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Discuss the ethical framework for counselling professions (BACP, 2018) and consider the importance of working with clients to establish and maintain a therapeutic frame.
People use counselling skills on a daily basis, often unknowingly.  A friend offering a trustworthy ear while frustrations are vented; or a brother paraphrasing his siblings words back are two examples of people using counselling skills in general life.  Empathic individuals adopt counselling skills naturally, however for a professional counsellor to establish and maintain a therapeutic relationship it is important that they are underpinned by an ethical framework; because what a counsellor is not is a brother or a friend, professional boundaries have to be in place.  This is not only in the best interest of the client, which of course is first and foremost, but also to safeguard and consider the counsellor within the therapeutic relationship.  The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy being the largest professional organisation for counselling and psychotherapy in the United Kingdom (BACP, 2018) provides an excellent ethical framework, a sturdy foundation from which clients and counsellors can build and work together. 
In order to understand the importance of working with clients to establish and maintain a therapeutic frame, we must first understand and discuss what exactly the BACP ethical framework for practitioners actually is.  As the term suggests, ‘framework’ is metaphorically speaking the solid structure in which counsellors can be supported when establishing and maintaining a therapeutic relationship.    It is written as a shared resource for counselling and psychotherapy practitioners in order for them to maintain ethical and safe working practises with clients.  The importance of standards and ethics in counselling cannot be underestimated.  In order for counsellors to work ethically and safely the BACP (2018) provides a full written framework which outlines the expected values, principles and anticipated standards of practice for its members.   
Although a very broadly written framework there are a few basic core principles that underpin the whole document.  The first of which is ‘being trustworthy’, and honouring the trust placed in the practitioner (BACP, 2018).  It is by no means a coincidence that the first core principle listed within the ethical framework is trust.  Building trust in the beginning stages of a therapeutic relationship can often pose relational challenges due to what can sometimes be perceived as inequalities between counsellors and clients.  As such, building trust in this therapeutic relationship is crucial as often clients will be less likely to raise issues if they do not have a trusting therapeutic relationship with their counsellor, and subsequently not get what they require from counselling.  Trust is outlined as a relationship of resilience and goodwill that is withstanding of relational challenges, inequality, differences, transitional/existential challenges and the risk of uncertainty (Bond, 2015, p. 299).   A counsellor being able to demonstrate that he/she is a trustworthy practitioner is not only a moral obligation, but a complete necessity for the process of counselling to be effective.  
Second on the list of core principles outlined within the ethical framework is Autonomy. Which outlines that respect should be placed on the right for the client to be self-governing (BACP, 2018).  Autonomy is of high importance when working with clients and helps further hone the therapeutic frame.  Many existentialist philosophers, psychologists and counsellors alike are of the opinion that individuals make sense of themselves and of their own lives, as per Maslow’s (1970) ‘self-actualising’ person.  The ethical framework honours this theory as autonomy is one of the core principles it asks its members to ensure that they demonstrate, this is important in establishing and maintaining a therapeutic frame; as in reality the person who ‘knows best’ is very often the person themselves, and acknowledging this notion in a therapeutic relationship could even be considered a sign of respect.  The BACP (2018) appear to recognise this within its framework.  Kitchener (1984) understood that it is an absolute necessity for a person to partake within their counselling sessions in a way that is their own choice, their own thinking, their own freedom and that they themselves must take ownership of their own destiny.  Self motivation is key, and this is something the BACP (2018) ethical framework takes note of.  

The third core principle outlined by the BACP (2018) is beneficence, which is the dedication of a practitioner in working to promote the wellbeing of their client.  Although a fairly straightforward notion, to promote the wellbeing of a client, it is an important part of the ethical framework; and although all the core principles are of equal significance, beneficence can on occasion outweigh some of them.  With autonomy for example, as discuss above, the BACP (2018) recognises the importance of a person being self governing.  However, what would happen if the autonomy of a client was so out of kilter that it meant that they were damaging their own wellbeing?  This is where beneficence steps in.  A scenario that would demonstrate this autonomy/beneficence battle would be that of a client who has expressed very alarming suicidal thoughts during a session. 
 A counsellor being placed within this predicament would have to weigh up the consequences of allowing their client the human right of autonomy, or to follow the principle of beneficence.  The counsellor will have to choose one over the other, by allowing the client to continue under their own autonomy may result in harm, and thereby the counsellor is no longer working to promote the wellbeing of their client at all, beneficence wins this metaphorical battle.  Confidentiality is always honoured with the BACP (2018) ethical framework; and tight guidelines are in place to safeguard this very precious notion.  However, it is in scenarios such as this one where confidentiality has to be breached for the greater good.    The BACP (2018) recognises this power struggle within its own core principles however, and does state very clearly that practitioners could potentially experience situations where it would be unmanageable to align all areas of the framework.  Therefore it asks its members to fully consider all situations and outcomes thoroughly with as much care and diligence as possible, suggesting the ethical framework to be used as a guideline and its literature is not always set in stone.  

