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Introduction to the new Ethical Framework
SEPTEMBER 2025 LC - PRESENTATION - 36 MINS
Hello, I'm Myira and I'm part of the team that are rewriting the 'Ethical Framework'.

Hello, I'm Andrew - and I'm part of the same team. We've been working on the 'Ethical Framework' and we are really excited to be at this place now. It's been a lot of hard work, lots of consultation. We're going to chat about that in a short while. But here we are ready for it to go out to the membership and for people to start thinking about how it can support practice - which is what we've been wrestling with.

Yes.

But before we get into that, I've been asked a lot of times, 'Why are we doing this? We've got an 'Ethical Framework'. Why are we doing this?' Have you had those questions?

Absolutely, because I think people get used to having a document that they are very familiar with and so think, well, that's fit for purpose. I think we've got to remind - not only ourselves - but all the members, that the current 'Ethical Framework', which is absolutely doing its job, came out in 2018. A lot has happened in the world and in our profession since then.

Yes, absolutely. I use the 'Ethical Framework' a lot. As you say, I think it's a great document and it's really supported my practice. But then everything around it, as you say, shifted. Not least of course is, we've lived through a pandemic and not only the psychological and social and political changes that brought, but practically we all moved online - at least for a while. I, for one, as a practitioner work mostly online now. I know some people have gone back to face. A lot of people work hybrid. That's a different context now, isn't it?
Yes, I think it's the scale of it; that pre-pandemic there were perhaps a very small percentage of members that were already working online - including myself. But when the pandemic and lockdown hit, this mass movement of therapists and practitioners working online meant then that we had to absolutely think about: how do we then support not only ourselves, but members, practitioners to be able to work ethically online?

Yes, I totally agree. Alongside that course - we've had it for a long time - but social media. I think from my experience of social media - I've been on social media on and off for many years - but it's really at the fore now. Of course, alongside that we can't talk for very long without mentioning AI, artificial intelligence. Everything is shifting.

Yes, and I think you're mentioning two key things there, Andrew; social media and AI. They are playing larger and larger parts within the profession and within our practice, to a greater or lesser extent. We have to consider that in our more general profession as well as specific practice - not only now, but absolutely moving forward as well.

Yes, totally. I don't know what your experience of practice - and I know you train as well, I train as well - is the people I'm seeing in therapy, whether that be online or face to face, because mental health is talked about so much more on social media, some of it is really good. There's a lot of misinformation, so people really need to be able to trust the practitioners that they see. So the 'Ethical Framework', for me, has to be the beating heart of what we do.


Yes, absolutely.

The complexity of work, we've always as therapists worked with diverse populations, with complex problems but there's so, so much more challenge for people now. I don't know, does that play in your practice?

Absolutely, and it really resonates; this sense of it's all… I think the work we've done from a heritage point of view, a traditional point of view, it's always been complex work in and of itself. But I think what's made it - and continues to make it - more complex is the environment, the situations, the context in which the work also now takes place. It's that that also has to be considered alongside what actually happens in the room between us and our clients, or as supervisors between us and our supervisees.

Yes.

Yes, it's everything around it.

Yes, and the changes in the profession as well. If you look at BACP back in 2018, when the last 'Ethical Framework' came out - I don't know what the membership numbers were at that point - but now we're looking at 70,000, 80,000. That has to speak to a change in landscape, in training, more members working in different contexts, with different people and different situations. So for me, the 'Ethical Framework' as it stands - yes, great document. But we need something with more fluidity and agility to capture that diversity of work that we're doing across modality and across people and across communities.

Yes, and as you mentioned, absolutely has to be able to support all of that diversity of practice. What comes along with the online and the social media of course is then working internationally. So there is absolutely something about an 'Ethical Framework' that has to be relevant and robust to support 70,000 plus members in all of those different practice contexts. Needs to be a document then that, as you said, is fluid. It has to grow and evolve as the profession and our practice grows and evolves. We often talk about then the 'Ethical Framework' being this living document. So absolutely, as we've said, any previous - and the current - iteration of the 'Ethical Framework' absolutely is at the heart of our work, as well as it being a document that can't and shouldn't stay static. It needs to continuously evolve and grow in parallel and alongside the work that we do.

