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Chapter One

Introduction to the research



1.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the topic of the counsellor placement, positions this concept within the
counselling field and outlines the thesis statement. The motivation for the research is explained

and a rationale for the project is provided.

Counselling is a purposeful activity, within which counsellors provide opportunities for client
reflection, leading to understanding and positive change (Bor and Watts, 2017; Westagaard,
2017). Three main organisations oversee the work of counsellors in the UK: The British
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP], the United Kingdom Council for
Psychotherapy [UKCP], and the Counselling Psychotherapy Division of the British
Psychological Society [BPS] (Bond, 2015a). Each of these professional organisations has a
particular membership profile, a specific code of practice, and differing terms and policies,
with the BACP, the largest of these bodies, representing counsellors and a wide spectrum of
interests (Feltham, 2015a).

The BACP currently represents over 44,000 members, with this number increasing annually
(British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP] (BACP, 2016a) and in
exploring the role of the counsellor placement in facilitating early practice, this research takes
its lead from the BACP’s fundamental premise that counsellors should be trained (BACP,
2013a; 2013b) and registered (BACP, 2016b), and follows this organisation’s pathway for
training, practice, and supervision. As the BACP is underpinned by an ethical framework
(BACP, 2010a; 2016c¢) which informs the practice of each member of the organisation and
frames the use of counselling skills, therapeutic services, and corresponding research (BACP,
2014; 2016c), this also provides a context for the research. Furthermore, BACP best practice
initiatives support a commitment to enhance and sustain good counselling practices for the
thousands of people in the UK who regularly seek help from a BACP professional counsellor to
address life issues (BACP, 2016c¢).

Such life stressors and psychological distress are not new phenomena, as throughout the ages,
people from all walks of life have experienced times of difficulty. Consequently, therapeutic
interventions have developed significantly over the last 200 years, evolving particularly rapidly
during the twentieth century (Aldridge, 2014). This evolution heralded a praxis of

transformation as the concept of counselling was founded by Carl Rogers in the 1940’s when



he challenged the prevailing medical model by changing emphasis from the ‘treatment’ to the
‘client” (Rogers, 1961; Ballantine-Dykes, et al., 2014).

Since this time, counselling has continued to develop and today the profession of counselling
supports people who seek help when difficult life circumstances create uncertainty and
vulnerability (Bond, 2015a), leading McLeod to describe counselling as a cultural
intervention with a creative simplicity which has improved the quality of life “of millions”
(McLeod, 2013Db, p.4). Nonetheless, whilst counselling plays a significant role in supporting
members of society whose life is hampered by mental, physical, or social handicap (Oldale
and Cooke, 2015; BACP 2016d), there is no universal definition of counselling (Feltham,
2006). Resultantly, various definitions are offered, each representing differing aspects of the
counselling process (McLeod, 2013Db), with counsellors themselves finding it difficult to
provide a definition, preferring instead to describe the process of counselling and what they
do as therapists within their day-to-day work (Aldridge, 2014). Against this background, the
most appropriate definition identified for the purpose of this research is the current definition
of counselling offered by the BACP:

“A range of talking therapies, delivered by
trained practitioners who work with people,
short or long-term, to help bring about effective
change or enhance wellbeing”

(BACP Website Home Page, 2017)

This definition however, does not acknowledge the confusion which can arise between
diverse counselling traditions and contexts, nor does it address current debates concerning

similarities and differences within and between psychological disciplines (Reeves, 2015a).

1.2 Counselling and the counselling process

According to Cooper (2015b) and Bor and Watts (2017), counsellors offer a valuable service
by walking alongside a person in distress so that their client can discover purpose, find
direction, and make meaning of their everyday lives. To this end, when learning about
counselling and the counselling process, trainees are rapidly made aware of the many
orientations of counselling, as the profession now encompasses a variety of modalities, each

with specific views of human nature and interaction (Oldale and Cooke, 2015) and each



capable, in different ways, of enabling a client to explore areas of their life causing them
concern (McLeod, 2013b; Evans, 2015). Nelson-Jones (2015) describes these counselling
processes as a relationship, a repertoire of interventions, and a psychological process and

McLeod goes so far as to describe counselling as a “social institution” (McLeod, 2003, p.4).

A multitude of counsellors therefore work across a variety of settings and are accessible to the
public through a range of services including the NHS, voluntary organisations, employee
assistance programmes, and educational establishments, with many counsellors also working
in private practice and/or pursuing portfolio careers, which can include a combination of
counselling, training, placement co-ordination, and/or supervision. Within these professions,
the therapeutic contact and counselling interventions that constitute counselling are constantly
evolving, with an ever-increasing and varied client base (Sanderson, 2015). Moreover, the
type of problems presented to therapists of today are unspecific and vary from superficial to

issues of great breadth and depth.

Accordingly, wherever they work, counsellors are faced each day with a diverse range of
people of various ages and backgrounds who are experiencing a wide range of issues. These
problems come in many forms, such as: emotional issues; loss and bereavement; financial
matters; current/past life events; issues arising from health conditions or chronic pain;
anxiety; depression; communication problems and/or relationship issues; work/life balance;
employment/unemployment issues; redundancy; frustration or dissatisfaction with life; inter-
personal matters; the impact of bullying; issues of difference and diversity; negative thought
processes and/or unhelpful patterns of behaviour. Many of these, and other disorders
presented to counsellors, do not qualify for inclusion in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders [DSM] (Feltham, 2014) and sometimes clients who present for
counselling cannot even clearly articulate what it is that is making them feel anxious and/or
depressed (BACP, 2015a). Paradoxically, however, it is not necessary to be in, or
approaching, crisis to engage in counselling, as a client can be seeking to improve feelings of

wellbeing, or wish to see balance restored within his/her life.

When a person engages with a counsellor, a contract is negotiated and specific periods of time
are set aside to explore identified areas of concern to the client (BACP, 2015a). The
practitioner will often commit to seeing their client for a specified number of sessions, in
order to offer therapeutic support, and this arrangement can be short-term, approximately six

sessions, longer-term or even open-ended (Cancer Information and Support Services [CISS],

4



2015). Counsellors are trained to listen non-judgementally and unlike talking to a relative or
friend about issues of concern, a counsellor is in a professional role and is impartial,
circumstances which can combine to help a client work towards finding their own solutions
(BACP, 2015a). Counsellors are also taught how to acknowledge, accept, and sit with
emotions (Reeves, 2015b; BACP, 2015a) and are trained to work with the primary purpose of
helping their clients feel less depressed and anxious and/or reach specified goals (Nelson-
Jones, 2012). Alongside this training, early forerunners of therapeutic intervention such as
Sigmund Freud (Kanzer, 1981) and Carl Rogers (Rogers, 1961) promoted the therapeutic
relationship as crucial to positive outcomes within helping encounters (Lambert and Ogles,
2004).

Counselling is therefore not advice giving, advocacy, being told what to do or just a friendly
chat; a BACP counsellor, as a trained practitioner, is skilled in forming a therapeutic
relationship and using this as a working alliance (BACP, 2016d). A counsellor can also help
a client develop an understanding of their sense of self, can assist a client in relating better to
others and will be keen to encourage a client to arrive at their own solutions (O’Driscoll,
2013). Moreover, counselling supports individuals through its role as a helping activity
which focuses on the needs and aspirations of a client (McLeod, 2003; Trower, Jones and
Dryden, 2015), with the aims of counselling differing according to the overarching
therapeutic modality. Counselling objectives can therefore be diverse and can include
promoting self-awareness, empowerment, restitution, forgiveness, problem-solving, the

acquisition of social skills, and/or goal-seeking (McLeod, 2003; Nelson-Jones, 2015).

