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Building appropriate relationships
May 2026 - 12:54 MINS

Hi, I'm Marita, and I'm part of the Ethical Framework team.

I'm Adele, and I'm also part of the team. Today, we're going to be talking about core responsibility number one, which is building appropriate relationships. So, Marita, when we talk about building appropriate relationships in this section, are we primarily referring to client-therapist relationships?

Well, a big change with this Ethical Framework is that we're looking more broadly. So we're looking at all relationships that, as professionals, we might be involved in. So we might be looking at our colleagues, our peers, other professionals that we interact with. Clearly, our client-supervisee relationships, trainees, research participants, so the whole range, and BACP staff as well. We're looking at all the people that we might be working with, and I guess the important part there is that when we build relationships with people, we're building them from a respectful, courteous, but also kind place. I think that's where this has broadened out for this Ethical Framework. Yes. I guess when we think about it, it's not just policies and principles when we're building relationships, because we're thinking about how we present ourselves, how we work moment by moment. That can involve how we put ourselves out on our websites, social media, the initial engagement we might have with somebody, all the way through to the within relationship that we do with clients in the room. I guess, within that relationship building, we need to also think about things like being honest. Making sure we're honest about our qualifications, our experience, and bringing that to the relationship, and being clear with our clients how we have a clear working agreement from the outset that lets people know. It's, again, part of that respectful relationship.

So it sounds like all of the relationship is around the client relationship.

Yes, so we think about how we interact with people, but that allows us to focus and be attentive to power and how power and context can change. If we're in a relationship with somebody where we are clearly in a position where we hold more power, we need to be attentive to that. We need to be considerate of the context that we're working within, and if there's rupture within the relationship, we need to consider that and think, well, okay, what can we do to repair that rupture? Have I upset a colleague that I work with in an organisation? Is there something that I could do to repair something that might have happened between us? Similarly, with our client work, if we can think about how we address a potential rupture within that relationship. So we're always thinking about the element of kindness and courtesy, and making it respectful, so that we don't hold and sit with power.

I think that's a really interesting point, actually, because I was curious around multiple and dual relationships within that, and how will we know, or how would we recognise dual multiple relationships might become harmful?

Again, it goes back to that element of being attentive to power, being attentive to things like diversity and identity, and thinking about context. Thinking about how we might have more opportunity to sit with the power. When we consider dual relationships, there is the potential for harm if we don't consider what might be happening. If we're in a relationship, for example, as a supervisor, and we have supervisees, the potential to want to extend that into a friendship relationship, it brings with it the possibility of harm. When we go into those kinds of relationships, sometimes things can happen, and we haven't given them perhaps full consideration. Being clear about where the boundaries are in a relationship is going to be really helpful to be able to maintain the quality of that relationship, but also to try to avoid and minimise harm, as you said. When we look at how we sit within a relationship, I think that enables us to consider the harm elements. For example, if we think about something like social media, we need to be very boundaried about how we use social media, and social media is part of everyone's lives. Maintaining a boundary with personal and professional social media enables us to get a handle on where harm could potentially occur, because we could be straying into different relationships. It's really important to maintain that professional relationship, and then personal relationships work on a different boundary. The difficulty is, we can set ourselves up for misinterpretation, or crossing personal boundaries, or even bringing the profession into disrepute. So we need to be mindful all the time, as we engage with more social media, that we have the potential to cause harm, and because of the relationship element.

So being really aware of that professional and personal social media being really separate. 

Yes. 

Which is quite difficult, as we're working in a more social media-focused world, isn't it?

Absolutely, but being attentive to these things, and stepping back and asking ourselves the question, what could happen here? What's the potential harm? Is there a potential harm? Again, making sure that if we become aware of something, we discuss it in supervision.

Yes. So exploring all of the pitfalls that might happen..

Yes.

That's really interesting, and I'm also really interested in, within this core responsibility, about working in collaboration. You've mentioned supervision, and I'm wondering, is it always possible for us to work collaboratively with ethical issues that arise?

Yes, and I guess that's something that is a core part of this Ethical Framework, the element of working collaboratively. It's something that's really important to make sure that we do more than just decide on terms and conditions together. That we decide if it's client work, that we're working together with our client, to be able to decide how the work is done. What we hope the outcomes will be from that work, and to be able to think about the decision points, so that we're not in a position… If we set ourselves up, again, where the power sits with us, and we're offering a treatment, if you like, to a client, then that really leaves the power sitting with us. Whereas if we work with a client, and we recognise that their experience of their lives, their lived experience, works alongside our professional experience, and it's within that, that we then can form that relationship to be able to make the work really useful and really helpful. Obviously, there are situations when collaboration is probably something we need to think more about. There's obviously a legal duty to report, so there will be times when we have to think about safeguarding. Again, when we have those legal duties, those are things that we would need to have discussed in contracting, and there are elements that we would still collaboratively include our client within. By explaining that it won't be a case of, I need to go and do this thing, but I'm not going to tell you about it. We're working with our clients, so it's still a collaborative point, so we're not just talking about the client. We're again working with them, and that feels like, really, an important part to explain at the contracting stage, so that we can then refer to that if this becomes a point where we need to do something with a legal responsibility. There are also other elements where, within a context, we might find that we work in an organisation where the constraints of the organisation are such that we can't collaborate in the way that we would like, but that we… So there may be constraints on time, the amount of time we can work with a client, and the space that we can use, or whatever else that we might want to use within that context. What we can do is we can work together with a client to say, 'Within the constraints of this, I might only have X number of sessions with you. What are we going to do within that time?' So we can still work collaboratively, but within those constraints.

So with clarity around the limitations of that collaboration, if you're in an organisational setting, let's say.

Absolutely. So we're not just saying that this is all we can do, and there's no decision-making here. It's including the client, so that we're working together, and we're working within that relationship. Another thing is to always refer back to the rationale, which is in section A, in the Framework. That's to look at the point within the rationale that says, 'If there's a point where I can't be collaborative in working with my clients, what is it that I've thought about here? What am I considering when I think I can't be collaborative with this client? Are there particular issues going on? How will I then address that?' Again, to make sure that that's something that we discuss in supervision. So we're going through that decision-making part of the rationale when we consider collaboration, and then we're making sure that we discuss that within supervision, and considering that decision as fully as we can. Collaboration is something that we want at the core of the Ethical Framework, but there will be points where that might be, to some extent, constrained.

Yes, not possible, but that you've thought through that process.

Yes.

You have accountability for the reasons you've not been able to collaborate. 

Yes. 

It sounds.

Yes. Absolutely.

Thanks so much for that, Marita. That really sets the scene for how much is involved in building an appropriate relationship with our clients and within the profession. It's helpful to go through those important points. Thank you so much for watching.
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