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Abstract

In a professional counselling setting, there are a variety of ways to consider
and engage boundaries for the benefit of the client and the counsellor. Boundaries in
counselling rely on the bond between the client and the counsellor and with this the
conversation around boundaries and boundary setting should be brought to the
client's attention in an appropriate form. From here both client and counsellor may
produce together possible boundaries that need to be established in and outside the
sessions, alongside the primary boundaries in counselling, these boundaries can be
drawn from other psychological approaches as well as guidance taken from the BPS.
After an appropriate and ethical discussion has been performed, both client and
counsellor may implement these pre-established boundaries when required to
ensure ethical and safe practices of counselling, possibly re-engaging in the

discussion of boundaries if later needed.

Introduction

Boundaries are an integral part of a counsellor's working life, both within the
therapeutic space and outside the counselling circle when building and maintain a
public life. Boundaries may materialise in a multitude of forms, one of which being
within sessions such as implementing ways of informing the client that the session is
coming to an end, and to not let that time escalate as it can confuse the professional
boundaries of the relationship. Also, counsellors must maintain these boundaries
outside of the session when dealing with clients, counsellors are free to interact with
clients appropriately outside of the session, but these interactions must uphold the
ethical principles seen when counselling (Decelis & Falzon, 2022). If these
boundaries are broken, serious ethical concerns may arise, including damaging the
clients mental health further resulting in stress induced symptoms (Resnik, 2016, as
cited in Hook, 2018), with this also having possible effects to the client's overall
quality of life, including having a secondary effect on those closely related to the
client (Hook, 2018) For this interview, Thematic analysis was implemented, this
being based off Braun and Clarkes 2022 version of thematic analysis, this was done
as the data collected in the interview is qualitative, by using thematic analysis it was

possible to condense that data into categories based off commonalities seen in the



interview by using quotes, this then enabled clearer presention the data and to

properly analyse it.
Method
Participant

One 46-year-old white British independent practice Counsellor based in

Wales was recruited via an online advertisement for the interview.

Design

The method employed in this study was an interview, the participant was
recruited via an online advertisement, the interview was conducted which included
asking 14 topic related questions to gather information, then afterwards the
participant was thanked, and the interview was transcribed for better understanding
and analysis. To analyse the data, Braun and Clarkes 2022 rendition of thematic
analysis was used allowing the data to be properly investigated and presented.
Thematic analysis is a 6-stage process of developing research for the purpose of a
study, with the first step being to familiarise yourself with the transcript, with it being
advised to re-engage the text to properly understand it, with some note taking if
necessary. The second step is to then create codes based off any repeating
information in the transcript that may be of significance, this is to condense the
overall transcript into smaller, more manageable segments. The third step is to then
construct themes based on the previous codes, meaning patterns from the text start
to develop making it easier to relate the codes to each other and to the topic
question. The fourth step is to ensure that the developed themes are distinct and not
overlapping, this allows for the data to be bountiful by having multiple distinct themes
whilst also being relevant to the topic question. The fifth step is to analyse the
generated themes, this means that each theme is thought out properly and can be
more easily applied to the research question. The final step is to decisively use the
prior analysed information to better discuss the topic question, this means that the
data is fully realised and is thoroughly addressing the research topic as well as being
paired with personal interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2022) These steps better

allow researchers to analyse qualitative data and apply it properly.



Results

From analysing the previous transcript, a multitude of themes emerged, with
the main one being boundaries. In a counselling environment, boundaries can be
expressed in many ways, with the most important being boundaries installed with the
client which is a fundamental aspect of the client counsellor relationship. One
example of this would be, quote “First, | check the function of the messages: are they
seeking regulation, reassurance, or influence over me? | respond once with empathy
and a boundary” this shows the counsellor verifying with the client if the nature of the
client's message is appropriate, displaying ethical practices whilst still maintaining a
professional relationship. Even whilst a session is ongoing, it is important to employ
boundaries, quote, “I seek permission for any shift”, the usage of the word
“‘permission” shows how the counsellor is still asking consent from the client as to not
push any boundaries whilst keeping the session progressing instead of dominating

the session which may harm the client instead.

Although, alongside installing boundaries for the client's sake, a counsellor
may also install boundaries within themself for protection and support. An example of
this would be, quote, “the pattern created resentment in me — which is a sign
something’s off.”, this shows how the counsellor has to not only confirm that the
client is comfortable inside and outside the sessions, but also confirm that they
themselves are comfortable with the role they have undertaken, ignoring these self-
boundaries could prove harmful to both client and counsellor. Another example of
this would be, quote, “Now | schedule buffer times between sessions. | eat lunch
away from the desk, and | protect my evenings.” this shows some different ways self-
boundaries can be equipped, as well as a successful application of self-boundaries
with even the most minor of changes to work life having a positive impact on the
counsellor, which then means that they are more able to properly and more

effectively perform their role.

Another major reoccurring theme within the interview was the humanistic
approach, the counsellor interviewed for this study practices using humanistic based
approaches, therefore it is heavily reflected in his ideals as a counsellor. An

important part of the humanistic approach is its beliefs, which are explained



throughout the interview, quote “Humanistic practice asks for self-awareness” by
describing a segment of the humanistic approach and how it can be used in a
counselling setting, it can be inferred that not only does the counsellor understand
the practice but also centres his work around it, as seen throughout the interview.
Another example of the counsellors understanding of the humanistic approach is,
quote, “The humanistic piece is honesty and client choice, anchored by ethics.” the
inclusion of “client choice” is a fundamental aspect of the humanistic approach, as
the approach is based off these principles, presenting a clear understanding of the

humanistic approach.