There are times, nevertheless, when the opportunities and challenges of counselling are not
always clear, as counselling takes place in a private environment and the content of each
counselling session is confidential. Accordingly, little is published about what actually takes
place as part of this activity (Feltham, 2015b), a situation which has led to an element of
mystique surrounding the concept of counselling (Lambert, 2007b) and prompted McLeod
(2016) to emphasise that the profession needs to better understand how non-practitioners
perceive therapy. Notwithstanding this, counselling is now seen as more available,
acceptable, and accessible than was previously the case, with a more visible presence within
mainstream health care (McLeod, 2013a; 2016). Consequently, the field of counselling is
increasingly better understood, is no longer quite the mysterious activity it once was (Hough,
2014), and is becoming more discernible, though many writers also recognise that counselling



is currently under scrutiny, as its core concepts and training criteria are being reassessed as

discussions regarding future regulation continue (Bond, 2015a; Reeves, 2015c¢).

Alongside this, whilst ‘talking therapies’ have become more commonplace in society and
despite the acceptance, popularity, and longevity of counselling as a productive helping
intervention (McLeod, 2013b), no definitive statistics exist as to how many counsellors are
practising in the UK (Feltham, 2014). Estimates indicate, however, that most of the 100,000
practitioners delivering therapeutic services describe their work as counselling (Aldridge,
2014), with Feltham (2012) and more recently the BACP (2017), suggesting there are in
excess of 70,000 practising counsellors who promote understanding and bring insight to

clients who are struggling to function.

Counsellors, however, are not medically trained, do not tend to diagnose or attach labels to
their clients (McLeod, 2013b) and are not required to hold a degree in psychology (Hough,
2014). Moreover, until recently, counsellors have not been part of a registration process,
although this situation is changing, as the British Psychological Society, the United Kingdom
Council for Psychotherapy [UKCP] and the British Association for Counselling and
Psychotherapy [BACP] all now publish registers listing approved practitioners (Bond, 2015a;
BPS, 2015). This system is managed through Accredited Voluntary Register arrangements
which involve professional bodies seeking approval from a Department of Health scheme,
managed by an independent body answerable to Parliament [the Professional Standards
Authority for Health and Social Care] (BACP, 2016b; Bond, 2015a; University of Wales,
Trinity Saint David [UWTSD], 2015). Whilst this move is viewed by the profession as a step
towards greater professionalism, the process is, nevertheless, not without its problems as the
BACP, for example, has only recently established a register and as registration is voluntary,
with the uptake for inclusion on this register slow (BACP, 2016b), questions have been raised
regarding the introduction (Atkinson, 2012; Bowes, 2012) and efficacy (BACP, 2016b) of this

process.

Positive changes are occurring, however, as although counselling remains unregulated through
Government legislation, it is becoming more transparent since the anticipated statutory
regulation of the profession has been placed interminably at the forefront of the advancement of
the counselling field (Feltham, 2014). Nonetheless, Aldridge and Pollard highlight confusion
which can exist around the identity of counselling in noting that whilst 57% of counsellor

training courses use the term ‘counsellor’ others use titles such as ‘psychotherapist’, ‘analyst’,



or ‘therapist’ (Aldridge and Pollard, 2005), a finding which demonstrates how counselling, as a
profession, has difficulty in defining itself and consequently struggles to negotiate relationships

with sister professions (Aldridge, 2014).

Resultantly, the discourse around counselling has changed greatly over the last three decades
as counselling emerges as a profession fighting to forge a distinct identity separate from, yet
related to, other helping professions (Gibson, et al., 2010; Urofsky, 2013). This aim is
hampered by indistinct definitions which create a blurred identity of counselling; an
ambiguity nurtured through counselling’s development as an alternative to the work of
psychologists and psychiatrists (Gladding, 2012). Moreover, whilst counselling and
psychotherapy are commonly used, even by the BACP, as umbrella terms to cover a range of
talking therapies delivered by trained practitioners (BACP, 2016d), there is a distortion of
boundaries evidenced between counselling and psychology (Reeves, 2013). This is viewed
by McLeod (2003) as understandable, since counselling emerged within the context of
contemporary society. Other writers, however, see clear distinctions as necessary since
counselling and psychology hold differing views of the world and have different perspectives

and understanding of human experience (Reeves, 2013).

Consequently, misunderstandings caused by grouping together psychological interventions
can result in confusion if all helping professionals are seen as belonging to the same frame of
reference, since they can operate within differing conceptual frameworks and are guided by
different learning environments, culture, and ethical codes (Tribe and Morrisey, 2015). Titles
given to mental health professionals and definitions of the roles of those who work within
helping environments are particularly prone to misinterpretation, as these are often banded
together, and/or their titles used interchangeably, although there are distinct differences within

their training and roles.

1.3 Counsellor training in the UK

Having addressed counselling processes and practice, it is necessary to consider the training

undertaken by counsellors who deliver therapeutic services.

As modern society continues to evolve, so more and more individuals choose to engage in
counselling to address distress caused by stressful times in their lives and whilst there are no
legal minimum qualifications necessary to practise as a counsellor in the UK (Folkes-Skinner,

2011), this helping activity is mainly carried out by trained professionals (Hough, 2014). This
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has given rise to a plethora of training programmes, in many guises, with over 570 counsellor
training courses generating and replenishing these practitioners (Aldridge and Pollard, 2005).
More specific statistics indicate that 50% of such courses are delivered within university
settings (Carver, 2013; BACP, 2015b), although current trends allude to a significant shift of
emphasis as the BACP has recently expressed concern over several planned closures of
counselling courses within universities (Therapy Today, 2016a; BACP, 2017). Nevertheless,
with many courses of various stature, confusion exists over levels of training competence
(Bond, 2015a).

The significance of equitable training within the counselling field and the role of training in
raising standards is acknowledged by the BACP and translated into a core objective of the
organisation which commits to promoting training standards for counsellors, thus improving
counselling for the benefit of clients (BACP, 2015c). A key development in the
counselling/counsellor training field is recognised as a vital component in achieving this
identified BACP aim, as in 2013, the Quality Assurance Agency introduced the first
benchmarks for Counselling and Psychotherapy to assist Higher Education providers in
designing and delivering counselling programmes. The focus within this document is on
courses leading to a Bachelor's Degree [Honours] and a Master’s qualification (Quality

Assurance Agency for Higher Education [QAA], 2013; UWTSD, 2014).

Consequently, the BACP outlines professional standards of training for BACP members
within their document entitled ‘Accreditation of Training Courses’ (BACP, 2013a) and some
institutions foresee that, in the future, counsellor training could be set at a minimum of an
Honours Degree, although training could be at undergraduate level for new entrants to the
profession and at Master’s level for aspiring counsellors who already hold an undergraduate

degree and some experience (UWTSD, 2014).

