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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk26183539][bookmark: _Hlk26183667]    What are ethics?  The word ethics is derived from the Latin word ‘ethice’, which means the moral science of right and wrong and the Greek word ‘ethos’, meaning customs (Australian Institute of Professional Counsellors, 2009). With these two terms in mind, it is evident that ethics are a set of recognised standards and ideals, which should help us decide what choices we should make in regard to our actions. How we then behave when faced with an ethical dilemma can be seen as behavioural ethics (University of Texas at Austin, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Hlk26183732][bookmark: _Hlk26183764]      In a contemporary context within counselling, ethics are seen as extremely important. The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (2018) base their ethics on values, principles and personal moral qualities. This means counsellors must constantly consider values such as respecting human dignity, principles such as non-maleficence and demonstrate personal moral qualities such as care, diligence and empathy. In practice, ethics underpin the purpose and aims of the counsellor’s actions. Counsellors are expected to practice, and indeed behave ethically at all times (Panza and Potthast, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk26183866]      The concept of ethics, and indeed the presence of an ethical framework, in any form of health or social care setting, is important from both a professional and personal perspective. Professionally, it helps to keep in check practitioners’ actions, behaviours, unconscious bias and motivations, helping to ensure a high quality of professional practice is delivered to service users. Personally, as well as ensuring professionals go about their working lives in an ethical manner, it helps to reassure any potential service users, in this case counselling clients, that they will be treated with dignity, kindness and respect, and their best interests will always be at the heart of any service provision they may receive. (Bond, 2015). 
      This ethical framework sets out to provide readers with a good understanding of the importance of ethics and ethical behaviour, and the vital role they play within the field of counselling. It will achieve this by detailing the history of ethics and its purpose in counselling. Setting out the appropriate values, principles and personal moral qualities which are best placed to help professionals deliver ethical practice and crucially detailing ethical decision-making models, that will enable a person to competently deal with and respond to an ethical dilemma that they may face.














What is Counselling?
[bookmark: _Hlk26252219]      Before we look at ethics, and the role it plays in counselling, we must first look at the role of counselling itself. Dale (2017), defines counselling as a broad term that covers a wide variety of talking therapies. These therapies are provided by trained professionals and can be delivered over both a short or longer period of time. The aim of counselling is to help a person achieve greater psychological wellbeing, through probing, organizing, questioning and understanding thoughts or feelings that may be causing them psychological distress. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26190731][bookmark: _Hlk26190791]      Historically, talking therapies have long been established (Ehrenwald, 1976).  For as long as man has existed, we as humans have tried to make sense of ourselves, our minds and the world in which we live (Bettleheim, 1983). Socrates, in ancient Greece, used philosophy to help people recognise truth from error and illusion so enabling them to make wise decisions (Howard, 2000).Counselling’s emergence as a specialised subject in the mid-twentieth century (Claringbull, 2010), coincided with the formation of humanistic models such as Rodgers’ person-centred therapy (Gross, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk26190851][bookmark: _Hlk26190973]      However, it is worth noting that throughout history, the work of counsellors was often done by untrained, yet highly regarded individuals in the community such as religious figures, for example, priests (Howard, 2000). The early part of the twentieth century saw the formation of voluntary organisations dedicated to providing talking therapies, for instance The Marriage Guidance Council, which was established in 1938 (Relate, 2019). Just after the midway point of the twentieth century in 1953, an organisation called the Samaritans was set up by an Anglican vicar named Chad Varah. This is an organisation that provides people harbouring unhealthy, often suicidal thoughts and no one to talk to, an opportunity to speak to someone at all times (Samaritans, 2019). The first specialised counselling service for students at university was set up at Keele university in 1963 (Orlans & Van Scoyoc, 2009). 
      Counselling, although not an entirely new entity in its definition, is seen by some as a cultural phenomenon of our time. Through the latter part of the twentieth century, there was an increased interest in talking therapies. The availability of literature, forms of therapy and therapists all related to the field of counselling became more mainstream (Howard, 2000).  It is said that the present era is an exciting time in the world of counselling, with comprehensive debate taking place regarding various aspects of the subject, leading to both academic and professional development (Claringbull, 2010).  
