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Introduction
BACP’s Ethical Framework (EF) ensures the profession operates with integrity, respect and competence. It comprises a set of guidelines and principles, as well as the expected standards required for the professional conduct of counsellors and psychotherapists. 

Our current EF is held as the benchmark for ethical practice within the counselling professions. It protects clients of counselling and psychotherapy services by making sure our members are accountable for ethical failures, and potential harm caused by them. The EF upholds trust and integrity in the counselling professions.

The EF was last updated in 2018. An assessment of the EF in 2022 found a review was needed, from an accessibility point of view early feedback suggested the 2018 EF was overly long, and at times difficult to understand. We recognised action was needed to produce an EF that was flexible, accessible, far reaching, and in line with BACP principles.

This impact assessment sets out the potential impacts, both positive and negative, of the review of the EF, and how the prioritisation of diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging has been considered. It evaluates the extent to which the new EF may have differential impacts on individuals or groups with protected and other equality characteristics.

The assessment aims to show where and how equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) was considered as part of the review of the new EF, and highlight strengths in promoting inclusive practice.

Existing evidence on EDI in the counselling professions

In shaping the new EF, we took into account a range of existing evidence about EDI in the counselling professions. This includes information and evidence on demographic underrepresentation, structural barriers to entry, power dynamics in training and practice, and inequalities in client access and outcomes.

Evidence suggests a lack of diversity in the profession, with the workforce not reflecting the diversity of the population it serves. The Partnership of Counselling and Psychotherapy Bodies (PCPB) PCPB-EDI-data-2025.pdf found the profession is overwhelmingly: 

· White 
· Female 
· Aged 45–64 
· Non-disabled

In our BACP equality, diversity and inclusion strategy, we found barriers to entering, progressing, and accessing therapy for racialised groups, a lack of culturally appropriate training, and a focus on Eurocentric therapeutic models.

In a 2018 study on social class and the therapeutic relationship: The perspective of therapists as clients. A qualitative study using a questionnaire survey - Trott - 2018 - Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, found that class differences can negatively affect the therapeutic relationship, and a lack of awareness by therapists can lead to ‘oppressive and/or classist’ dynamics.

There is some evidence of inequality and bias in training and professional pathways, Updating-Psychotherapy-Training.pdf, which disproportionately affect lower income trainees and minoritised groups.

We found barriers faced by disabled students and counsellors, primarily around accessibility, and assumptions about competence; Microsoft Word - CounsellingChapter.doc. 

There is some evidence showing inequalities in access to counselling services, where underrepresented and marginalised communities face reduced access to appropriate therapy. We found long-term therapy is sometimes only accessible privately, creating a cost barrier. Sometimes there is a cultural mismatch between therapist and client. These inequalities mirror broader social inequalities in wider access to healthcare. Access to psychotherapy: A key component of mental health equity.

Consultation feedback

The EF sets out principles and standards guiding professional behaviour in counselling and psychotherapy. It is built on core values such as:

· respect for human rights and dignity
· commitment to equality, diversity, and inclusion
· professional integrity and accountability. 

The framework applies to practitioners working across the UK, in diverse settings and client populations. The formal review of the current EF began in March 2023. We actively sought input and feedback from a wide range of sources, over a two-year period. This included engaging with all our stakeholders (members, the public, training and service providers, staff, students, subject matter experts, and others). We listened carefully to the experiences and insights of those we engaged with, and asked about EDI across every segment of our consultation, from focus groups, to surveys. 

We found everyone wanted to see EDI reflected in the new EF. Key to this was designing and embedding EDI to reflect and challenge assumptions that might otherwise go untested. Another highlighted concern was to depoliticise EDI, and ensure the new EF reflected choice, fairness, equity, and access. Fundamentally our approach was to ensure that anyone who needs counselling is able to access equitable, ethical and effective practice.

We asked about EDI as a separate theme, alongside other topic areas such as artificial intelligence (AI), international working, accessibility, and critical thinking. This was to capture what was working and where we needed to make improvements. We found this generated and helped in identifying specific EDI concerns. However, we also considered EDI across all elements of the review, knowing that bias, inequity, and inequality are reproduced across all topic areas, and across systems and processes.

This equality impact assessment has been informed by the data and information we gathered from our engagement and consultation. A summary of this is provided in Annex 1. 

We sought feedback from:
· member surveys
· focus groups
· public perception survey
· expert reference group
· undertaking a literature review
· engagement with courses and service providers.

The feedback revealed that the EF should recognise and respect diversity, work within anti-oppressive practice, provide recognition of individual identity and lived experience, and support therapeutic approaches to respond to diverse needs.

In addition, we found there were requirements for continuous learning on EDI, and a reflection on bias and power dynamics. Specifically the feedback showed more learning was welcome on anti-racist practice, cultural attunement, and supporting clients who had experience of racism.

Other key themes that emerged from the feedback was on accessibility, including digital accessibility, better understanding and application of EDI, and acknowledgment and understanding of relational power dynamics in the therapeutic relationship.



The potential impact of equality, diversity, and inclusion on our new Ethical Framework 

We have considered the available evidence and feedback received from our consultation. We recognise the submissions from diversity groups in our consultation and that there are important issues to address across many strands of EDI. We will keep this under review. We will consider what more we can do to address barriers for disabled trainees and counsellors, people from less privileged backgrounds and to make sure that the profession is inclusive for counsellors and therapists from an LGBTQI+ background. We will identify and act on any issues identified through the new EF. And find opportunities to work collaboratively with partners and others in line with our shared objective to support EDI in the counselling professions. This will involve gathering further evidence, and improving the data we have. 