Despite these initiatives, however, counsellor training today comes in many forms and guises
(Bayne and Jinks, 2010). Training to be a counsellor can involve three to four years of study
(Nelson-Jones, 2015), or take even longer, depending upon the individual and the specific
pathway he/she follows, since as Aldridge (2014) points out, counsellor training can range
from basic vocational courses to PhD. This training includes not only cognitive processing, it
also encompasses embodied aspects of self and encourages trainees to explore and reflect

upon their own experiences whilst relating these to theory. In this way, emerging



practitioners are critically-aware, self-reflective, and capable of improving the well-being of
their clients (University of Edinburgh, 2015).

The BACP website currently recommends that trainees pursue a three-stage route for
counsellor training, starting with an ‘Introduction to Counselling” course which provides a
general overview of counsellor training. The next BACP endorsed stage is a ‘Certificate in
Counselling Skills” where students gain a deeper theoretical understanding of counselling and
further develop basic counselling skills (BACP, 2017a). This learning constitutes entry
requirements for the next stage of training, which should be at a minimum level of a ‘Diploma
in Counselling’. Furthermore, whilst the BACP does not yet advocate degree programmes on
the training page of their website, Diploma courses accredited by the BACP must facilitate a
minimum of 400 contact hours, encourage the development of analytical skills, promote a
range of transferable employability skills, and offer a strong practical skills base (BACP,
2015d).

As therapeutic practice is a vital component of the skills acquisition necessary to become a
counsellor, counsellor training has to be academically robust and contain a strong experiential
element (Oldale and Cooke, 2015) since an important part of developing a practical skills base
is the opportunity for therapeutic contact (Nelson-Jones, 2015; UWTSD, 2015). This
practical element is particularly important as the award of a diploma in counselling enables a
practitioner to practice within areas such as the NHS, education forums, the third sector, and
private practice (UWTSD, 2014). Moreover, immediately after qualification, there is pressure
to work towards BACP accredited status and to be eligible to apply for this, a practitioner
must meet stringent criteria, including further evidence of practice experience. To begin their
route to qualification and BACP accreditation, trainees are therefore keen to evidence face-to-
face contact with clients from an early stage of training.

To facilitate this early practice element of counsellor training, there is a BACP requirement
for supervised client contact as a core element of counselling courses (Nelson-Jones, 2015;
BACP, 2015b) and in South West Wales, this is often undertaken within an external agency,

known as a counsellor ‘placement’.



1.4 Counsellor placements

Placements constitute an integral part of many professional courses in Higher Education,
taking on various forms depending upon their discipline (Ryan, Toohey and Hughes, 1996)
and the development of the counsellor placement, like many other concepts, is linked to
research into its role, function, and relationships with interconnected systems (Oldale and
Cooke, 2015).

In counselling, the placement is linked with the systems of training and supervision as these
three concepts form the foundation of counsellor development and practice. The current
research explores the facilitation of the practice element of training within placements
described by Kahr (2006, p.195) as “one of the most crucial components of any training
course in mental health”, which can “become the vital vertebral spine of the training
experience” (Kahr, 2006, p.201). Moreover, as involvement with a placement usually starts at
an early stage of training and continues throughout [and often beyond] the qualification
process, it is essential that these placements are visible, understood, and adequately supported

by training and supervision.

As long ago as 1977, Mearns explained how the counselling concept of a placement derived
from the field of social work where it related to trainees who were ‘placed’ into a practice
situation (Mearns, 1977) and today, the axiom ‘placement’ is widely understood within the
counselling profession as a vehicle for early therapeutic opportunities and accepted as integral
to counsellor training (Oldale and Cooke, 2015). Nonetheless, despite its common use, the
term ‘placement’, does not appear frequently within counselling research and the thinness of
material relating specifically to the counsellor placement made a working definition initially
elusive. Mearns did express a preference towards renaming the counsellor placement
‘counselling opportunities’ (Mearns, 1977), yet this idea never developed, and beyond this,
the only pertinent definition found during the initial stages of this research was of a generic
work placement: “A temporary job you do as part of a course of study to get practical training
and experience” (English Dictionary Definition, 2013). Whilst this is relevant to the
counsellor placement, later in the research process the following definition, which is more

specific to the counselling field, was offered by Oldale and Cooke:
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“A placement is work-based experience where
trainees gain vocational or ‘on the job’ experience.
For counselling and psychotherapy trainees this
usually means taking an unpaid role in an
organisation offering therapeutic services”

(Oldale and Cooke, 2015 p.xiv)

This definition suggests how the relationship between the counsellor placement and
counsellor training is maintained, with placement experience widely acknowledged as an
initial step towards gaining the necessary therapeutic practice to become a professional
counsellor (BACP, 2015b; Oldale and Cooke, 2015). It is as part of this placement
experience that training in theory, therapeutic practice, and the art of reflecting upon self and
work consolidate for trainees and many other professions, such as those within the field of
education, medical professions, and those engaged in social work, gain experience in much
the same way prior to qualification. The difference is, however, that within these professions
a trainee can learn from actively witnessing the work of an experienced associate and can be
accompanied and supervised by a more senior colleague[s] in their initial contact with
service-users. In contrast, as counselling interactions are private and confidential, it is not
usual for early therapeutic encounters to be witnessed directly by a third party (Oldale and
Cooke, 2015). Counsellor trainees therefore usually experience their first real therapeutic
encounter within a placement setting and work directly and unaccompanied with their clients
from the outset. As a facilitator of necessary skills practice within the counselling field, the
counsellor placement is therefore anecdotally positioned as one of the critical links between

learning and practice, with early client-work supported by supervision.

1.5 Counsellor supervision and the placement process

Counselling supervision links counsellor training, practice, and the placement, is a key
learning environment within the profession, and is part of a practitioner’s professional life
throughout their career (Despenser, 2011; Owen-Pugh and Jewson, 2015). Supervision is
therefore of relevance to this research as career-long commitment to supervision usually starts

within work at a counsellor placement.

As all counsellors, regardless of qualification and/or experience, must engage in supervision,
most professional bodies in the UK cite the supervision of client-work as an ethical

requirement (BACP, 2016c). The supervision of counsellors is therefore complex, with

11



numerous supervision models and a plethora of definitions. A definition which encapsulates
the concept of supervision for trainees was penned by Inskipp and Proctor:

“Supervision is a co-operative, facilitating

process with a twofold aim. The firstis to

enable the student or worker ‘being supervised’

to develop a working process. The second,

related, aim is to offer a forum in which the

worker renders an account of herself in order to

assure herself, and anyone else who may be

requiring her to be accountable, that she is
practising responsibly”

Inskipp and Proctor (Personal communication
cited in Henderson, Holloway and Millar, 2014,

p.17)
Within the placement context, supervision is invaluable as a normative, formative, restorative,
and educative process (Hawkins and Shohet, 2012; Henderson, Holloway and Millar, 2014;
Page and Wosket, 2015) and can assist a trainee with the negotiation of professional
relationships, demystify early client-work, and unravel theoretical and ethical concepts
(Oldale and Cooke, 2015). In these ways and as evidenced within Inskipp and Proctor’s
definition, the relationship between supervision, training, and placements is crucial to the

training of counsellors and placement processes.

