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Executive summary
BACP’s Public Perceptions Survey (2024) reaffirms many of the key insights from 2023, offering consistency in findings around public attitudes toward counselling and psychotherapy. This year’s findings—based on a nationally representative sample of 5,249 adults—highlight areas of ethical significance that should be considered in BACP’s ongoing review of the Ethical Framework. Emerging attitudes around demographic matching, digital therapy formats (including AI tools), professional accountability, and equity of access point toward potential revisions or reinforcements within the Framework.

Over half (54%) of those with experience of therapy checked whether their therapist was registered with a professional body—slightly up from 2023. The top reasons for checking therapist registration status were maintenance of professional ethics (62%) and trust (55%). However, reliance on public registers dropped slightly (47% in 2024 vs. 54% in 2023), suggesting BACP can play a role in improving awareness, or accessibility, of registration information. BACP should continue to reinforce the ethical requirement for transparency regarding qualifications and registration. 

Respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds and LGBTQ+ communities consistently indicated a higher preference for therapists who shared aspects of their identity—such as ethnicity, gender, or sexuality. For example, 52% of female respondents would feel less anxious with a same-gender therapist, and 50% of LGBTQ+ participants felt a same-sexuality therapist would take them more seriously. Consideration of community attitudes, therapist language ability, and cultural understanding was more significant among respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds. BACP’s Ethical Framework should explicitly recognise the ethical importance of cultural sensitivity and the provision of inclusive, identity-sensitive services. 

4% of respondents indicated they would use AI therapy apps—an option introduced in the 2024 Public Perceptions survey. This was more common among younger and higher-income groups. This marks a trend that, while still small, may expand rapidly. Hence, the Ethical Framework should begin to consider how evolving digital tools, particularly AI-assisted therapy, intersect with ethical issues such as informed consent, confidentiality and transparency. BACP may need to produce ethical standards for the use and promotion of digital therapy tools, even if therapists are not directly providing such services.

Only 29% of respondents said they would seek help from a counsellor or psychotherapist, and 5–9% would not seek help at all. Notably, men and people from minoritised backgrounds are less likely to seek help through traditional health routes. 64% of respondents felt comfortable discussing their mental health with a therapist—a modest increase from 62% in 2023. BACP might need to consider how the Ethical Framework can better support accessibility and engagement—particularly for underrepresented or hesitant groups. 

63% of therapy-experienced respondents felt their sessions were affordable, though nearly half (49%) were not offered a choice in how their sessions were delivered. Cost, confidentiality, qualifications, and format were among the top factors influencing therapist selection. Ethical guidance around client autonomy, affordability, and informed choice in service are of importance to clients and this highlights a need to affirm the therapist’s responsibility to discuss delivery options (e.g., face-to-face vs. online), pricing and payment expectations, wherever possible. These are key elements in the process of contracting. 

13% of respondents believe anyone can call themselves a counsellor or psychotherapist, and a significant portion remains unaware of the role of professional bodies like BACP. BACP should continue to promote public education around what it means to be a registered and qualified therapist.

In conclusion, the Public Perceptions Survey (2024) reinforces the need for BACP’s Ethical Framework to remain responsive to evolving public attitudes and societal trends. While many findings were consistent with 2023, emerging developments—such as the rise of digital therapy -highlight areas where the Ethical Framework could expand its guidance. An inclusive, and forward-looking Framework will be essential in maintaining public trust, promoting equity, and ensuring ethical standards keep pace with the changing landscape.

Background
Since 2019, BACP has conducted an annual survey to measure the opinions and attitudes of the British public towards mental health. The survey data are collected using a self-complete, online methodology. This report sets out the findings from the 2024 public perceptions survey that are applicable to the review of the Ethical Framework and, where possible, compares them to the findings from the Public Perceptions Survey 2023. 

Method
A nationally representative sample of 5,249 adults (aged 16+) was taken from YouGov’s online research panel, and results were weighted to provide a nationally representative dataset. Fieldwork for the 2024 survey was conducted between the 16 and 28 February 2024.

Findings
Many of the results from the 2024 survey do not differ significantly from the survey data from 2023. 

It is important to be mindful that 94% of the survey participants were heterosexual and 78% were white. For this reason, it is advisable to be cautious about interpreting the representativeness of the dataset. 

Accessing counselling and psychotherapy
When asked ‘If you had emotional difficulties or a mental health problem and wanted to seek help, in which of the following places, if any, would you seek help?’, 54% of respondents said they would seek help from a GP or other health practitioner and 29% would seek help from a counsellor or psychotherapist. These findings were similar to those from 2023. 4% of respondents advised they would seek help from online AI therapy apps. This option was added to the survey for 2024 and so there is no comparable data from 2023. Younger respondents (16-44) were twice as likely to seek help from AI therapy apps than older respondents (55+). 

White respondents are somewhat more likely to seek help from online AI therapy apps (5%), than respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds (3%). Respondents whose household income was £70,000 or more were more likely (10%) than other household income groups to seek help from online AI therapy apps. 5% of female and 9% of male respondents advised they would not seek counselling or psychotherapy.

