“A wide range of people use counselling skills often to enhance a primary professional role, and they are not exclusive to counsellors. Their use is dependent on who is using them and the setting in which they are used.” BACP – Therapy Today (2020)
This essay will describe and discuss the narrative of P, a Social Prescriber working for the last ten years in a local mental health charity in Wales, it will then offer a definition according to the Welsh government and an explanation of what a social prescriber is and the role they undertake in society.
Many national organisations are advocating for social prescribers, including NHS Wales, as it expands the resources available for General Practitioners (GP) and helps take the strain off the services they provide in medical centres. GPs do not have the time needed to give individual care to patients. Appointments are not readily available, and house calls are rare which means many of the vulnerable members of the community go overlooked and neglected. Others turn to the internet to research symptoms when an appointment with a GP is not available and try to treat themselves without the knowledge needed to do so safely. For some social media is the only interaction available, creating loneliness and social isolation due to a disconnect from communities. Social prescribers can help those that need more individualised help and support (Husk et al., 2019).
Social prescriber is the umbrella term given to professionals that work within a wide range of healthcare settings such as primary care services, hospitals and medical centres that collaborate with local community-based services to provide a person-centred and holistic approach to helping vulnerable individuals within the community. The primary role of a social prescriber is to connect individuals that have non-clinical support needs in areas such as social isolation, housing and debt management, by connecting them to the appropriate services playing a vital part in improving physical, mental and social wellbeing while empowering individuals with the knowledge and support to recognise their own needs, strengths and capabilities, that can help them manage their own health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, n.d.). 
Over the last ten years in Wales, social prescribing has grown in popularity, leading to the implementation of a National Framework for Social Prescribing (NFfSP). The core objectives of NFfSP are developing the standardisation and consistency of terminology, language, while provide a shared understanding, of roles and responsibilities to ensure clarity and consistency across the services provided. Support for social prescribers is provided through training, education, skill-developing opportunities ensuring that the expertise needed for the high-quality service is provided and the community resources and services are effective and of high quality. The framework states that progress of social prescribing should be tracked and assessed regularly to ensure that areas for improvement are identified, reformed and therefore remain effective. Social prescribers are also helping to bridge medical inequalities and reducing social determinants of health, particularly in the lower socioeconomic communities. The link seen between health and wellbeing and employability is well documented, social prescribing can help to create employment opportunities by utilising local organisations and services to connect individuals with opportunities for improving skills and even learning new ones, helping by building individual capabilities and promoting confidence. Since 2020 pandemic, social prescribers help support those affected by the adverse effects of COVID-19. (Welsh Government, n.d.).
Social prescribers typically have a background in health and social care or community development roles and as part of their social prescribing training, they are taught basic counselling skills, these known as embedded counselling skills and are gained through on-the-job training and professional practice (Welsh Government, n.d.). 
Social prescribers have been successful due to utilising embedded counselling skills within their toolset. Embedded counselling skills are basic set of counselling skills and principles that can be integrated into everyday interactions by professionals, those whose primary role is not a traditional counselling role, such as teachers and social workers (Welsh Government, n.d.). 
The Welsh Government has designed and developed the Embedded Counselling Skills to support professionals like social prescribers to integrate basic interpersonal skills into their practice, working in collaboration with experts and stakeholders. The aim is to deliver person-centred, holistic, non-judgemental support, with the focus on empowerment of its service users. The skills that are used include active listening, reflection, goal setting, problem solving and signposting to name just a few, these are relevant to a wide range of professions including education and social care (Welsh Government, n.d.).
Although the skills are called Counselling Skills, for those using them in a helping role, such as social prescribers, it does not mean that they are qualified counsellors. Professional counsellors need to complete a degree to gain the professional qualifications including hundreds of hours of instruction and placement settings and clinical supervision. However, though social prescribers are using counselling skills without the professional qualifications needed to be recognised as a Counsellor, they still need to adhere to the BACP competence framework (Midwinter, 2015). 