In summary, trainee counsellors have to participate in therapeutic activity which involves
specific, supervised therapeutic experience (Bernard and Goodyear, 2014) and resultantly,
current relationships between counsellor training, supervision, and placements exist, in part,
because of the BACP recommendation that, alongside academic work, trainees complete a
minimum of 100 hours supervised practice prior to qualification (BACP, 2013b.B4.1; Nelson-
Jones, 2015; BACP, 2015b). Parallel to this, quintessentially, those members of society who
would most benefit from counselling, are often those who cannot afford it (Heaney, 2012).
Consequently, more counselling placements materialise annually in the voluntary sector and
year by year these organisations work with ever-expanding client groups, within widening
service settings, and with increasingly complex issues (Armstrong and McLeod, 2003; Oldale
and Cooke, 2015). The majority of counselling in such placements is undertaken on an
unpaid basis (Satori, 2011; Oldale and Cooke, 2015) and it is to these agencies that trainees

traditionally turn for a placement offering practice experience.
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1.6 Counselling, counsellor training and placements in Wales

This research focusses on training and placement experiences within Wales and there are
significant issues relevant to the Principality, as every geographic area has a particular
demographic profile where economic and social mapping influence the nature and context of
counselling services (Oldale and Cooke, 2015). Firstly, the current health system in Wales
differs from that in England, where, following a comprehensive spending review in 2007 the
‘Improving Access to Psychological Therapies’ [IAPT] programme was introduced to support
the NHS in delivering National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence [NICE] approved
interventions to clients suffering from depression and anxiety. IAPT’s purpose is to offer
early, realistic, and routine therapeutic intervention (Department of Work and Pensions
[DWP] 2013; 2017). Whilst these initiatives impact upon psychological services in England

however, there is no current legislation to introduce IAPT in Wales.

Secondly, in addition to the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education benchmarks for
Counselling and Psychotherapy (QAA, 2013), the Welsh Assembly Government’s ‘Together
for Mental Health’ is a ten-year plan which raises the profile of mental wellbeing and places
strong emphasis on high standard, evidence-based training for those who aspire to deliver
psychological therapies (Welsh Assembly Government [WAG], 2012; BACP, 2015c;
UWTSD, 2015). This could, eventually, impact upon the development of mental health

services and counsellor placements in this area.

To date, however, whilst recently released statistics indicate that for those living in Wales who
are in employment, average weekly earnings fall between 84.9% to 91.1% of the UK national
average (Gov.Wales, 2015), unemployment is described as chronic (Beatty and Fothergill,
2005; Dicks, 2014) and generational (Shooter, 2008; DWP, 2015), with mental health issues
not only regularly presented at GP surgeries in Wales, but also cited as one of the most

common reasons for claiming health-related benefits within the Principality (DWP, 2015).

In addition, Welsh Assembly Government statistics identify that during one month alone
[December, 2015] the number of people waiting over eight weeks for access to mental health
diagnostic services increased from 13,407 to 15,208, whilst during the same period, the
number of prospective clients on waiting lists for specific therapeutic services for more than
fourteen weeks rose from 2,914 to 3,013 (WAG, 2016). This situation puts pressure on the

NHS and means that due to the socio-economics and demographics of Wales there is consistent
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demand for free counselling within communities. Moreover, whilst a limited number of
counsellor placement opportunities occur within the NHS and Further/Higher Education,
placement opportunities primarily exist within the volunteer or not-for-profit sector (Swansea
Council for Volunteer Service, [SCVS], 2015). In this way, as noted by Akhurst (2013),
psychological help within local communities opens doors for people who might otherwise be

unable, reluctant or not eligible for, traditional psychological services.

Alongside this stands the necessity for trainee counsellors to accrue client hours for
qualification, creating and maintaining a supply and demand equation which sustains the
practice of trainees offering their services free of charge within counsellor placements.
Consequently, whilst offering trainees an opportunity to work with clients, these placement
organisations also make a valuable contribution to the emotional health and wellbeing of
communities (SCVS, 2015), creating a discourse about whether the primary development role
of a placement is the delivery of therapeutic services or its role as an educative tool (Serenity,
2013; SCVS, 2015). Oldale and Cook (2015) hold that in placement work, the development of
the trainee should be the principal focus, however, pressure to keep waiting lists to a minimum
can create a situation contrary to this view. Moreover, long waiting lists, alongside poor
employment opportunities for counsellors, can result in trainees continuing to work, unpaid, in
placements long after they have qualified; a situation which has further stilted the educative

development of the placement within this area.

Accordingly, despite the benefits therapeutic placements bring to the NHS and communities,
this existing practice model is not without problems for trainees, course providers, placement
providers, and supervisors. Firstly, finding a satisfactory counselling placement has been a
long-standing difficulty for counsellor trainees, a situation supported by Fanthome (2004),
who confirms that placements can be hard to acquire within most employment spheres.
Trainees cannot therefore assume, that because they can offer a specialised service for no
cost, within communities where free counselling is desperately needed (Griffiths, 2010), there
will be a queue of organisations waiting to offer them a placement. The opposite is actually
the case, as there are usually far more prospective volunteers chasing each placement than
places on offer (Fanthome, 2004; SCVS, 2015). Nonetheless, whilst these views are prevalent
within writing on placements, only scant research was found which supported or challenged

these views.
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Secondly, there is a perception that as most volunteer organisations are symptom-specific,
they cannot offer a generic service, making it difficult for trainees to experience a variety of
presenting issues and engage with a diverse range of clients. Resultantly, exposure to
different clients and issues, an essential element of balanced learning, can be restricted
(Oldale and Cooke, 2015; UWTSD, 2015). Only limited research was found which

addressed these observations.

Thirdly, stands the insight offered by Owen-Pugh and Jewson (2015), that, as differing
workplace settings proffer different combinations of learning and development, trainees’
experiences vary according to the type and setting of their placement environment (Oldale and
Cooke, 2015). This situation is compounded because the wide range of placement
organisations makes contact with these agencies difficult and neither the trainee, nor their
course provider or supervisor, has much control in ensuring that trainees are subjected to
equitable, safe, supervised placements, where they can accrue their practice hours and
experience a variety of appropriate clients (Izzard, 2003). Again, little research was found

which supported or challenged these conceptions for counsellor placements in this area.

As can be seen from foregoing discussion, despite a lack of empirical evidence, problems are
perceived to exist in outsourcing the practice element of counsellor training and these mainly
centre on difficulties in securing a placement, lack of generic opportunities, and issues of
contact, equality, and quality. Consequently, in response to these professed challenges of the
dominant model, trials of different ways of offering counsellor placements have taken place in

other areas.

One such initiative is a more integrated model, where the practical difficulties in relation to
the availability, suitability, and communication channels surrounding counsellor placements
have led some universities in other areas to move away from traditional outsourcing of
practice elements of training by offering students a placement alongside their course (Nelson-
Jones, 2015; UWTSD, 2015). As this training/practice alignment is under-represented within
academic literature, it is difficult to assess whether this model addresses the difficulties

previously outlined.

Resultantly, whether placements are outsourced or operate alongside a counselling course, in
these days of evidence-based practice (Bower, 2010) and practice-based evidence (Fernando

and Minton, 2011) it is essential that placement experiences are the subject of personal and
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professional reflection, yet little is known about how they facilitate early practice. Moreover,
as the counsellor placement sits at the heart of the counselling profession in general and
counsellor training and development in particular (BACP, 2013a), most of those connected
with present-day counselling practice and/or training are, or have been, involved, in some
way, with a counsellor placement and would therefore welcome increased research in this

area.

