How do counsellors understand and experience professional boundaries in their counselling practice?
 
















Focusing on a qualitative design, based on a one-person centred interview, following a thematic analysis. The analysis is based around professionalism in boundary keeping, as boundaries are shaped by the therapeutic process and can be adapted to enhance safety within therapy. Boundaries are the core of ethical practice, following the (BACP, 2018) framework.  Themes were generated from codes that have been accumulated through the one-person centred interview using a transcript, following the steps of thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006). The themes pertain to boundaries concerning the humanistic approach in counselling, reflecting the value placed on the therapeutic relationship, congruence, and unconditional positive regard, which aligns with the humanistic principles emphasised in contemporary practice (Joseph, 2021).  Each theme created within this report elaborates on the humanistic approaches in counselling, highlighting the importance of boundaries throughout the sector of therapy. This report explores the professional boundaries and experiences of how counsellors adhere to being client-centred, while reflecting on in session discussions through professional communication and therapeutic summarisation of sessions (Main et al., 2023).  The counselling boundaries being explored are: the building of rapport with clients, containment of personal information, transformation of the therapeutic process, flexibility through the humanistic approach, congruence, self-awareness, and reliability. These themes have been created from the transcript based on the counselling question. The provided transcript was from an interview between the interviewer and a professional counsellor who practises the humanistic approach in therapy, using the pseudonym Chris, a white British male, aged 46, based in Wales.
 
Method
A thematic analysis was conducted, using a transcript consisting of a one-person centred interview. Involving the exploration into the understanding of professionalism, concerning experiences formed around boundaries within a humanistic counselling practice. The analysis was conducted by reading a transcript, with an interviewer and a counsellor, gaining understanding of how the therapeutic practice follows ethical guidelines and staying within the professional perimeter of boundaries. A transcript helped to narrow the meanings by use of codes and themes, creating personal interpretation of quotes provided within the dataset.
 Procedure
A thematic analysis was used to analyse and interpret the transcript dataset, based on a one-person centred interview between a counsellor and an interviewer discussing boundaries from a humanistic perspective. The analysis was conducted following these six stages by Braun and Clark (2006). The first stage, familiarising yourself with the data, the second stage, to generalise codes across the dataset and categorising them. The third stage, to search for themes out of the collected codes from earlier stages. The fourth stage, to review the themes, to be assured they work in relation to the full dataset and answering the question being asked. The fifth stage, to define the name of the fully analysed theme to be used in accordance with the report, and final stage to produce the finalised report using these stages to relate the analysed dataset back to the question using the literature. 
Results and findings
First theme, the exploration of containment in structured sessions. The counsellor has full control over his sessions. He holds structure through firm boundaries, while keeping the client informed with how sessions take place, along with regulation and containment. This allows the client a clear viewpoint of expectations, and summaries that suit the narrative within the therapeutic practice following the ethical guidelines (BACP, 2018). Demonstrations pertaining to closure are handled with dexterity and care, which offers grounding for both counsellor and client with the advantage of support and protection. This theme closely links to three separate theories: the psychodynamic theory (Traylor et al., 2022), the person-centred conditions theory (Joseph, 2021), and the ethics and boundaries within the BACP framework (BACP, 2018). Considering containment, this demonstrates the counsellor holding the client's emotions in a predictable therapeutic frame. The theme fits because the counsellor has control over the sessions and holds structure in his approach, which acts as a safety container. The ethical framework emphasises boundaries such as transparency, confidentiality, and limitations, supporting the structured and contained environment that the counsellor provides (BACP, 2018).
The boundary here is containment; good endings model that relationships can close with care.
This section demonstrates that endings are a vital part of therapy, where grief is being acknowledged and where closure becomes a part of the structured plan. Boundaries are in place to provide the client with care and containment.
Second theme, Structure through practice and clarity. This reflects the counsellor’s use of clear, direct and structured communication. This lends support towards the client regarding understanding and keeping information contained, as the counsellor helps to create the safety net through predictability and clarifying the boundaries within the client-led counselling sessions. Holding structure is particularly essential when thinking about ethical practice and building rapport with the client (BACP, 2018). This theme links to the person-centred theory (Joseph, 2021), transactional analysis (Vos & van Rijn, 2021), and the BACP framework (BACP, 2018). It is evident that the counsellor uses well-structured communication to allow the client emotional safety and transparency around boundaries. This fits Carl Rogers’ belief that openness and clarity help build trust and rapport, linking to the person-centred theory through the counsellor’s clear and steady communication, demonstrating congruence while providing the client with predictability and safety in sessions (Joseph, 2021). Furthermore, this connects with transactional analysis, as the counsellor’s use of clear communication creates structure that helps prevent unhealthy patterns (Vos & van Rijn, 2021). The directness of the counsellor reflects the transactional style of contracting, which protects both client and counsellor.
The point isn’t to block; it’s to transform.
This is about the counsellor being steady in his approach when dealing with clients who try to push boundaries, dealing with the elephant in the room, advising alternate outlets for clients in need and bringing structure into practice to safeguard both client and counsellor.
Third theme, Transparency and collaborative communication. It’s evident that the counsellor shows the importance of being open and honest, which helps build a collaborative dialogue between client and counsellor. This offers support to the rationalisation of integrity and shared power when in concession over helping the client feel valued and heard. The theme links to three different forms of therapy: the person-centred theory (Joseph, 2021), trauma-informed practice (Abdulkareem et al., 2022), and ethical boundaries, (BACP, 2018). Leaning on the person-centred approach, transparency works alongside shared power. This theme shows the counsellor’s open and honest communication is shared in a way that allows the client to feel valued, while keeping boundaries intact to remain supportive rather than controlling (Joseph, 2021). This aligns with Roger’s belief that authentic presence and genuine dialogue create a psychological safety net for the client. Finally, trauma-informed practice fits, by emphasising transparency, collaboration, and empowerment, supporting the client's sense of safety and agency throughout the therapeutic process (Abdulkareem et al., 2022).
