blind” racism: “well-meaning unconditionality” that has been criticised by social activists for denying the experiences of socially marginalised groups. As the authors point out these have been seen as privileged positions. They cite Ferber (2012) who draws attention to problems associated with being blind (sic) to oppression.  
In light of this analysis, the implications for practice are wide-ranging and profound. There is, the authors contend, a need to increase class consciousness in counselling and psychotherapy, and counselling training needs to reflect more than middle-class ideas and sensibilities that dominate the discourse. Therapists need to challenge dominant ideas of individual explanations of mental health, most notably shaped within the bio-medical model, and instead embrace models that take account of the impact of socio-political factors and systemic injustices.   Secondly, they note that practitioners need to let go of their apolitical position in the counselling room and recognise that if we truly wish to understand our clients’ experience, we must acknowledge the privilege and power imbalance that can exist inside the therapeutic space. 

4.  Discussion
As Boland, Cherry and Dickson (2017) state the purpose of a systematic review is “to locate, appraise and synthesize the best available evidence” about a specific topic.  It is clear that, in terms of this topic the best available evidence is very limited indeed.  It is important to acknowledge that the inequalities of social class are widely discussed and researched outside counselling and psychology, especially in political, health, and social science research.  It seems as if counselling and psychotherapy exist within a separate space from other human disciplines. This position seems at odds with the findings across these studies.  Out of five, all bar one found that class difference was a factor in the counselling relationship and that it has potential for positive and adverse impact on the therapeutic work.  Smith et al’s  (2011) quantitative study revealed a possible attitudinal bias on the part of therapists that affected how clients were assessed.  Although the findings were challenged by Thompson et al  (2014), this study gives clues about how therapists respond just to the suggestion of class.  It is the three qualitative studies that pull out the nuances, each revealing that it is a practitioner’s failure to acknowledge class differences that lead to unsatisfactory descriptions of therapy engagement.  Thompson et al’’s (2012) study notes that therapists who acknowledged the difficulties associated with social class, presented as more engaged with the client, to the point they presented as caring and connected to the client.  They observed that these therapists were willing to be more open, and willing to breach traditional therapist boundaries to demonstrate care.  The impression created is that those who hold on tightly to traditional role types are less likely to have reflected on or give consideration to, either their own or their clients’ social positioning.  It is the same lack of awareness of class that emerges in both Trott and Reeves (2018) and McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas (2021) studies, although there is a marked change in tone, as increasingly the calls for awareness of social class become more urgent with each.  McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas (2021) make their political stance explicit, not just reporting on what was learned about therapists’ almost proud defence of separating from social concerns in their therapy rooms, but instead offering direct challenges to the position.  This urgency in the writing seems to echo the increasing discourse about social justice, perhaps unsurprising given the social change that has occurred over the 10 intervening years between the first and last article.  Arrietta (2022) reviews the impact of austerity on social justice, noting that in the UK this, as well as the Covid pandemic, has increased awareness of social difference and injustice.  Aktaş (2023) affirms the Covid effect on Global inequality, stating that social inequalities are so exposed now, that anyone can see them.  Social injustices and inequalities have also been exposed by the Me Too and Black Lives Matter movements. Against this background then, it is surprising that counsellors, psychotherapists, and associated researchers are reacting so slowly to this social change.  
Conclusion.
The limitation of this systemic review is that there is so little research into the issue of social class in the therapeutic relationship.  However, four of the five available studies give some indication of the problem. The two Quantitative reviews contradicted each other, but measurements of such a nuanced topic are acknowledged to be elusive.  The three qualitative studies are complementary, building an argument that social class matters and counselling and psychotherapy practice has to evolve beyond a state of privileged denial, towards recognising and acknowledging it as a reality of clients’ lives and the work we do.  Whilst this is undoubtedly a call for a more socio-political awareness of the issue, it is also a call to improve our engagement with the total experience of our clients.
(5481 words excluding abstract and tables) 
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