1.7 Context of the thesis - the role of the placement in facilitating
early practice

Counselling and counsellor training are at a juncture, where their values and concepts are
being challenged and re-appraised (Claringbull, 2010; Reeves, 2015c; Samuels, 2016).
Consequently, counsellor training has a commitment to provide those entering the profession
with awareness and understanding of a complex body of knowledge, and has a responsibility
to ensure that trainees are equipped for proficient and practical skills’ application (QAA,
2013).

It is against this background and within the context of the process of counselling, the
training and supervision of counsellors and the early experiential practice of trainees that
this research developed. The ongoing call for the standardisation of counsellor education
within the UK (Bond, 2015a; Reeves, 2015c) also adds weight to this research as to this end,
the BACP’s ‘Accreditation of Training Course’ criteria define and classify the specific aspects
an accredited counsellor training course needs to fulfil (BACP, 2013a). These guidelines
represent a significant move towards more definitive standards of quality and competence
for the counselling profession (BACP, 2013a; Bond, 2015b), with several specific areas of
particular importance identified. This research is, therefore, underpinned by the rationale
that practice placements are one of six key elements named within this document as essential
in satisfying counsellor training requirements. In line with this reasoning and as hundreds of
trainees undertake counsellor training every year (van Ooijen, 2015), there is an ethical

imperative to discover more about the practice element of counsellor training.

Accordingly, this thesis will present research undertaken on the developing role of the
counsellor placement in facilitating early counselling practice within South West Wales.
This is a particularly important concept, as the early practice experience of counsellor

trainees takes place parallel to the formal academic learning of counselling theory, and
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alongside the development of relational counselling skills, and therefore necessitates vigorous
training, placement, and supervision processes. This has led to an identified need to conduct
more research into how training (McLeod, 2015; Sackett and Lawson, 2016) and supervision
(Avent, et al., 2015; Wallace and Cooper, 2015; Neuer-Colburn, 2016) support early practice.

Moreover, Hatcher, et al. (2012) note how practicum training has become increasingly
salient in professional psychology. This is evidenced within literature, as much of the
research undertaken on early practice and placements relates predominately to the skills
training/practicum experiences of psychology students, with much of this relating to training
outside the UK. Little attention has consequently been given to early practice experiences of
counsellors following the BACP route to qualification. Resultantly, whilst recognising
differences in the training and practice of psychologists and counsellors, some of this wider
literature aligns with the aims of the current research, often drawing attention to deficiencies
of research into counsellor training and highlighting how counselling has to look to sister
professions for guidance. For example, Pascual-Leone, et al., (2015), note contradictions
within research literature, concurring with a review of published research conducted
previously by Hill and Knox (2013) which led the researchers to advocate that further
research needs to be undertaken so that practitioner training and supervision are better

understood.

This assertion is welcomed by the profession in the UK and re-iterated on behalf of counsellor
training by the BACP (BACP, 2015b), yet little counselling research is evidenced.
Furthermore, as part of this identified need for increased research, Hatcher, Wise and Grus
(2015) recognised that the importance of experiential practice to the training of counsellors
and psychotherapists is gaining recognition. This, again, is not strongly evidenced within the
counselling field in the UK and is particularly concerning because, as attention turns towards
enhanced professionalism, so the quality of practice experience and the integration of
placement elements within training will be subjected to greater scrutiny. Accordingly, the
concept posited by Stahl, et al. (2009), and supported in more recent research by Hill, et al.
(2015), again from research with psychologists, that in-depth learning emanates from direct
experiences with clients, is also a recognised and integral component of the training,
supervision, and development of BACP counsellors (Folkes-Skinner, 2011). This is not a
new concept, as over fifteen years ago, Orlinsky, Botermans and Rgnnestad (2001) conducted

a large-scale study which sought the views of over 4,000 practitioners, recruited from fourteen
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different countries, and found that direct experience with clients consistently ranked as one of

the top three positive influences on professional development.

As evidenced by Orlinsky, Botermans and Rgnnestad (2001), client contact has long been
recognised as a vital part of counsellor development and learning. Nonetheless, despite this
acknowledgement and a recent surge of interest in fledgling therapeutic encounters of
psychologists (Hatcher, Wise and Grus, 2015), the counsellor placement, which usually
facilitates early client contact for BACP counsellors and is where training, practice and
supervision often integrate for the first time, remains under-represented within scholarly
literature. It can therefore be deduced that evidenced research into the early practice of other
health professionals is likely to have incurred resultant improvements within these elements
of training, yet, paradoxically, a lack of research into the counsellor placement in the UK in
general, and Wales in particular, may have hampered development and could indicate that the

counsellor placement has not kept pace with progress within associated areas.

In addition to the lack of research evidenced for the early practice of counsellors, three current
developments make this research particularly relevant. Firstly, the aim of the research, to
explore how the counsellor placement facilitates early practice, aligns with the commitment of
the counselling profession to strive for a more professional status through transparency,
registration, and regulation (Feltham, 2014; BACP, 2016b). Secondly, as resultant heightened
professionalism will lead to increased attentiveness towards all aspects of counselling and
counsellor training (Hawkins, 2012a; BACP, 2015c, 2017), it is timely that this research
raises awareness of placement processes. Thirdly, students often struggle to complete
counselling hours necessary for qualification (Halifax, 2009a) and whilst in this area this
work is usually undertaken in a placement external to counselling courses, developments in
other areas have seen universities moving away from external practica to offer placements
alongside counselling courses, although this training/practice alignment is also seldom

explored within literature.

Given the centrality of the placement within counsellor training as identified by the BACP
(BACP, 2013a), the lack of research into the counsellor placement could be a significant
anomaly. This scarcity of research was evidenced by a thorough examination of relevant
publications, journals, research papers, conference presentations, the BACP dissertation
data-base, and internet/intranet sources. The identification of this gap in literature is

surprising given the research attention focussed on other areas associated with therapeutic
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training such as supervision (Smith and Bird, 2013), mandatory personal therapy within
training (von Haenisch, 2011; Chaturvedi, 2013), and personal development (Spencer, 2006;
Moller and Rance, 2013), as not only do new studies regularly appear within these domains,
calls for further research continue to be made. Subsequently, these areas are positioned at
the forefront of therapeutic research and practice, whilst the placement aspect of counsellor

education is much less in evidence.

In addition to this, the demonstration of core competence practice is a key component of
counsellor training (BACP, 2013a), with more critical appraisals of the theory and practice of

counselling identified as a priority (Loewenthal, 2015).

1.8 Structure of the thesis

This chapter introduced the topic of the counsellor placement and outlined the thesis statement.
The motivation for the research was explained and a rationale for the project was provided.
The remainder of the thesis will be presented in the following way.

Chapter Two will present a deeper discourse of the profession of counselling, through critically
reviewing academic and non-academic literature from the fields of counselling, counsellor
training, counsellor supervision, and counsellor placements, thus providing a foundation and
context for the research and confirming the gap in knowledge which formulated a research
question. Chapter Three will present methodological considerations wherein the qualitative
research design, the constructionist/phenomenological research paradigm and research aims
and objectives will be outlined. Ethical safeguards and issues of trustworthiness will also be

considered.