Yes. I don't know what you felt; it was no easy task in working in the team to try and craft something, therefore, that built on all the strengths of what we had and attended to all the stuff and what we've talked about. One of the things that I think is really important to state - and I know it's been communicated already, and that information is still out there if people want to look at it - is the huge amount of consultation. A lot of this now is driven by members' voice and members' experience. I think that's critical.

Essential.

Yes, it has to come from the lived experience of people doing the work and of people receiving our services. I think that's been central to what we've been doing.

Yes, it's an 'Ethical Framework' that continues to reflect the actual practice that we do, rather than it being a document that is a theoretical, cognitive piece about the work that we think we do. It's very much, as you said, built upon consultation with members and with very lived experiences of what we experience in our practice each and every day. I think that's so important and essential to not only this new iteration of the 'Ethical Framework', but that also being part of the 'Ethical Framework' moving forward. It has to fit and reflect the actual work we do at grassroots, at ground level.

Yes, and that was one of the themes, I think, that came out of the consultation. There were a number of themes - three primary themes - and one of them was about how we work with and use the framework. If I was to critically reflect - this is just my experience and my personal view - but if I was to critically reflect on one of the struggles of the framework as it currently stands, that is: it's not a problem that sits within the 'Ethical Framework' as it currently stands, but how we bridge it into our work. In working with people coming into the profession as trainees, and for myself at times as well, there's this sense of an 'Ethical Framework' sits over there on the BACP website. I know where it is, I know how to download it. If I'm honest, I've read it hundreds of times. If I'm honest, is it embedded in what I do all the time? I like to think I work ethically and I like to think that what I do is honest and transparent and meets all the principles. But for me, there's been a bit of a disconnect at times between something over there and what I'm doing. I don't know is that. Is that just me?

Yes, absolutely. I think what we're really talking to, and what you've just been speaking to, Andrew, is about how we've built a relationship with it in the past. There's something about, it is slightly at arm's length because it's a document, perhaps, that we refer to when an ethical dilemma comes up, as opposed to it being - rather than it being a constant loop or relationship or feedback with the 'Ethical Framework' that sits at the heart of our practice and that informs everything. It can be something that we consider perhaps when we don't have an answer for something or we're unsure of something, as opposed to the flipside, which is: it's the 'Ethical Framework' that supports us doing the practice ethically and then also supports us when we're unsure about something as opposed to only when we're unsure.

Yes. So picking up on what you're saying: for me, therefore, there's something about how a framework document, which doesn't stand on its own - and we can chat a little bit more about how it's been expanded and supported. How the framework document becomes embedded in the relationship itself. How does it sit? If we were working together in therapy rather than it sitting over there, how does it sit so that you can own it, too, as a client? You don't have to read the 'Ethical Framework', but that you can own it, too, and that we can do that collaboratively.

Yes, and I think there are two key points in what you've just said there, one absolutely being that working relationally within ethics and working as an ethical practitioner is about that piece sits collaboratively between us and our clients. Also, again as a supervisor, let's not forget, between us and our supervisees. So there's something about working ethically is part and part of the relationship we have with clients and supervisees, first of all. Then the second point being around: it's not a document that sits in isolation. I think that's one of the things that I'm actually really, really excited about; this idea that no longer does ethics get concentrated down to a single document. But rather ethics being; it's how we be, it's how we show up. It's how we be in relationship with our clients and our supervisees - and also between trainers and students - because it's part of the relationship. It's a living, being essence of the work that we do. So when we refer to the 'Ethical Framework', it's not just the framework in and of itself. It is a framework that sits alongside, as you've already mentioned, good practice guidelines and additional supplementary resources. Practitioners are going to feel supported not just by a framework, but by lots of material that's going to really help them to be far more reflexive in their practice, so much more transparent in: I'm choosing to do X, Y or Z because I understand why I'm doing X, Y and Z, and it's informed by an 'Ethical Framework'.