      Contemporarily, counselling skills are a vitally important part of a number of employment roles that require significant social interaction and the provision of emotional support. Roles such as doctors, human resources advisors, teachers and social workers now have counselling functions integrated into their professional duties and practice (McLeod & McLeod, 2011). 
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[bookmark: _Hlk26302422]History and construction of ethics
      Like many aspects of counselling, ethics draws its roots from various sources. Primarily, a practicing counsellor’s ethics are influenced by their own personal ethical code and belief system. These in turn, are influenced by ethics that are overtly present in therapeutic models, the policies of relevant agencies and organisations, professional codes of conduct, moral philosophy and the law (Bond, 2015). 
     In a more general sense, a person’s belief system may be influenced, to some degree, by culture, science and religion. Ethics are also seen by some as a philosophical concept. There may always be the thought or social norm, that if they are not behaving ethically, they are not behaving correctly.  
      If a person’s personal ethical code is influenced heavily by religion, then there would potentially be the constant worry and personal struggle that their behaviour could go against the teachings and scriptures of their religion. (Panza and Potthast, 2010). This could potentially affect their relationship with their god and may have catastrophic consequences for them in any afterlife.  Many religious belief systems impose stringent limitations on certain behaviours (Bond, 2015).   
      Although it would be wrong to suggest that for a person to be ethical they must be religious and vice versa, there is no denying that historically religion has been a constant provider of ethical advice and arbiter of behaviour, whether it be for better or for worse. In these terms, ethics and religion, this can be looked at in two parts. Firstly, that religion itself, which can be viewed as a belief system and code of practice, in a relationship between a human and a greater power. Secondly, god, who is believed to be that greater power. Ethics in terms of religion, may encourage or discourage us to behave in certain ways, in order to best preserve our relationship with the higher power that is god. Whilst ethics in terms of a god, or god’s word, may motivate or dispirit us from acting in a certain way as a result of the commands of god. This is called Divine Command Theory (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Hlk26251870]      Alternatively, if a person’s ethical code is swayed by science, then they may believe that there is in fact a factual scientific reason for behaving in a certain way. Although this can legitimise certain behaviours, it can also give people a reason to correct or change certain patterns of their behaviour, if they believe they are incompatible or incorrect in the eyes of scientific theory. (Panza and Potthast, 2010).
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[bookmark: _Hlk26302495]The Purpose of Ethics in Counselling 
      The purpose of ethics in counselling can be looked at in two ways. Firstly, as counselling is a recognised profession, there is the presence or code of professional ethics. Secondly, the very nature of the field of counselling makes ethical behaviour within it extremely important (Bond, 2015).
      Professional ethics are a fundamental part of professional practice, which occurs in the workplace. A profession is defined as a form of employment that requires specialist training and the acquisition of a particular skillset and a professional is a person who undertakes such a role (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019).  Due to the importance and status that professions may occupy within a society, professionals behaving without any ethical consideration whilst practicing could have potentially disastrous consequences. It is for this reason that professional ethics are extremely important (Panza and Potthast, 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk26302193]      The jobs that recognised professionals such as counsellors do, are universally excepted as having greater ethical responsibility. This may mean that a professional person may be required to use their expertise and skills even when they are not scheduled to be working. Certain professions also required those that work and practice within them to uphold certain professional standards in their personal lives, and in some cases surpass what is required of them in their working lives. This means that in many cases, working within any professional field can require greater ethical behaviour than any other walk of life. This makes professionalism and ethics inextricably linked. (Panza and Potthast, 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk26253188]      Professionals often form groups or networks with others in their field in order to ensure appropriate working practices are commonly implemented.  These groups (with some influence from the state) are primarily responsible for implementing ethical codes and frameworks for professionals to adhere to. An example of this in counselling, is the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BCAP). The BACP is the professional association for the counselling profession in the United Kingdom. It aims to uphold high standards, advance the profession and enable society to be improved through high standards of practice. This is done under the watch of a Board of Governors and a senior leadership team (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Hlk26302162]      Ethics in the field of counselling is acutely important. In its nature, counselling is often required by people who are at a low point in their life, or by those who are struggling to understand and make sense of their thoughts and feelings. As a result, ethical consideration is required at all times when practicing, to ensure that people are not negatively impacted by the service they receive (Bond, 2015).
