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Introduction
Informal feedback for the Ethical Framework (EF) review was gathered from a range of sources throughout the period March 2023 to August 2024. These included discussions with stakeholders, staff, and the Psychotherapy and Counselling union. Informal feedback took the form of handwritten notes and informal verbal feedback at Making Connections events; some informal feedback was provided in the form of discussions with the EF team stakeholders or as a result of a dissemination event about the EF.

Key themes emerged from the informal feedback which include concerns about the use of the EF and the professional conduct process; the purpose, structure and content of the EF was addressed, alongside ethical decision making, training issues, digital and online working concerns, and artificial intelligence.

Professional Conduct process
Concerns raised through informal feedback about the Ethical Framework and its relationship to the Professional Conduct (PC) process focused on a number of areas for the relevant stakeholders. For some stakeholders there was a sense of injustice associated with the PC process, with some stakeholders stating that it can feel like they are being ‘persecuted’ by going through the PC process, and other stakeholders expressing a lack of faith as, in their opinion, the PC panel don’t always appear to be following their own rules. 

Some stakeholders were concerned about whether the current EF was the right document to use for a legal process. It was regarded as difficult to make a distinction between who is right and who is wrong, thereby attempting to make an absolute judgment on something akin to legal liability. Further concerns were raised around the use of too many clauses, with clauses that can conflict with each other and the result that something will always be in breach. More general comments were offered by one stakeholder that the Framework doesn’t work, bringing further doubt on the PC process: “we need the framework to work again.” 

A further stakeholder felt that looking at how Ethical Frameworks are used in other countries would be a useful point to inform the current EF review. One stakeholder expressed concerns around the Equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) policy at BACP, which they felt was censoring gender critical views, like their own. They further expressed that this policy appeared to be in favour of a gender-affirmative stance and at odds with the findings of the CASS review and the NICE guidelines. This stakeholder felt that safeguarding concerns for young people could be overshadowed by the gender-affirmative EDI policy.

Further concerns were addressed around the process that may not always be apparent. For example, concerns were raised around why clients might withdraw a complaint. One stakeholder questioned whether that could be due to it not being clear enough that there is a perceived breach or that the structure of the document does not allow for the complaint to be fully examined.

Purpose
Several stakeholders expressed concerns around the purpose of the EF, stating that it is a double-edged sword by helping stakeholders to make ethical decisions whilst also holding them accountable for their decisions in professional conduct. A particular stakeholder felt that the EF should be more aligned to a professional code like the General Medical Council (GMC).

Content
Wording on relationships
Concerns were raised around the structure and wording of the current EF and how this could be better expressed. For example, concerns were expressed in relation to the lack of range of professional relationships. It was felt by several stakeholders that too much of the current EF focused on the counsellor/client relationship and did not account more fully for the range of professional relationships that a professional counsellor might be engaged in. 

Examples cited training institutions where trainers have multiple roles including to train the trainees, they may also be clinical supervisors, research supervisors, personal tutors, and colleagues. Furthermore, stakeholders have responsibility to organisations, colleagues, supervisees, and as organisational stakeholders.

Style
Additional concerns were expressed in the style of the current EF, which is linear, and this was perceived by one stakeholder as potentially punitive. This is due to the clausal nature ‘if this, then that….’ The current EF is also perceived to be too long, too elaborated. It was also expressed that we need common sense in the EF, although this point was not expanded upon. Another stakeholder made a similar statement by commenting: “Can we go back to principles please?”
A further stakeholder expressed a need for greater clarity. They felt that some aspects of the EF are to open to ‘interpretation,’ which could cause an issue in our ethical behaviour. 

Structure
One stakeholder considered the principles section of the current EF to be nuanced in that sometimes one principle was felt to conflict with another principle. This stakeholder was concerned that the principles’ section should not form the basis of PC. In relation to structure a stakeholder suggested adding in hyperlinks to useful information like GPiAs for use by individuals and supervisors. This idea was further developed by another who felt that a search box facility on the EF would be useful.
The length of the current EF was addressed by a number of stakeholders with one expressing this as: “We need an(d) EF that is relevant, straightforward, not too long, facilitative and supportive.” A further comment was made that the EF needs to be clear, concise, and helpful.