Yes, and when you said that, I was thinking about: in a sense, what we've tried to do is honour practice, honour the relationship, honour the practitioners and honour clients and their part in the process. Sometimes I think we can - I know I take my part in this - sometimes we can think that ethics comes… Everything we do is ethical, but sometimes ethics comes to the fore when we face a particular situation in the relationship that we have to make a decision, or something's occurred that we have to navigate. Of course, it happens before we even walk in the room and log online, what I put on my website, what I put on my social media, how I portray confidence and trustworthiness in the profession as well as myself. So I think it really… Well, I think what we're trying to do is really honour the huge skill set the practitioners bring, and find mechanisms by which clients can be brought into that process as well.

Yes, it's how we be, not what we do - and ethics certainly doesn't sit at the fine line or boundary of: am I about to, or am I doing something wrong? Ethics is not about not doing something wrong. It's the other way around; ethics is all about: how am I being ethical? How am I showing up in a way that is ethical and moral and healthy for the work and for the relationship?

You reminded me. One of the areas of practice I'm really interested in, is around risk. I'm not going to talk too much about that, but when I'm doing training around that, what I say is: risk is not binary. People are not either at risk or not at risk; risk is a nuanced thing that we all share. Same with ethics. There's a danger of, ethics is seen as binary; there is either an ethical dilemma here, or this isn't something that we particularly need to attend to at the moment because we're just focussing on the work. Whereas actually, ethics is threaded and woven through all of this, all of the time.
Yes. You said earlier it's the heartbeat of the practice.

Yes.

It's the starting point. It's the core of everything that we do - and quite rightly, as you've mentioned already, Andrew, not just in how I'm showing up in the room with a client, whether that's in person or online. It's how I show up in supervision, as supervisor or supervisee. It's how I'm showing up in any training room. Also broader than that: how am I showing up in any professional space? That includes: how am I showing up on social media? How am I showing up in perhaps any practitioner WhatsApp group or Facebook group? It's not concentrated just to, what am I doing with my client? It's how we're showing up 24/7 as a practitioner in any professional capacity.

So we're talking about the relationship, and we talked before about really listening to members. Early on in the process, we were consulting with members. We were using phrases like relational ethics - and there was a lot of pushback on that. I think actually that was really helpful because I think relational ethics and the way we were using it at the time, wasn't the right phrase, even though I think the core of what we were trying to get to was right - which is why we're now talking about ethics in relationships, which sounds like a semantic thing but I think it's a fundamentally different thing. Relational ethics feels, again, a bit something over there, but ethics within relationships - something you've written about a lot within the concept of being within diversity, you've written a lot about. I think that is at the core. We'll talk a little bit about the structure of the new framework in a moment, perhaps. But that first part is about taking it from over there and bringing it into the here.

Yes, and it's interesting because - you're quite right - by changing it and saying it's ethics in relationships, we are repositioning it, re-contextualising it. But ironically, I don't think we're doing something new in and of its sense by doing that. We're not saying that that's different to what it was before; I just think we're making that just more transparent and clearer for members.

Yes.

I think ethics has always been in relationship. I think we're just making it explicit that we are placing it now and positioning it in its rightful place, in a way.

Yes, I totally agree with that. I think you've absolutely nailed an important point there because I think one of the criticisms has been, 'Well, this is what we do.' I think, yes, you're right, this is what we do.

Yes.

I think the way you just said it, 'This is what we do, this is what good therapy does.' Good therapy is about working ethically and collaboratively with clients. That's what our members strive for. That's what our members do. But in a sense, the metaphor that comes to me is that, in a sense, what we're doing is therefore rightly turning the volume up on that and situating that right front, centre stage of the new framework to say: this is what you do so let's honour it, bring it forward and engage with it more proactively.

Yes, definitely. I think, again, what I'm excited about and what I'm really hopeful for, then, is the springboard for that then means that that then shows up in all areas of our professional arenas and places that we're in.

Yes.

That when we are being very intentional and conscious about being ethical in relationship, that then is not only - as I said earlier - not just for clients and supervisees. It's for colleagues, peers, for any other practitioner that we cross paths with. There's something here then about really honouring the principles within the 'Ethical Framework'.