Boundaries become a sanctuary rather than a rulebook.
This section shows great understanding about the clients needs and how the counsellor approaches delicate situations around trauma. He instils comfort and clarity by being observant and self-aware, reminding the client that their feelings are valid, boundaries are in place to offer safety and protection.
Fourth theme, A mindful presence with emotional stability. This shows the counsellor’s ability to be emotionally present and responsive to the client’s experiences, while being attuned to the whole situation and surroundings, concentrating on both body language and the use of words. This theme stands out by offering insight into how counsellors regulate themselves while meeting the client’s needs with care and attentiveness. The links here are, the mindfulness-based approaches (Yandri et al., 2023), the person-centred theory by Carl Rogers (Joseph, 2021), and professional boundaries and therapist self-care within the BACP framework (BACP, 2018). The theme’s description highlights the counsellor’s ability to remain emotionally present, attuned and attentive to words and body language, which is a generalised therapeutic process and a core person-centred concept (Joseph, 2021). This links to mindfulness-based approaches, as the therapist notices their own emotional state while remaining grounded and attentive, staying compassionate without becoming overwhelmed (Yandri et al., 2023). This connection collaborates the reflective practitioner models, where counsellors grow through examining past difficulties and using this awareness to remain centred and effective within sessions, (Marshall et al., 2022).
Burnout taught me that I can’t offer deep presence if my boundaries leak.
Here the counsellor shares past experiences about where boundaries failed to serve the purpose and created pit falls within himself. Through this experience clarity was gained and became more self-aware about tolerance and importance. To be able to help someone else, you must first help yourself. 
Final theme, the humanistic boundaries within practice, reflects the flexibility and edged approach that humanistic counselling portrays. It creates a safe space to be open and authentic, non-judgmental, and adds clarity and guidance while remaining client led. The counsellor builds rapport by being congruent, allowing clients to be heard and feel valued to become the best versions of themselves, while following ethical guidelines in therapeutic practice. Boundaries are a major part of the process that should be respected and revisited to maintain healthy structure and reliability within the counselling sector. The theories that link to this theme are, the person-centred humanistic theory (Joseph, 2021), existential humanistic counselling (Cook, 2025), and ethical practice and professional boundaries following the BACP (2018) framework. Humanistic counsellors create space where clients feel safe to expose and explore what hinders their feelings from moving forward. The counsellor remains steady and congruent, keeping within the boundaries for protection rather than restriction. This creates a structure that supports vulnerability in connection, to Roger’s core conditions, leaning heavily on congruence and unconditional positive regard (Joseph, 2021). This reflects the ethical framework, as the BACP emphasises that boundaries are dynamic rather than static, they can be flexible while remaining professional and supportive (BACP, 2018).
Boundaries are love with edges. They’re the reliable shape that lets two people meet with depth and honesty. Held with warmth and transparency, they don’t limit the relationship—they allow it.
The counsellor has full faith in his work and understands boundaries are important in keeping both client and counsellor safe and secure. Allowing for his sessions to be a safe space that breeds honesty and togetherness, being transparent helps to open the relationship, to get the most effective outcomes in therapy.
Discussion
The themes reflect on the counsellor's experience with professionalism through boundaries, the themes support the evidence that boundaries are relational tools used for safety purposes rather than strict rules. They convey focus onto the emotional stability and connection, following the ethical practice. The question that should be explored is about the strength in weather or not adding in other therapeutic processes benefit the therapy sessions. Throughout the research that has been conducted, it's evident that dependant on clients, what works for some clients, fail to work with others, the approach should be dependent on the client themselves, and as a counsellor being mindful of his own capabilities, should try to navigate and adhere to meet the needs of that client. The different approaches within the sessions provide the counsellor with existential experience and from this can adapt to different situations. It's evident that the counsellor keeps within the ethical boundary lines following the humanistic approach within counselling. There is further evidence that suggests there can be cross overs when it comes to different style and approaches throughout the therapy sector. Throughout this report, the use of a transcript helped break down relevant themes pertaining to professional boundaries and experiences, there was clear explanations of the processes the counsellor used and how the adaptions to situations had been made. Research shows that counsellors often blend humanistic values with other therapeutic approaches such as Psychodynamic, transactional analysis and mindfulness therapies to create a safe space, that's both ethical and effective within therapy sessions, while adhering to the boundaries following the BACP framework. Following the first theme, it's important to note that while maintaining structure is essential within session, there is a fine line between the session being structured and not controlling, keeping in mind the needs of the client and not that of the counsellor. Following the second theme based on transparency and analysing this critically, while being open and collaborative, the aim is to remain client focused, this can have an adverse effect if too much self-disclosure from the counsellor has been given throughout the session which adds risks to the focus being removed from the client. Concerning the third theme this highlights the self-regulation of the counsellor and the self-awareness is fundamental to the ethical practice of humanistic counselling, the section that often gets overlooked within therapy, is that counsellors need to pay themselves equal attention to self-care and reflection as they instil in their clients to prevent burn out. To focus on the final theme, the humanistic boundaries, this emphasises safety and flexibility, however the counsellor must take account for allowance of how flexible the sessions will be, the argument here is that the counsellor must be attuned to the whole situation and make clear judgment calls on how to session should unfold, too much flexibility and the client may not reach a point where progress is being made, and not enough may hinder the authenticity of the therapy sessions.
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