      Again, due to the circumstances that may require people to seek counselling, a potential service user may find it difficult to open up and put their trust in a total stranger. This is where ethics are important. If a potential service user is made aware of the presence of a specific ethical framework within a profession, they are then provided with some assurances regarding the nature of the service, how it will be delivered and the way professionals providing it will behave. This will in turn increase their trust in their counsellor. This is extremely important in counselling as it requires the participant to actively engage with the process. A process that is made possible with the presence of trust (Bond, 2007). 




Values
[bookmark: _Hlk26302106]          The values of the profession are an extremely important aspect of counselling. They must demonstrate an ethical obligation to those both practicing and receiving therapy. They also lay the foundations and give a purpose to the service that is being provided to the clients (National Counselling Society, 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk26276581]      The values of counselling for this ethical framework have a variety of different aspects. They are influenced by the relevant accredited and professional bodies such as the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy and the National Counselling Society, as well as relevant academic literature. 
      Human rights and dignity must always be respected. This is vital as it safeguards fair and humane treatment for both clients and practitioners within the counselling environment. This in turn ensures that effective counselling can take place. Also, there must be legal consideration, as failing to do so could be a violation of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights and the corresponding International Bill of Human Rights (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk26266165]      Another value that is integral to counselling is the mitigation of both personal distress and suffering. This is of fundamental importance as the reason many people deicide to receive counselling is to enhance their emotional and mental wellbeing and instill a sense of control and purpose to their lives. Thus, alleviating any personal distress and suffering that a person may be experiencing (Bond, 2015). 
      Additional values that must be promoted are the advancement of an individual’s wellbeing and capabilities, boosting an individual’s personal resilience and an enhancement in the quality of relationships that they have with others. These are important ethical values as people who receive counselling, must have something to strive for going forward and once counselling may have concluded, something that makes their participation in the process worthwhile. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26293399]      Furthermore, values that need to be present in counselling are the promotion of a meaningful sense of self, an appreciation of life and human experience and indeed the safety of clients. This is important as it enables people to recognise how precious and wonderful life can be even in the midst of challenging and upsetting circumstances. From the implementation of these values, in the context of counselling, we will enable ourselves to provide people with the tools they need to best ensure them a safe and prosperous future (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
      Finally, values regarding the professionalism of the relationship between the counsellor and the client. The professional must continuously strive to enhance professional skills, knowledge and ability so that a satisfactory service is provided. These are essential values as they both reassure clients and instill a sense of trust in the counsellors and the service they provide. Also, these values confirm a commitment to the continuous development of ourselves as professionals, and the profession in which we work (National Counselling Society, 2019).






Principles 
[bookmark: _Hlk26301930]Principles enable us to specifically define the values that we have and convey them in a practical sense. They help us to remember what accountabilities we have ethically, to those who place their trust in us (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk26302744]      The first principles to consider are how we treat someone. We must be aware of the trust placed in us, the counsellor, through appropriate behaviour, and consideration for the client. This is important as it ensures we respect the client and enable them to make what they feel are the appropriate and correct decisions for them (National Counselling Society, 2019).
      Secondly, the principle that everything is done for the clients benefit and that all harm to the client is avoided. This principle is vital, as it ensures and aims to promote a client’s wellbeing, and a guarantee to keep them safe from anything that may be detrimental to them. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26302800]      Finally, we must always keep in mind the principles of fairness and respect. This is imperative as it ensures that all clients receive a researched based and unbiased service. Also, for the counsellor, it enables them to develop their understanding of self-care, knowledge of their field and their responsibilities to their service users. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
      When implementing these principles in practice, a situation may occur where it may be impossible to reconcile a number of different principles. In a case such as this, all of the appropriate circumstances must be considered by the counsellor in order to make what they believe, to be the correct decision (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018). Further and detailed consideration of ethically correct decision making will be addressed in the How to respond to an ethical dilemma section of this ethical framework. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26280245]      Principles, as it has been previously mentioned, enable us to put our ideals and values into action. We can link these principles to the moral ideas of Aristotle, who believed that humans, as social creatures learn with and alongside others, more so than in isolation with individuals helping and receiving the support of others. (Howard, 2000). Also, Confucius, who believed that it to be impossible to be a human being until you participate in relationships with others in a virtuous or principled way (Panza and Potthast, 2010).