White respondents (57%) were more likely than respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds (35%) to seek help from their GP or another health practitioner. Respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds were more likely to seek help using social media/blogs (10%) than White respondents (4%).

Respondents who identified as being part of the LGBTQ+ community were more likely to seek help from a number of sources when compared with heterosexual and cisgender or non-LGBTQ+ participants, who were generally less likely to seek help across most sources. These were their GP or another health practitioner, counsellors/psychotherapists, telephone helplines, information on the internet via a search engine, social media and counselling/psychotherapy or help services at their school/college/university. Similar findings were reported in 2023.

64% of respondents would feel comfortable talking about their own mental health and wellbeing with a counsellor or psychotherapist. 14% of the respondents stated they would not be comfortable.
This is not significantly different compared to data from 2023.

Of respondents who were currently having, or who had previously had, counselling or psychotherapy, 49% were referred to their counsellor or psychotherapist by a GP, 10% found their counsellor or psychotherapist by searching on the internet and 8% were referred by their employer. This is not significantly different compared to data from 2023.

Attitudes towards counsellor/psychotherapist registration with a professional body
Of respondents who were currently having, or who had previously had, counselling or psychotherapy, 54% checked their counsellor or psychotherapist was registered with a professional body before they made contact with them.

62% of respondents checked whether their counsellor or psychotherapist was registered with a professional body because they would have to maintain professional standards/ethics. 55% stated being registered with a professional body meant they could trust their counsellor or psychotherapist. 44% wanted to check their counsellor or psychotherapist had a minimum level of training and 46% thought a registered counsellor or psychotherapist would deliver a better service.

These findings were comparable to those from 2023. 

Awareness of, and attitudes towards, BACP
20% of respondents had heard of BACP, whilst 55% of respondents stated they had not heard of any professional bodies for counsellors and psychotherapists.

Of those respondents who had heard of BACP, 23% heard about BACP through an internet search, 14% from a GP or nurse, 12% from another health professional and 15% through the news or media.

Of respondents who were currently having, or who had previously had, counselling or psychotherapy, 13% of them were advised to see a BACP counsellor or psychotherapist.

These findings were comparable to those from 2023.

Counsellor/psychotherapist qualifications
Of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy, 81% thought the qualifications of the counsellor or psychotherapist were at least somewhat important. 15% felt this would be unimportant. Of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy, 82% thought the counsellor or psychotherapist being on an accredited register was at least somewhat important. 12% felt this would be unimportant. These findings are comparable to those from 2023.

Of respondents who were currently having, or who had previously had, counselling or psychotherapy, 50% checked the qualifications of their counsellor or psychotherapist. 58% of respondents checked the qualifications of their counsellor or psychotherapist by looking on the website of the counsellor or psychotherapist. 47% of respondents checked a register of counsellors and psychotherapists and 17% asked whoever referred them to the counsellor or psychotherapist. Most of these findings are comparable to 2023, however, a lower proportion of respondents in 2024 (47%) checked a register of counsellors and psychotherapists compared to 2023 (54%).

Knowledge of the terms ‘counsellor’ and ‘psychotherapist’
When asked who they thought could call themselves a counsellor or psychotherapist, 39% of respondents thought this would only apply to those with a qualification or degree in counselling or psychotherapy, 28% of respondents thought this would apply only to those registered with a professional body and 13% of respondents thought anyone could call themselves a counsellor or psychotherapist. These findings are similar to those from 2023. 

Attitudes towards the provision of counselling and psychotherapy
88% of respondents agreed that counselling or psychotherapy should be accessible to everyone who wants it. 72% of respondents felt counselling or psychotherapy should be freely available to all school children throughout all schools. 81% of respondents felt counselling or psychotherapy should be available for all frontline NHS staff. These findings were all comparable to those from 2023.

When given a list of workplaces, educational placements and other institutional environments and asked which, if any, should provide readily available counselling or psychotherapy, 58% of respondents opted for further education colleges, 63% chose secondary schools and 50% selected drop-in community counselling hubs for young people. Respondents in 2024 were significantly more likely than those in 2023 to say that secondary schools and drop-in community counselling hubs for young people should provide counselling and psychotherapy.

Mental wellbeing at work
Of those respondents currently in work, 54% felt the organisation they worked for cared at least ‘somewhat’ about their mental wellbeing. 44% of respondents felt the organisation cared ‘a little’ or ‘not at all’ about their mental wellbeing. 

58% of respondents felt their manager cared ‘somewhat’ or ‘to a great extent’ about their mental wellbeing. 39% of respondents felt their manager cared ‘a little’ or ‘not at all’.

58% of respondents felt their colleagues cared at least ‘somewhat’ about their mental wellbeing at work. 37% of respondents felt their colleagues cared ‘a little’ or ‘not a lot’.

23% of respondents felt the people they managed cared about their mental wellbeing and 22% felt they did not. 

32% of respondents felt their HR department cared about their mental wellbeing and 51% felt they did not.