And organisations and people who employ counsellors in third sector or health or social care, or schools and universities. In the full range of sectors - and our clients. I see a lot of clients because I advertise that I work towards, and work within, the 'Ethical Framework' on my website. Clients will often go and look to see what that means. There's a link on it. They don't have to find it themselves; they click on it and it's taken to it. I often have clients who come, who have a sense of what to expect. There's something about, therefore, if we're turning the volume up on the core commitment to the transparency and the collaboration of the relationship, I think that sends a really important message to clients or supervisees or trainees, which is: you are centre stage here. But actually all of us are important in that process because one of the things we're changing is a sense sometimes, I think, that everybody else's needs are important. Perhaps not so much the therapist. What we're saying is, no, actually we're all important in this. We all need to look after ourselves in this process. My needs are important. Your needs are important. It's not a competition. We're equal in this process.

Yes, I was about to say, I think there's something here. I've used the phrase in anti-oppressive practice about flattening the power.

Okay.

It's not about getting rid of power - we can't get rid of power - but what this speaks to and I think what you've just spoken to there, Andrew, is saying that what we're doing is we're looking to equalise. We're looking to offer relationships that really place equity at the heart of the relationship, and saying the two truths principle. In any given relationship where there are two people, there are two truths. It's not about then minimising or dismissing or disregarding one person's truth for another's. It's about saying that as two people in the space between us, we can be collaborative. We can work together knowing that we each have our own truth, our own lived experience, our own perspective on things, our own opinions on things, but that together we can do a piece of work.

Yes.

I really love that about what's going to be now given to members to look at. Again, as you were saying, what we're putting back and what we're repositioning as centre, is something that I think we've always done. We're just being very, very explicit about it.
Yes, should we say a little bit about why we've structured it the way we have?


Yes.


There's the ethics in relationships, which is the first part of the framework. Then there's the ethical principles and there's core responsibilities. I don't know if you wanted to jump in first.

Yes. I appreciate that perhaps many members are going to be quite apprehensive or anxious to get a look at what the new 'Ethical Framework' looks like. So the ethical principles really do honour, for me, the tradition of how we are being in relationship with our clients, supervisees and trainees if we teach. But now also applicable, as you said, to our wider professional relationships. For me, those ethical principles are still there at the heart. We're not moving away from recognising the importance of those. Things such as justice, equity, fairness, empathy, of course. So I wouldn't want members to feel like, gosh, is this a complete rewrite and does it look completely different? I really want to make the point here that, as a living document - as we said earlier - it's not chucking away the entire old 'Ethical Framework'. It's taking what has been there and what is still a current 'Ethical Framework' and we're elaborating on it. It's evolving to include all those additional contexts. But for me, the ethical principles I think is perhaps going to be - that second section is perhaps going to be - the section that most members are going to already be very familiar with. It has changed slightly, but still a lot of it's going to be very familiar. I just want to name that about the ethical principles piece; that's going to feel very familiar to members.

Yes, because I agree; I think the essence is still there. What we've worked hard to do is make the document as accessible as we can - which doesn't mean to say that the existing one isn't accessible.

No.
Some of the feedback is: speak to us in what you actually mean, don't dress it all up. We've really tried to use really accessible language. Language that we can all understand and is clear, we can make sense of. So we have the ethics in relationships that sits at the foundation level, if you like. We can talk a little bit maybe about, what do we do with that and what does that look like in practice? The ethical principles, the core responsibilities I think are really important. We've tried to not be directive in telling therapists what to do. But we have set out clear parameters about some things that we should be doing and some things that we shouldn't be doing.

Yes, as you say that, Andrew, what I'm thinking about is: the ethical principles are about how we be. Then when we move into core responsibilities, it feels like it takes how we be and allows us to move into, well, what does that then look like in practice? I think for me, as you were just saying that, the core responsibilities then are the far more accessible… That's the evolution, that's the growth in this new 'Ethical Framework' around now we're absolutely putting it in very accessible language to say: this is what it now looks like in practice. We're making that very clear for members.

Yes, and to support that then, so to pick a point you said; there's lots in there that members are going to be familiar with. The ethics in relationships is what members do; that's how they be in relationships. The principles is what we embed. The core responsibilities are the parameters that hold things safely. I think one of the big shifts here - which for me as a practitioner I'm particularly excited about - is that BACP have this range of documents, the 'Good Practice in Action' and other associated documents - which I know some members aren't aware exist - I use all the time. These are written by people immersed in practice. Does the 'Ethical Framework' hold all the minutiae answers of what we should do in our work? No, of course it doesn't. It can't do that. We work in too many diverse settings. But what it will do, the 'Ethical Framework', if you like, as I see it - I don't know about you - but as I see it, is just one document that sits amongst a suite of documents. As practitioners, we should be drawing on the resource of the full suite, not just this one central standalone document.