The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) has created a Counselling Skills Competency Framework, it is vital that social prescribers observe these guidelines to offer high quality service. Within the framework there are five key areas, professional context, empathy, skills, and techniques, working alliance and personal qualities (BACP, 2020).
Professional context states that social prescribers must have the ability to use counselling skills that adhere to legal guidelines, observing rules of confidentiality and when it is appropriate to share data with other professionals, data protection laws when handling personal information and an understanding of the Mental Health Act and other mental health legislation. Ethical guidelines are essential when working with vulnerable people and therefore social prescribers should be ensuring that service users know the nature of the support offered and rights regarding informed consent, respecting autonomy, and decision-making capacity, avoiding harm and ensuring that the support is given in the services user’s best interest. It is crucial that social prescribers can recognise the potential risks, emergencies, are aware of the signs and symptoms of mental health crisis and are able to assess and respond appropriately. This also means recognition of one’s own professional limitations and abilities, competence and experience and know when to seek support from and collaborate with other professionals such as primary emergency services to maintain professional guidelines such  professional boundaries, it is necessary to continue professional development by taking part in activities and skill building opportunities that will maintain and enhance their professional skills and competency levels. The ability to make use of professional support and guidance is available to social prescribers when needed. Embedded counselling skills are there to enhance the role of a social prescriber, not to change it (BACP, 2020).
Empathy is important when it comes to being a social prescriber the guidelines of the BACP states that counselling skills gives the ability to communicate empathic understanding, to help understand and respond appropriately to individuals experiencing hardship, pain, and distress. It is also important to be able to empathise with individuals of a diverse range of backgrounds, cultures, and situations (BACP, 2020).
The third key area of the BACP framework is skills and techniques, as counselling skills help social prescribers to use a wide range of important techniques such as active listening, responding appropriately, reflective practice, having a non-judgemental attitude, problem solving and sign posting (BACP, 2020).
The fourth key area is working alliance, also known as a therapeutic alliance and is the ability to use counselling skills when interacting with other professionals collaboratively, also carers, friends, and family members of the service user (BACP, 2020).
A social prescriber should also have the personal qualities that the BACP outline in key area number five of the framework, such as self-awareness, the ability to draw on personal attributes helpful to the situation at hand. Self-awareness helps social prescribers to build stronger and empathetic relationships and to establish and maintain professional boundaries, which promotes safety for both social prescribers and service users. Being self-aware enables social prescribers to recognise personal cultural-biases and preconceived assumptions, which helps provide effective culturally sensitive support. Self-awareness also means being aware of one’s own stress and emotions, which promotes maintaining personal resilience and well-being. Being able to reflect and self-reflect on one’s own thoughts, feelings and behaviours creates a deeper understanding and awareness of how outcomes could be improved leading to personal development. The frameworks competencies (empathy, active listening, self-awareness etc.), are transferable skills for social prescribing (BACP, 2020).
Although the skills are called Counselling Skills, for those using them in a helping role, such as social prescribers, it does not mean that they are qualified counsellors. Professional counsellors need to complete a degree to gain the professional qualifications including hundreds of hours of instruction and placement settings and clinical supervision. However, though social prescribers are using counselling skills without the professional qualifications needed to be recognised as a Counsellor, they still need to adhere to the BACP competence framework (Midwinter, 2015). 
In conclusion, it could be said that social prescribers are making a positive difference to both individuals and communities by connecting service users to local resources, creating the opportunity for communities to reconnect, interact and become stronger. At a time when a sense of community is a notion from the past, particularly post covid-19 pandemic, and with the use of social media, real connections with local people are replaced with faceless forums. Social prescribers are crucial for modern healthcare when waiting lists are long and doctors’ appointments are hard to come by individuals and communities are often overlooked but social prescribers prioritise the well-being of both.
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