The next core principle the BACP (2018) discusses is non-maleficence; in its most basic of terms this is the avoidance of causing any harm to a client.  Tim Bond (2015, p71) states that published statements of organisations within psychotherapy and counselling tend to prioritise non-maleficence.  However, he would prefer not to prioritise any of the principles, but instead work with all of them as best as practically possible.  He concludes that working with the more ‘positive’ core principles could greatly minimize the potential of causing harm, therefore interconnecting them to work together for the greater good.  That said, one of the reasons the ethical framework outlined by the BACP (2018) is in place is for client safety. 
By client safety the BACP (2018) framework outlines that this can be both physically along with forms of psychological damage.  A suitable environment would need to be provided by the counsellor for the client; safe, clean and with appropriate equipment for a wide range of clients, some of which may have specific disabilities.  These things must be considered in order to adhere to non-malificence in a physical sense, along with the more obvious inclusion of the counsellor not physically harming the client themselves, accidentally or otherwise.  Additionally, the counsellor must adhere to non-malificence by not causing any psychological harm.  To do this they would need to adhere to the framework very closely and take into account how ethically they are working, ensuring that they continue to update their skills in line with all BACP requirements.  
However, there is a flip side to the implementation of non-maleficence.  Studies conducted found that over-concern with regards to non-maleficence can cause counsellors to become debilitated from concern over causing harm to a client which in turn can lead the counsellor to withdraw themselves. (Cooper et al, 2013, p.427).  Common sense must be acknowledged which a sentiment the BACP (2018) concurs themselves.
Knowing what boundaries can and cannot be crossed within the therapeutic relationship is a tricky area; however, the framework does address such issues.  With regards to the above example of having to sacrifice a client’s autonomy in order to be non-maleficent, this is something that can be addressed by way of contract.  The BACP (2018) ethical framework outlines very clearly that its members should engage with a mutually agreeable written contract with their clients prior to engaging within a therapeutic relationship. 
 In the case of the above example with the suicidal intentions, then it would be wise for the contract to state that should a counsellor believes the client is at risk they will have a duty of care to protect their them, thus sacrificing the autonomy.  The framework outlines exactly the type of information that should be considered when tailoring a contract for a client, for example, outlining that the relationship must remain therapeutic and does not blur into friendship or even into a sexual context.  This protects both the client and the counsellor and implements informed consent.  Establishing this kind of working alliance with a client is said to be dating back to Bordin (1979), he understood that prior to therapy a contract was a crucial component.  Changes to the data protection act on May 25th 2018 (Local Government Association, 2018)  however has meant that the BACP (2018) ethical framework has been tweaked in alignment of it.  Record keeping and confidentiality is crucial, and the framework outlines this very clearly, and it is even more important now with regards to the new legislation.
Another core principle within the ethical framework is justice.  This is to ensure fair, impartial and ethically coherent service to clients.  It is imperative that a counsellor is pre emptive of situations whereby they may encounter a client with additional needs or from a differing cultural background. This core principle is in place to be fair and inclusive to all those within society, whether that be, race, religion or disability.  In order to meet this BACP (2018) criteria as set out within it’s framework it is imperative that counsellors keep themselves up to date with current affairs in the ever changing diverse culture of the UK.  In doing so they can then try to avoid discrimination, and enable all walks of life access to their service.  There is a great deal of research that would support the idea that black people within the United Kingdom do not attain equal access to opportunities and provisions (Palmer, 2002, p.5).  The ethical framework promotes being fair to all human kind, and making counselling accessible to all walks of life, which is outlined in the values section of the BACP (2018) ethical framework where it states that human rights must be respected, and is again then outlined in justice being noted as a core principle.  This is a key component in establishing and maintaining a therapeutic frame.
To conclude this essay it would be useful to outline the final core principle listed within the BACP (2018) ethical framework which is that of self respect.  The notion that the practitioner must hone their knowledge of self; their own integrity and be able to self care effectively.  Rogers (1961) stated; “The degree to which I can create relationships which facilitate the growth of others as separate persons is a measure of the growth I have achieved in myself”.  That makes perfect sense, even on an aeroplane the advice is to place your own oxygen mask on before helping others, the sentiment is the same within counselling.  What the BACP (2018) ethical framework also stands to illustrate is that unconditional positive regard is key when maintaining a therapeutic alliance.  The three components of the therapeutic relationship are acceptance, empathy and genuineness (Mcloed, 2009, p.179), and there are nods towards these three components within the whole document.  The BACP ethical framework (2018) serves as an excellent guideline in establishing and maintaining a therapeutic relationship, however what it does point out within its own title is that it is a ‘framework’. Thus meaning, Psychotherapists and Counsellors alike must be responsible for their own interpretation and are advised to build upon this framework themselves, the real work is completed by the member reading it, but keeps focused and structured in ensuring that they are appropriately establishing and maintaining a therapeutic frame.
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