Another crucial aspect of counselling is how these methods and skills are
applied, for this counsellor this would be taking the core beliefs of the humanistic
approach and developing them to be client or situation specific. One example of this
would be, quote, “Clients don't need perfection; they need to know the relationship
can hold mistakes." This seamless application of the beliefs from the humanistic
approach shows the counsellors level of understanding on how to properly apply
these methods, therefore the sessions may have more of a positive impact for the
clients. Another example of this would be, quote, “Attunement, eye contact
negotiated, voice tone, pacing-often does the work more safely.” by having these
humanistic based ideals with the client and applying them in the sessions, it can
show a more meaningful level of care and understanding from the counsellor, as well
as being ethically sound, as making sure that the client is cared for is the main
priority for any counsellor, so by applying these humanistic ideas it can be better

guaranteed the client is comfortable during the sessions.

One final theme present within the interview, which is essential for a healthy
relationship between client and counsellor is the notion of having trust between
counsellor and client. The easiest and most effective application of this belief is by
having client lead sessions, and by having the client take some control of the
session, it can let the session be more productive and beneficial for the client. One
example of this would be, quote, “but | also check preferences: some clients regulate
better with the camera slightly off to the side.” this application of a client led
approach is implemented for the clients own comfort, and the counsellor asking for
the client's preferences indicates a deep level of understanding and trust as to how

to make the client feel understood. Another great example of this would be “If we see



each other out, I'll take your lead — you can choose whether to acknowledge me.” by
having the client lead the interactions both inside and outside the session, the client
can decide whether or not they want to engage, and how they want to engage,

showing that the counsellor is trusting in clients level of rational.

With client led sessions also comes trust in the client with boundaries, the
counsellor must always hold deep trust in the client to uphold boundaries and keep
the relationship safe and appropriate, one example of this would be, quote, “The
boundary becomes a live curriculum in self — trust.” to maintain these boundaries in
the counselling relationship, it's important to let the client know that they can choose
what they want related to their sessions, and its crucial to trust the clients own
judgement and if they can also uphold the boundaries for the sake of the
relationship. Another example of this would be, quote, “Boundaries become a
sanctuary rather than a rulebook.” instead of having boundaries be imposing and
rigid, treating them like a safe space allows for the client to feel more safe and
secure when applying these boundaries, with heavy trust being put into the client for

them to know when and what boundaries are necessary to rely on.

Discussion

The discussion surrounding boundaries and ethics within counselling is ever
present, and by performing empirical studies, as well as engaging in previous
research, this issue can be further investigated. Throughout this interview we can
ascertain the degree to which the counsellor displays and maintains boundaries
within the therapeutic relationship, including asking for the client's opinion on how
they want to handle parts of the session, as well as carefully considering the
intention behind certain actions and installing appropriate boundaries in turn. The
counsellor's application of boundary setting is professional and comprehensive, this
aligns with past research towards boundaries in counselling which includes
assessing the potential harm that might befall the client or the counsellor, along with
upholding an open mind and potentially seeking outside support or possibly
signposting if the boundaries in the counselling relationship get crossed, ensuring
the wellbeing of both client and counsellor (Giovannetti, 2024). Another imperative

aspect of building boundaries when in a counselling environment is establishing trust



with yourself and the client, as having trust in the client means that you expect them
to uphold the current boundaries set whilst also implementing other boundaries if
they feel that it is needed. From the interview it can be observed that the counsellor
places a large amount of trust in the client, which is demonstrated by allowing the
client to lead the sessions to a degree which in turn shows the deep level of trust
between the client and the counsellor. This topic is well researched in terms of
counselling as it's so highly important, with past research detailing how building and
maintaining boundaries in the counselling relationship can place a vast amount of
trust in the client, with proper discussions needed to accurately arrange safe and
healthy boundaries. Although breaching these boundaries can have a major impact
on the client and the working relationship, as it indicates to the client that they cannot
trust the counsellor, therefore the basis for the relationship is ruined (Wheeler, 2022).
The final major element seen in the interview was the application of the humanistic
approach, as well as its ties to boundaries within counselling. One aspect of the
interview was how the counsellor implemented the beliefs of the humanistic
approach to his counselling work by allowing the client to decide certain facets of the
counselling experience, which can be recognised as a successful application of the
humanistic approaches belief of employing a person-centred approach, allowing the
client more freedom and responsibility when deciding boundaries. Within research,
the humanistic approach has extremely strong links to boundaries and boundary
setting, with Carl Rogers ideology of a person-centred approach being ntegral to
constructing meaningful and useful boundaries with clients, demonstrating how the
humanistic approach can be considered as the basis for all counselling relationships
(Owan, 1997). For future research towards boundaries in counselling, it is critical to
recognise the client's role in the relationship, with the client also needing to maintain
these boundaries. Therefore, to approach the topic of boundaries in the context of
counselling, a valuable starting point would be to investigate the client's side of the
relationship and differing counselling approaches that detail in setting boundaries or

communicating with the client.
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