Ethical decision-making 
Some stakeholders felt that it was worth thinking about separating ethical thinking and choices from practical actions - “how we think ethically and how we act ethically are different.” This can mean that what the therapist is doing actually gets lost. Stakeholders expressed that ethical decision-making needed to be person-centred and relational. One stakeholder expressed that the EF needed to not be a set of rules but something that allows therapists to think for themselves.

This stakeholder felt this should be addressed in training with good training encouraging ethical decision-making, helping to allow that process. It was further expressed that it is important to recognise relational dynamics in training and to address issues of transference and countertransference within training. This was further supported by another stakeholder who felt that trainees should learn about cognitive biases in training and address their own potential biases whilst in training.

A further stakeholder asked in regard to ethical decision-making whether asking clients’ reaction to the EF could be part of the ethical decision-making. Other stakeholders stressed the importance of ‘trustworthiness’ in the current EF and how that enabled good ethical decision-making around keeping clients safe. Encouraging ethical decision-making in more general terms was expressed by a number of the stakeholders volunteering informal feedback.

Training
Several stakeholder comments focused on training, and how training could both enable the EF and introduce the concept of ethical decision-making through the actions of trainers and through the way the course is presented. It was stated that there are ethical responsibilities within training institutions where trainers need to address their range of professional relationships. Greater emphasis on ethical decision-making within training was discussed as being important.

Another stakeholder felt that having trainers with explicit knowledge and recognition was important particularly in the area of ethics training. It was felt that using relational ethics to demonstrate this was important. A further area regarding training was referenced by another stakeholder who felt that training courses do not prepare trainees adequately for working in organisations or other forms of employment. 

They strongly felt that too often trainees are only prepared by courses for private practice. Moreover, a stakeholder expressed concern about ‘pseudo-scientific’ approaches which encourage bad practice. They felt that training courses could do more to challenge these ‘pseudo-scientific’ approaches. No specific example was given to demonstrate what was meant by the term ‘pseudo-scientific.’

A further stakeholder felt that there should be a specific EF for organisations and training courses. It was particularly commented that this would diminish the chances of groupthink in organisations. The implication was that organisations may have different ethical issues to individuals. This is a contrast to another earlier comment by a stakeholder that the same ethical issues arise for individuals and organisations, and that in fact it is incumbent on training institutions to attend to their own ethical practice alongside training students in ethical decision-making.

Digital issues
Online platforms
One stakeholder was curious about online platforms and who is responsible for the ethical practice of these platforms. Their concern was around individual or platform-led responsibility.

Artificial Intelligence
One stakeholder questioned whether BACP should be collaborating with UKCP and NCPS around the issues of both online platforms and artificial intelligence. It was felt collaboration and information sharing around good practice would be a useful approach.

Current
A comment by one stakeholder was around how current or up to date the EF would be when published: “Our profession feels terribly outdated at times especially with technology.”

Conclusion
Many of the issues raised within the informal feedback from stakeholders echo issues raised in other parts of the EF review. Specific comments on the structure and content provided relevant commentary on how the document could be improved in terms of its accessibility and access to speedy responses to ethical concerns. 

Commentary was provided on training and ethical decision-making for trainees and individuals. This may be a reflection of the stakeholders’ background and experience. Specific consideration was given to the number and type of professional relationships that counsellors engage in and the necessity for this to be reflected in the new Ethical Framework draft, taking it beyond the counsellor/client relationship.

Furthermore, training was raised as the best way to engage trainees with the idea of ethical decision-making as opposed to rules or using the EF to provide the ‘right’ answer. Ethical decision-making was raised as being key to good professional practice and use of any EF, and this was suggested as being most suited to a way of engaging with ethical concerns. A particular stakeholder felt that training institutions are ideally suited not just to training in ethical decision-making but in modelling good ethical relational practice within their everyday work.
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