Two distinct, yet linked, qualitative studies will then be addressed sequentially within separate
chapters as Chapter Four presents Study One, which explores the current position to identify
placement characteristics and experiences. Chapter Five is dedicated to Study Two which
addresses possibilities for the future by considering the experience of offering a placement
alongside a university counselling course. The thesis will conclude with a general discussion
and draw conclusions in Chapter Six. As postulated by Faris and van Ooijen (2012), the world

of counselling is full of terms often used interchangeably, although their actual meaning may
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differ from the proposed interpretation. Key terms and concepts are therefore presented in
Appendix 1.

Since the ‘being’ of the researcher impacts upon participants and the researcher is also
influenced by the research and participants, each chapter ends with research reflexivity as the
researcher considers and reflects upon the research process and the relationship between the

research, the researcher, and participants.

1.9 Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the research topic, positioned counsellor placements within the
counselling field, outlined the thesis statement and made the conceptual framework of the

research clear. The motivation for the research is explained and a rationale for the project is
provided.

Table 1.1 explains the conceptual framework which provided order and structure for the research

and summarises the main concepts of the introduction chapter:

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND SUMMARY OF RESEARCH CONCEPTS

Concept Theory and practice come together within a counselling placement

Gap in knowledge Little published research is available regarding this subject

Ontology and epistemology | Research approached from a social construction/phenomenological worldview whenever
possible

Thesis Because client contact is an essential pre-requisite of BACP qualification, the profession
needs to better understand how the placement facilities early practise

Rationale 1. Despite on-going debate as to the efficacy of counsellor training, hundreds of

trainees engage with counsellor training each year (BACP, 2017).

2. The BACP Accreditation of Courses Criteria (2013a) stipulates that all trainees
evidence 100 hours of supervised practice prior to qualification

3. The BACP (2013a) recommends that this training is not undertaken within private
practice. This practice is therefore usually undertaken within a counsellor placement

4. Research has consistently confirmed that early client contact is one of the most
pivotal of counsellor training (Duryee et al., 1996; Izzard, 2001; Ronnestad and
Skovholt, 2003; Orlinsky and Ronnestad, 2005; Howard, et al., 2006; Foulkes-
Skinner, 2011; Wardle and Mayorga, 2016)

5. The BACP (2013a) has identified the practice placement as one of six key concepts
of counsellor training

Research studies

Study One sought to answer the first subsidiary question: “What are the characteristics

Study One: The current and experiences which define the counsellor placement?”

position: Characteristics
and experience of the Study one consisted of two phases:

counsellor placement
Study One, Phase One: A gualitative content analysis of questionnaire data

Study One, Phase One, was a qualitative content analysis of data derived from
questionnaires which provided characteristic and experiential information regarding
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current placements.

Study One, Phase Two: An interpretative phenomenological analysis of interview data.

The second phase in Study One offered an interpretative phenomenological
analysis of data generated by semi-structured, face-to-face, interviews which explored
lived experiences of placements.

Study Two sought to answer the second subsidiary question: “How do staff and
Study Two: Future students describe their experience of a placement parallel to a counsellor course?”

Possibilities —
Placements alongside

university counselling

courses The first phase of Study Two sought information regarding the experience of university
personnel in other areas who offered students a counsellor placement alongside

their training course. Despite a robust recruitment strategy, insufficient data were
generated. Nevertheless, the context and conduct of this phase of research are
reported to aid thematic unity.

Study Two, Phase One: Report on a questionnaire for universities in other areas who
offered trainees a placement alongside their counselling course

Study Two, Phase Two: A thematic analysis of focus group data

The second phase of Study Two presented a thematic analysis of data emanating from
two focus groups wherein staff and trainees piloting a placement alongside their
counsellor training course considered their experience

Table 1.1: Conceptual framework and summary of research concepts

1.10 Researcher’s reflections

By way of a personal history, | am a practicing counsellor [Primary Care, Employee
Assistance Programmes, and private practice], a counselling supervisor in private practice and
for a charity, and a registered, accredited member of the BACP. | am also a counselling
lecturer, teaching on counselling programmes which range from Level Four Counselling

Skills to a Post Graduate Diploma/MA in therapeutic practice.

Given that this study is about counsellor placements and | am a counsellor who has an
involvement with placements at various levels, it is important for me to present my thoughts,
feelings and areas of potential bias so that readers can evaluate my research and to not only
ensure, but also demonstrate, that findings are embedded within data (Larkin, Watts and
Clifton, 2006). Researcher’s reflection sections therefore detail some of my reflexivity
around the research process. As these are reflective accounts, the first-person singular is used
to reflect upon my researcher role and consider issues which could have influenced the

research processes.
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The inspiration for this research arose from my formative training and current employment as,
through my everyday work, | became aware of the relationship between the facilitation of
early practice, where trainees need to gain experience, and prospective clients’ need for
free/low cost counselling. My work as a Primary Care counsellor meant | was experiencing
first-hand, the difficulty of keeping waiting lists at a manageable level, whilst another area of
my work involved supervising trainee counsellors for a charity where there was often a
waiting list for trainee counsellors to take up placements. Alongside this, teaching on a
Diploma/MA in Counselling Practice meant | was aware of the issues trainees face in
securing appropriate and generic placements. These roles heightened my awareness of, and
interest in, an important concept shared by many trainees entering the profession - early

practice and the counsellor placement.

Since | started this research, progress has been evidenced by a comprehensive research trail
within weekly entries in a journal recording my research journey. This research journal
provided space not only for documentation, but also for reflection on the collection and
analysis of data and charted my personal reactions throughout and beyond research processes
(Creswell, 2007). Within this research journal the background to, and processing of, emerging
developments, interpretations, high, and low points of research, were all evidenced. Asa
practising counsellor, ongoing reflection on my work is a normal part of my professional life
and as Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) suggest, as well as attending to the experience of
others, qualitative researchers also need to attend to their own experiencing. Accordingly,
alongside the process and progress of my research | also penned a reflective journal which
reflected my personal and professional excitement at starting this research, my experiences, and
my curiosity about the concept of the counsellor placement. Entries in my journal led me to
contemplate how much | already knew about counsellor placements and consider and
acknowledge my own assumptions and perceptions. My reflective journal therefore started
with me detailing my own involvement with counsellor placements, so that | was not only
aware of, but could begin to address, potential for bias and went on to acknowledge the

ontological and epistemological concepts framing my research.

Entries which started my reflective journal show that one of the most exciting parts of research
for me is when | sit with a blank piece of paper and consider the journey ahead. This research
was no exception to this and when | started to research the counsellor placement in 2010, | was

enthusiastic, yet apprehensive, about starting on this process of exploration and enquiry. |
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contemplated how, before that blank piece of paper became a relevant and coherent contribution
to knowledge, | would personally experience many feelings of doubt, uncertainty, and confusion
as well as moments of exhilaration, satisfaction, and learning. As this personal and professional
excitement at starting a new project generated reflection, so my inquisitiveness about the

counsellor placement, fueled by my own experiences, developed.