Personal Moral Qualities 
      In order to be an effective yet ethical counsllor, certain personal qualities are needed in practice. First and foremost, being caring, compassionate and empathetic are of vital importance in counselling, as the ability to show attentiveness towards, empathy and understanding of a person’s emotional needs is imperative in getting them to fully engage with the counselling process. .  (National Counselling Society, 2019).
      Secondly, a large degree of courage, diligence and openness is required. Counsellors must have the courage of their convictions to practice despite pre-disclosed fears and risks where possible. They must be able to act diligently, in order to help facilitate a positive outcome for their clients, in what may be difficult circumstances. Openness is also required with clients in order to help them see why the counselling they are receiving may be structured the way it is, in order to help steer them away from any risk of harm. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
      Some additionally personal qualities needed are humility, resilience and respect. When practicing counselling it is important to demonstrate humility in order to recognise our own personal and professional strengths and limitations, and so to be able to pass on clients to the relevant people and organisations if necessary. Also, a strong degree of resilience is required in order to work competently and effectively with a client and not be negatively affected personally. In doing this a level of respect is required, to ensure that the client is personally valued, and any practice undertaken will be in their best interest.  (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk26302818][bookmark: _Hlk26303229]      Finally, a strong sense of personal identity is needed. This affirms to both the client and the counsellor themselves, the underlying responsibility that the counsellor has to the client. Additionally, it is a motivating factor to provide the best professional practice they possibly can at all times.  (National Counselling Society, 2019).
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How to respond to an ethical dilemma 
      In terms of putting decisions regarding ethics in counselling into practice a good example of this is the BCAP’s ethical decision-making model (2018).  This model, like others, encourages counsellors to consider an ethical dilemma over a number of steps. 
      To begin with, taking stock and identifying the ethical dilemma in place, this then enables critical reflexivity, allows us to identify numerous aspects there may be to a given problem. Secondly, constructing an accurate description of the situation in hand, thus allowing us to identity its key components. This in turn, allows us to consider and establish through roles and responsibilities within the situation, whose ethical dilemma it is, enabling us to then review the situation in terms of existing ethical guidelines already in place in counselling. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
      We must then consider this dilemma in relation to the previously mentioned values and principles. Here we must not that certain values and principles may conflict they conflict. Although this may be a drawback of an ethical framework, decisions will still have to be made, and this may require a compromise of certain ethical values and principles. Whilst doing this, counsellors must reflect on relationship process that feature in this situation, for example that between the client and their counsellor. (National Counselling Society, 2019).
      Moving forward, the counsellor must identify what support is available for their client and indeed themselves should a decision regarding an ethical dilemma be made. It is also of importance to recognise an end goal as a result of overcoming this dilemma, and apparatus that will help it come to fruition. 
      Finally, when a decision is made, put into place a plan of action, whilst monitoring its progression. It is also important to evaluate the outcome of the course of action that has been taken, assessing to see if it has worked out for better or for worse. Perhaps most importantly for the counsellor, at the conclusion of this ethical dilemma, they must assess if there has been any personal impact on them, and consider their self-respect, as well as exercising self-care. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
















Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk26303120]      In conclusion, in both a historical and contemporary context, ethics are seen as a vitally important and underlying part of counselling. They reflect both the status of the profession, and the nature of the field itself. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
      Ethics are primarily based on the values, principles and the personal qualities that counselling as a practice adheres to. They help us to make sure that counsellors are behaving correctly, morally and with their client’s best interests of paramount importance. (National Counselling Society, 2019).
      Although ethics may prove contradictory, and in some cases provide us with no definitive answers, the presence of ethics within the profession allows service users to confidently place their trust in people who are unknown to them. They enable a client participating in counselling to fully immerse themselves and actively engage with the process. (Bond, 2007). 
      Crucially, when followed correctly, and enacted upon practically, ethics, through their implementation, empower us with the ability to solve extremely challenging and difficult emotional dilemmas confidently, to the best of our ability. They underpin the vitally important work that counselling does and the positive affect it can have on our lives. With ethics in mind, counsellors are in the best possible position to help enable people to focus their minds on a safe and prosperous future. (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2018).
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