Shaping the new Ethical Framework 

As EDI cuts across all areas of the counselling professions, we were presented with the importance of reflecting the nuance and tension of EDI in the new EF. One important area was for the new EF to provide practitioners with the tools to explain their decision-making and reasonings.

From our feedback, we wanted to make sure the new EF was accessible – in its language, length, and in how easy it was to understand and use. We wanted to make sure EDI underpinned the EF, and that it did not sit as a stand-alone point of view. The Ethical Framework needs to be flexible, and at the same time provide guidance and structure on ethical and relational practice.

In shaping the new EF, we also took into account existing evidence from our work on our five-year BACP EDI strategy. This included:

· reports and research we carried out, and research from the Professional Standards Authority, PSA strengthens approach to equality, diversity and inclusion for healthcare regulators and Accredited Registers | PSA, to ensure equitable, and fair treatment for everyone in the profession

· the knowledge and understanding we gained through reports to our Professional Standards team, and Ethics helpline

· complaints about bias and discrimination

· our engagement with members, stakeholders, partners and others to better understand how to implement best EDI practices.

Having considered the feedback on EDI, the new EF comprises of three interrelated parts:

1. Relational ethics
2. Ethical principles
3. Core responsibilities.

Our anti-oppressive approach was framed as a way of being in relationship with others. This approach asks us to pay attention to who has power, and how it’s used. It asks to listen and work with respect and integrity. It provides a framework to ensure a commitment to transparency and fairness, and an understanding that equitable relationships are built through knowledge, expertise and care.

This approach also includes being able to explicitly explain decision-making, ensuring fairer and more evidence-based practice. 

Evaluation of the new Ethical Framework
We will monitor reports received about the new EF and evaluate implementation of EDI. As part of the consultation feedback, we will produce resources and information on EDI to support application of the new EF. We intend to strengthen practical guidance, support more learning and training, improve accessibility, and improve monitoring accountability, and decision-making.

The new EF supports and encourages a fair and ethical profession. Research has established that underrepresented and marginalised groups are more likely to suffer discrimination, harassment or other disadvantages in access to the counselling professions. This includes people from less-privileged socio-economic backgrounds. We will monitor reports and evaluate the impact of our new EF and consider appropriate interventions, which help to address the barriers to entry and career progression for some groups. 




Annex 1

a)  BACP accredited courses and services

Training and service providers identified that inclusive practice must go further. This meant adopting an anti-oppressive lens in the new EF. This lens should underpin the new EF and in the publication of resources and information accompanying the new EF.

The ask was for the new EF to highlight the intersecting oppression that marginalised and underrepresented groups of people experience, and for the new EF to work towards removing oppression in training and in therapeutic practice.

In practical terms this meant using accessible language, and for the new EF to acknowledge visible and invisible oppression.

b)  Data and information from BACP teams

We used data from several sources; from our Ethics service and Professional Standards team, to data from the public as part of our ‘Get Help’ service. From this we identified that an area of concern for members was how to apply EDI in their work and business.

These concerns related to:

· relational power dynamics in the therapeutic relationship

· delivery of equitable and inclusive online therapies

· greater training and awareness on neurodiversity 

· knowledge and application of equality law – specifically law relating to disability, accessibility, and reasonable adjustments 

· holding and voicing a position on trans rights and inclusion

· working with the distinction between personal views and professional roles, which were often blurred.



c)  Ethical Framework Implementation Group

Data from the EF Implementation Group recognised that EDI was receiving greater public attention, with some members making a decision to offer free therapies to marginalised and underrepresented groups because of public discourse on EDI.

The group discussed the volume of trans-critical communications with BACP from a small number of members following the EF consultation and publication of an article on the subject in Therapy Today in March 2024.

d)  Literature Review

The  Literature Review, carried out in 2024, focused on ‘Issues of EDI’, as one of its three focus areas. In the literature, the following EDI issues were investigated:

· decolonisation and othering, where consideration of a diversity of lived experience, structural disadvantage, and trauma because of marginalisation, should be acknowledged 

· provision of EDI training

· understanding of disability, mental health and wellbeing, and access to mental health support for marginalised and underrepresented communities

· neurodiversity

· knowledge and recognition of intersectional social and political identities – such as race, class, gender, and sexuality – overlap and compound experiences of discrimination or privilege.

e)  Member focus groups

These ran from October to December 2023, to better understand member perspectives on how a new EF would work for them. One of these focus groups ran on the topic of EDI. 

Some focus group members felt the new EF had the potential to be more inclusive, and accessible, specifically in its use of language. Group members also highlighted the need for the EF to remain fair and impartial, and for it to include a diversity of voices, principles and ideas.

One concern, was how the new EF would complement conflicting views on EDI.



f) Member survey consultation

A third of respondents to the survey felt some changes were needed to ensure the EF addressed issues related to EDI. Members who identified as being marginalised and from underrepresented backgrounds, were more likely to say changes on EDI were needed. The key points highlighted were:

· anti racist practice   
· cultural competency   
· prejudice  
· faith  
· supporting clients experiencing racism.  

g) Public Perceptions’ Survey

This survey, carried out in 2023, found that respondents from minoritised ethnic backgrounds and the LGBTQ+ community expressed significantly higher needs for demographic matching in therapy, including gender, ethnicity, and sexuality. This highlighted a need for the new EF to respond to working with culture and identity.

It was found that members of the public from marginalised and underrepresented backgrounds were less likely to seek help or support through professional therapy pathways. However, those identifying as LGBTQ+ were more likely to seek help.

A third of minority ethnic respondents felt the diversity of therapists was important, as those from similar backgrounds were potentially more likely to understand ‘where they were coming from’. Other aspects, including age, gender, sexual orientation were also considered important identifiers in being able to choose a therapist. Respondents perceived that diversity brought more openness, a feeling of safety and better understanding into the therapeutic space.
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