This professional and personal reflexivity added rigour to research through documenting my
preconceptions, my proactive and reactive responses and my reflexivity, as well as decision-

making processes, as far as reasonable and possible.
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Chapter Two

Review of literature
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2.1 Introduction

This chapter critiques relevant literature on the counsellor placement and the role placements
play in the early practice of counsellor trainees. The gap in knowledge which led to the

current research and the consequent research question are evidenced.

2.1.1 Structure of chapter

To position this research alongside the work of others, this chapter is organised in the
following way. In the first section, literature regarding contemporary counselling, the need
for counselling, the aims, processes, and effectiveness of counselling provide a background to
the research. This is followed by an exploration of literature in relation to counsellor training.
Literature regarding the main concept of this research — the counsellor placement — is then
critiqued, before addressing counsellor supervision in relation to early practice.

Consideration of integration and interaction between stakeholders of the counsellor placement

leads to a rationale for this research.

2.1.2 Timing of the literature review

The timing of a literature review in qualitative research can differ, with some approaches
recommending that a researcher delay reviewing the literature. One research approach, which
sometimes recommends postponing the literature review to avoid imposing a researcher's

preconceptions on data and analysis, is Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

The selection of a qualitative approach for this research is considered in the next chapter
[Chapter Three], where the background to the decision not to use several other research
approaches, including Grounded Theory, to explore the counsellor placement is explained.
This process exposed the researcher to wide-ranging debate about the timing of a literature
review, and endorsed her view that, for the current research, an early literature review would
develop theoretical sensitivity, rigour, and innovative insight, as advocated by Giles, King and
de Lacey (2013). Furthermore, an often-cited rationale for delaying a literature review is to
ensure that emergent theory will be grounded in data, rather than forced to fit a pre-conceived
theory (Giles, King and de Lacey, 2013), and the current research was not approached with an

existing theory to prove, or disprove, but rather to allow concepts to emerge from data.
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Consequently, an early literature review was conducted as preparation for a research proposal
in 2010 to clarify the researcher’s thoughts, and confirm this research as relevant and
worthwhile. This contextualised the researcher’s original interest in counselling placements,
identified key writers in the field, and confirmed the sparsity of empirical research
specifically related to this area of counsellor training. From this, the rationale for the
research, the context, the research focus, and possible research questions began to formulate
(Hutchinson, 1993). The preliminary literature review also enhanced research through a
guiding, rather than a constraining, role (Glaser, 1992, Ramalho et al., 2015), which allowed
the researcher to be informed by literature, whilst engaging researcher reflexivity [as
described in various sections within this thesis]. This enabled her to build on previous
knowledge, without assuming that concepts in the early review provided the answer
(Strubing, 2007). This was achieved as ongoing reflection helped prevent prior knowledge
distorting perceptions of the data, so that existing knowledge could be considered, without
believing that these concepts represented a final truth (Urquhart, 2007). Leading on from this,
rather than avoiding the literature, the researcher used it extensively from the start of the
research period to broaden research horizons, and develop questions during data collection.
Critical reviews of literature were therefore on-going, as newly published articles introduced

fresh information.

Subsequently, there was a continual reading process, which was strengthened because the
researcher kept the research focus in mind whilst regularly conducting searches on
counselling and research related issues as part of her teaching and supervising roles. As the
result of this activity, the literature review became an integrated part of the research, rather
than something that ended after an initial reading of the literature (Wellington et al., 2005).
Within this process, there were three particular stages of research when reviewing the

literature was particularly helpful.

In the first instance, as described above, the initial literature review in 2010 facilitated
engagement with ideas and research in relation to counsellor placements, helped position the
study, and clarified its potential contribution to knowledge. As this research was conducted
on a part-time basis, extending over six years, another literature review was conducted after
data collection, in 2014. This process confirmed that the researcher’s knowledge was up-to-
date, and demonstrated awareness of relevant, current issues published throughout the period

of the research.
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The literature review was again updated and extended in 2017 in preparation for the final
thesis. This further review of the literature had a slightly different focus, since, whilst still
checking for recent publications, other factors were now important. There was an emphasis
on relating findings to existing literature, and consideration of the implications of these to
theory and practice. Significantly, as remaining current was a demanding challenge of this
research, there was also confirmation that this research remained relevant within a changing

and evolving context.

Notwithstanding this, whilst several researchers defend the use of literature from the
beginning, and throughout a research period (Ridley, 2012; Giles, King and de Lacey, 2013),
and the benefits of this concept are supported by growing evidence (Giles, King and de Lacey,
2013), there were advantages and disadvantages to this process. A positive advantage of
conducting a literature review at several key points throughout the research was that the
researcher was knowledgeable enough about the counsellor placement, and the proposed
research, to satisfy the university requirement to present a research proposal to the University
Ethics Committee at an early stage of the research. This acquisition of knowledge also meant
that the researcher was able to participate in theoretical conversations at conferences and
training events throughout the research period. Consequently, knowledge continued to grow,

as the researcher remained in touch with new innovations within the research area.

A negative to this way of working with the literature was identified, however, in recognising
that familiarity with the literature could block creativity. To address this, the researcher
acknowledged the influence of prior knowledge during data analysis (Giles, King and de
Lacey, 2013), and reflected that few researchers approach research without any knowledge,
preconceptions, prejudice or bias regarding the research area (Mills, Bonner and Francis,
2006; Bryant, 2009). It was also important to note that the timing of a literature review can be
influenced by the researcher’s ontological and epistemological perspective and in line with the
paradigmatic position outlined in the following chapter, in constructionist research a
researcher is not neutral, as the researcher's voice is heard, and prior assumptions should not
only be expected, but welcomed. Within this, it was accepted that knowledge drawn from the
field can offer a useful guide, and acknowledged that a researcher is no more likely to
adversely influence the research process by prior reading of the literature than from
knowledge gained through professional experience, such as the educational/supervision

activities identified earlier. The essential requisite for this, however, was that the researcher
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maintained an open mind regarding cogency and relevance to the data. This helped ensure,
through reflexivity, that rather than obstructing creativeness, familiarity enhanced researcher
sensitivity to subtle nuances within the data, and she remained sufficiently theoretically

sensitive to be able to formulate and conceptualise themes.

2.1.3 Literature review search strategy

The literature review includes information gathered from searches through the period June
2010 to February, 2017. Searches concentrated on academically authoritative sources such as
the UWTSD intranet and digital library, research papers, and library databases including
recognised writing sources such as peer-reviewed journals [in particular those dedicated to
counselling, for example: Counselling Psychotherapy Research; Journal of Professional
Counselling; the International Journal for the Advancement of Counselling], Government
publications, research reports, and text books. Whilst much of this research was conducted

electronically, selected books and journals were reviewed manually.

Library databases containing a compilation of bibliographic information, abstracts, and full
text articles proved particularly helpful, including: The BACP website and dissertation data
bases; Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC); Academic Research Premier;
ProQuest; Education Journals; JSSTOR; PsycARTICLES; PsycINFO; Springer journals;
Times Digital Archive and Welsh Journals On Line. Searches started by searching for the
subject area, with several search terms varied systematically to ensure that differences in
American/British spelling were included. Search terms such as “Counsellor placement”,
“Counsellor training” and “Counsellor early practice” and other ‘phrase searches’ identified
potential studies of interest. Research then narrowed to abstracts, titles, and/or work by
identified authors shown to be influential in the field. Boolean ‘positional operators’ were
used to combine terms and facilitated the use of ‘and’ or ‘not’, and ‘nor’. For example, it
was possible to search for ‘counselling” and ‘training’ and ‘placements’ which could yield
publications in which these terms appeared, with the ‘or’ operator producing references which
contained either or both words. Truncated terms broadened the search to include terms
beginning with the letters entered, regardless as to how they ended, using the truncating
symbol ‘?’, for example, ‘Coun?’ Background information, provided to contextualise the
counsellor placement within counsellor training and development, is subjected to comparative

analysis (Ridley, 2008), whilst material of more central importance merited in-depth scrutiny.
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This is critiqued to move beyond description and comparative analysis, providing

constructively critical exploration, backed by supportive evidence (Wallace and Wray, 2011).