Yes, I completely agree. To add to that as well is to recognise that when it sits within the suite of all these other documents, it's to see them all equally of value rather than thinking that somehow an ethical framework is going to be a single document that's going to answer all of our ethical dilemmas, and therefore all of these other resources are only as and when. It's more a case of an ethical framework - is I don't want to use the word snapshot - but I feel it's the essence of ethical practice for which then, when you want to draw into or drill down into any particular detail, you have all of these additional but equally valuable resources and supplements that will support what the 'Ethical Framework' is outlining. So I think for me, that's going to be I think one of the biggest changes, I think, in how we evolve and grow in our CPD as practitioners, which is: we're going to be shifting our relationship not only with the 'Ethical Framework', but also in how we use it. We'll not be drawing just on the 'Ethical Framework'. We'll be going, 'Oh, that part of the 'Ethical Framework' then takes me into these additional supplements that will help me then understand what I need to do in my practice.'

Yes, so it's like I was thinking as you were talking then; I was thinking as a supervisor. So I supervise some practitioner work in school settings. I supervise some practitioners who work in university settings, in private practice. Let's say, for example, those supervisees bring safeguarding points, for example. The 'Ethical Framework' as the core document will speak to all of those different contexts. But actually, then to drill down into the very specific things that might be relevant in a school environment or in a college or university environment or in private practice, that's where the additional resources really come to the fore. That's how the whole suite works together. I think that's what you're saying.

Yes, there's something about: no ethical framework can be bespoke for any single practitioner. It's impossible. As you said, 70,000 plus members. The 'Ethical Framework' has to be able to cover all of those practices, so it can't be specific to a particular setting. So all of these additional resources are going to support members to go: this is what it is in the 'Ethical Framework' to show up and be ethical and to know the parameters, as you've said. But if I want to know something specific about my particular bespoke personal situation, oh look, there are all these other resources that speak to that. I think that's so essential and vital for practitioners to begin to start engaging with ethical practice in this far broader, holistic and bespoke manner.

You used a word before which just stuck in my mind, which is around being reflective; reflexivity as a practitioner - which I think is an important point. Regardless of modality and our training, we bring that level of internal thinking and reflection and learning about our work. What have I learned from this situation? What do I need to learn about this situation? For me, I think there's something about, therefore, I'm hoping this new framework and its resources will support practitioners really create a rationale for what they do. What information do I put on my website? What do I put on social media? How do I contract with you? How do I end work with you? How do we navigate particular challenges or fractures or difficulties or opportunities that might come along? I should be able, for my supervisor or my manager if I'm employed, to you as my client and to me, I should be able to show my workings out at any given point. Why have I done that that way? There might be lots of different right ways of doing it; it's not that ethics is, there's only one right way of doing it. But why have I formulated my way of working in that way?

Yes.

So if you were my client and you said to me, 'But why, Andrew, we…' Then I could say, 'Well, Myira, this is my thinking,' and put my thinking there for us to make sense of.

Yes, there's something around - and for people that are familiar with how I train, I use that phrase all the time; show you workings out.

Yes.


But there is something about, we have to be able to understand how we've gone from A to B. How have we gone from, this is what I should be doing or this is what I ought to be doing, and then this is what it looks like in practice? This is what I'm actually now - maybe this is how I offer my service to my client. But there is absolutely something about, we have to now be transparent first and foremost to ourselves. Be honest with ourselves about how we've got from A to B. As you've said, this 'Ethical Framework' is not telling us the one single answer. Again, it's not that. This is why our ability to be reflexive is again a key essential skill and quality of a good practitioner. In order to know our workings out, in order to know why we're moving from A to B, in order to understand why we do what we do in the room in any given moment, we have to know the rationale behind it. I think, again, then going back to this new 'Ethical Framework', we've made that really clear and transparent. We're offering within the framework a structure of how to process… Not to process, but how to be really clear and transparent about what your workings out are. In the framework we call it rationale but in, again, more accessible language: we're talking about our workings out.