47% of respondents in employment indicated that their employer did offer a confidential counselling or psychotherapy service, 32% advised they did not and 21% did not know. 45% of respondents whose workplace did not offer a confidential counselling or psychotherapy service would like their employer to offer one and 30% would not. More respondents in 2024 than 2023 felt that they would like their employer to offer a confidential counselling or psychotherapy service.

20% of employed respondents felt their emotional wellbeing has nothing to with their employer, whereas 55% felt it did. 65% of employed respondents felt their employer is at least partly responsible for their emotional wellbeing.

66% of employed respondents felt their job was a key factor in their emotional wellbeing.

Unless stated otherwise, all results presented in this section are comparable to those from 2023. 

Factors/priorities in choosing a counsellor or psychotherapist and attitudes towards ‘matched’ demographics
Those who’d had, or considered having, counselling or psychotherapy were asked to rate which factors were important when deciding whether to see a counsellor or psychotherapist. 91% felt assurances that the consultation would be private and confidential were important. 82% felt the counsellor/psychotherapist being on an accredited register was important. 81% felt the format of the session was important and 81% felt the qualifications of the counsellor or psychotherapist were important. 78% felt cost was an important factor and 79% felt the location of the session was important. These findings were comparable to those from 2023.

38% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt it was important to have a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same gender as them. Comparatively, 25% of White participants thought this was important. 37% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt the ethnic background of the counsellor or psychotherapist was important. Comparatively, 9% of White participants thought this was important. 28% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt the sexuality of the counsellor or psychotherapist was important. Comparatively, 10% of White participants thought this was important. These findings were comparable to those from 2023.

36% of respondents who identified as being part of the LGBTQ+ community felt it was important to have a counsellor/psychotherapist of the same gender. 25% of heterosexual and cisgender or non-LGBTQ+ participants thought this was important. 20% of respondents who identified as being part of the LGBTQ+ community felt the sexuality of the counsellor or psychotherapist was important. Comparatively, 11% of heterosexual and cisgender or non-LGBTQ+ respondents thought this was important. These findings were comparable to those from 2023.

77% of respondents who’d had, or considered having, counselling/psychotherapy felt what their community thought was unimportant. 80% of respondents felt having a counsellor or psychotherapist who is able to provide therapy in another language was unimportant. The excerpt below is taken from the YouGov BACP Public Perceptions Report 2024:

Consideration of what their community thinks has risen compared to 2023 (18% vs. 13%), with those from ethnic minority backgrounds more likely to consider this important than White respondents (33% vs. 14%). In 2024, respondents from an ethnic minority background were also much more likely than White respondents to say the ethnic background of the counsellor/psychotherapist (39% vs. 15%) or the ability to provide therapy in another language is important (31% vs. 13%), consistent with findings from previous years.

52% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same ethnic background could relate to them more (compared with 47% across all respondents). 53% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same ethnic background would understand what they have been through (compared with 40% across all respondents). 39% of respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds felt they could be more open about their mental health with a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same ethnic background (compared with 31% across all respondents). These findings were comparable to those from 2023.

52% of female respondents would feel less anxious about receiving counselling or psychotherapy from a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same gender, compared to 31% of male respondents. 

42% of respondents who identified as being part of the LGBTQ+ community felt a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same gender would understand what they have been through. 37% of heterosexual and cisgender or non-LGBTQ+ respondents agreed with this statement. 50% of respondents who identified as being part of the LGBTQ+ community felt a counsellor or psychotherapist of the same sexuality would be more likely to take them more seriously. 20% of heterosexual and cisgender or non-LGBTQ+ respondents agreed with this statement.

Cost and format of counselling
63% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was affordable and 9% did not.

Of the respondents who have had counselling or psychotherapy, 49% were not given a choice of how the therapy/session would be delivered. 30% of respondents were given a choice.

Experiences of counselling and psychotherapy
87% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was handled professionally and 4% did not.

73% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was helpful and 12% did not.

73% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was comfortable and 11% did not.

78% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was convenient and 7% did not.

82% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was accessible and 5% did not.

72% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt their last experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist was appropriate for their needs and 12% did not.

When asked about their experiences of having counselling or psychotherapy, respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy advised they’d felt the following emotions or effects: 67% felt listened to, 52% felt understood, 42% felt safe, 35% felt able to feel vulnerable, 37% felt more comfortable with their mental health, 18% felt frustrated, 13% felt confused and 5% felt judged.

Since their experience with a counsellor or psychotherapist, 42% of respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy felt better able to cope, 40% felt better equipped to deal with their mental health problems, 28% felt more resilient, 21% had greater self-belief and 21% felt happier. 5% of respondents felt more vulnerable, 4% felt more stressed and 3% felt more confused. 

Of the respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy, 67% felt the counselling or psychotherapy helped them and 18% felt it did not. 

Of the respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy, 68% were satisfied with their counselling or psychotherapy and 16% were not. 

Of the respondents who’d had counselling or psychotherapy, 77% responded that they would be likely to recommend counselling or psychotherapy to someone who had emotional difficulties or a mental health problem and 9% would not. 

These findings are all comparable to those from 2023.
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