Yes. Well, why? What happened? Again, very briefly, I use this example around risk; that clients could present in all sorts of different ways in risk and there might be all sorts of different answers to that. If I'm going to work collaboratively with you, it's important to add at that point that one of the cornerstones of the new 'Ethical Framework' is working collaboratively. So bringing your client or your supervisor or your manager or your organisation into the dialogue appropriately, and mindful of confidentiality - and where possible. There are some situations where we can't do that, and we outline that in the framework. But if I'm going to try and navigate with my clients something like risk, for example, I need to be able to really articulate: what am I worried about? What my concerns are, what are the options here, and hopefully bring the client into that process. If that's not possible, still be able to support myself in the decisions that I made.

Yes, absolutely, and as you're saying that, it's about not only bringing them into the process; bringing them alongside us in the process. Again, that goes back to the ethical principle of equity and anti-oppressive practice, which is: it's not about just doing something to the client or advocating on behalf of the client. 'Well, client, I'm going to go off and do this.' It's absolutely, as you were saying, even if they can't be part of the workings out, they need to be aware of what the workings out are so they understand why we do what we do.
It sounds complicated. The framework spells it out. It's like, what do we see the ethical issue is? What are the ways in which we can engage our clients in that? What might get in the way of that and what might support that? What are the things that we need to consider that are sitting in the room or in the space? What are the things that are happening that are sitting outside of the space? Our clients or our trainees or our supervisees don't live and work in a vacuum; there are things and pressures outside. It might be family or support or friends or other formal or informal systems. What plays a part in that? What are the possible options that we can navigate? It sounds a bit, 'Rationale? I'm not quite sure about that.' But actually when you break it down, it goes back to what you said; it's what we're doing anyway. It's just saying it to ourselves, saying it to our clients.

Yes, being more explicit and transparent about it. We're not changing… This 'Ethical Framework' is not going to change what we actually do in the room. It's going to make it more explicit, clearer, transparent - not just for ourselves - but again, for everyone that we're in relationship with.

Yes, and I guess the last bit of the rationale, which has also been consistent with what we've been doing: how are we reviewing it? I talked before about, we used relational ethics as a term early on in the process. A lot of people said, 'Well, that doesn't really speak to me.' So we thought about it and we changed it and we took the feedback on. In situations with our clients or as supervisor or trainees, what can we learn? What do we need to do differently, or what would we do the same? I think for me, the development of this framework, I guess there's been a small group of us writing it. But actually, it's been written by the members.

Absolutely.

Certainly by the many, many, many thousands. We've had such a massive dataset, if you want to call it that. But comments and feedback and thoughts, constructive, critically reflective - all of which have been read and brought in. So I think what we've tried to do is embody an ethical relational process in what we've done, and do it as a team. I think that's a real strength of this.


Yes, there's something about the 'Ethical Framework'; then again, it's part of the practice that we're reflecting in what the 'Ethical Framework' is trying to support.

Yes.

So there's, in a way, a lovely feedback loop of the 'Ethical Framework' grows and evolves based on us being critically reflective practitioners, and then the framework supports us to be that as well.

Yes. I know we're probably running out of time - and I could talk about anything for hours, but I could talk about this for hours as well. I go back to my excitement really because I think we've been living with this for a long time. Members have been feeding into this and we've had various groups and lots of people helping to craft this. I'm really excited now in hearing how our membership will be able to use this in a way to support their practice, and how we can develop resources and support to support people really embed this in what they do. I don't think there's anything in this document that will go against what people already see as good practice - like you've said.

Absolutely, and so yes, I'm excited for that as well. I'm excited for members to see this new 'Ethical Framework', and for them to sit and think about: what will that look like in applying that to their practice? How is it going to support them?

Yes, I suppose the last thought from you as well is that showing our workings out, we've sat here and we've talked about this and we've agreed a lot with each other. There've been lots of points where we've disagreed, and as a group we've brought different perspectives. We've had some really useful, powerful challenges that sometimes have felt really uncomfortable.

True.


We've not always sat here nicely-nicely about it, but it's about how we've navigated to this point. I think we've tried at least to live what it is we're talking about in the document.

Yes, absolutely.

[END OF TRANSCRIPT]
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