Counselling text books were checked for appropriate content and reference lists in books
and/or articles helped acknowledge standard texts. Research was evidenced on placements in
general and other health workers” experiences of early practice, some of which is included as
relevant for this research and underlines the lack of specific research on the early practice of
BACP counsellors. This paucity of research on counsellor placement stakeholders justified
research with this population to explore how the counsellor placement facilitates early

practice.

2.2 The discipline of contemporary counselling

The counsellor placement is at the heart of the discipline of counselling as it is instrumental in
facilitating early practice for the counsellors of tomorrow. To situate the counsellor
placement within the counselling field, this section considers: definitions of counselling and
related professions; counselling in the UK; professional counselling organisations [BACP],

counsellor professionalism/accreditation and registration/regulation.

2.2.1 Definitions of counselling and related professions

To consider the concept and role of the counsellor placement, it is helpful to review
definitions of counselling. As long ago as 1982, Timms and Timms noted difficulties in
understanding and defining counselling, a notion which has prevailed for over thirty years
(Timms and Timms, 1982), despite the counselling discourse changing greatly over this time.
There is still no universal definition of counselling (Feltham, 2006) and whilst Bond (2015a)
believes that moves towards eventual counsellor regulation have somewhat alleviated the
need to agree a definition, the following simplistic description proffered by Feltham offers a
starting point for those considering the concept of counselling:

“Counselling, at its simplest, is about two

people sitting down, in privacy, one listening

intently and responding helpfully to the other
expressing concerns about problems in living”

(Feltham, 2010a, p.93)

Nevertheless, whilst this description and others (See: Feltham, 2004; 2010a) portray

counselling simply as a private, confidential environment where a person can air issues and
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another, ‘[some]one’, can help them understand themselves better, is useful in grounding the
activity of counselling, the delivery of professional counselling is far more complex. The
British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP] offers this definition:

“Counselling and psychotherapy are umbrella

terms that cover a range of talking therapies,

delivered by trained practitioners who work

with people, short or long term, to help

bring about effective change or enhance
wellbeing”

(BACP Website Home Page, 2017)

This current BACP definition introduces the concept of a ‘trained practitioner’, rather than the
imprecision of Feltham’s ‘[some]one’, yet avoids mention of counselling as a contracted
activity. Whilst aware of this omission, as the training of counsellors is central to BACP

principles (BACP, 2015b), this definition is adopted for the purpose of this research.

Taking a wider perspective, defining counselling in a multicultural and internationally relevant
way has proved difficult (Stanard, 2013), as counselling is a rapidly changing environment
(Reeves, 2015a) and varying definitions of counselling exist, each representing differing aspects
of the counselling process (McLeod, 2013b). Consequently, counselling struggles to shape a
distinctive identity aligned to, yet different from, other helping professions (Gibson, et al., 2010;
Urofsky, 2013).

Nelson-Jones (2016) identifies more than six categories of practitioners who offer help to
clients presenting with psychological concerns and counsellors constitute only a small
percentage of mental health services (Aldridge, 2014). Counsellors can therefore be confused
with other health-care professionals and misconceptions can lead to confusion about the
discourse of the helping field. Such misunderstandings are fuelled by the lack of a collective
definition of counselling with the terms ‘counsellor’, ‘psychotherapist’ and ‘psychologist’ often
used interchangeably by the public, despite the British Psychological Society [BPS] (BPS,

2015) clearly differentiating between these professions.
The following definitions go some way towards clarifying this position.

Counselling Psychologist:
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“Counselling Psychologists deal with a wide
range of mental health problems concerning
life issues including bereavement, domestic
violence, sexual abuse, traumas and
relationship issues. They understand diagnosis
and the medical context to mental health
problems and work with the individual’s
unique subjective psychological experience to
empower their recovery and alleviate distress.
Counselling psychologists are a relatively new
breed of professional applied psychologists
concerned with integration of psychological
theory and research with therapeutic practice”

(BPS, 2015 [on-line])

Clinical Psychologist:

“A Clinical Psychologist deals with a wide
range of mental and physical health problems
including addiction, anxiety, depression,
learning difficulties, and relationship issues.
They may undertake a clinical assessment to
investigate a client’s situation. There are a
variety of methods available including
psychometric tests, interviews, and direct
observation of behaviour. Assessment may
lead to advice, counselling or therapy”

(BPS, 2015 [on-line])

A description from Bond (2015a) is offered to describe a counsellor:

Counsellor:

“A counsellor is someone who develops
therapeutic knowledge and skills, provides
appropriate conditions for their clients to be
able to discuss life issues and is committed to
work in the best interest of their clients”

(Bond, 20154, Kindle:865)

31



Whilst boundaries between differing classes of therapy are correctly described by Woolfe as
“opaque” (Woolfe, 2016, p.6), understanding different ways of assisting someone through a
helping process is advantageous for professionals and clients (Bond, 2015a), as whilst the
space between these professions could not be described as a chasm, there is a degree of
polarisation, with some promoting differences between these positions (Aldridge, 2014; BPS,
2015). Moreover, whilst these groups share many professional aims, there is some tension
between them and they tend to diversify through competition, as according to Timmermans

(2008), one way in which professions succeed is through rivalry.

On the other hand, others advocate a more conciliatory position, seeking connectedness to close
perceived gaps between different conceptual domains (Claringbull, 2010; Reeves, 2015a) or
wishing to address intransigence within the delivery of therapeutic interventions (Cooper and
Dryden, 2016). Reeves (2015a) sees differences between professional titles as less important
and less deserving of attention than securing the future of all psychological therapies and calls
on professional bodies to attend to similarities rather than variance (Reeves, 2015a).
Nevertheless, identified differences between these professionals are noted in the context of the

current research due to varying roles, training, and research activity within helping professions.

In this vein, Bond offers a clear précis of the ongoing debate about distinctions between helping
professionals and their roles (Bond, 2010, pp.30-32). Moreover, the BPS noticeably tiers

therapeutic work, with counselling defined as:

“An umbrella term covering a range of
talking therapies such as cognitive
behavioural therapy, psychodynamic
therapy, and person-centred therapy.
Counselling is a way of exploring the
thoughts and feelings that may be causing
difficulties in your life. There are a number
of recognised but distinct methods of
counselling. These have developed from a
theoretical base but not necessarily one that
incorporates psychology”

(BPS, 2015 [on-line])
This definition is strengthened when related to the work of Counselling Psychologists who are
defined by the BPS as a higher tier of professionals, .. .practitioners who have undertaken
further training and therefore offer counselling, but also have training in scientific areas of
psychology” (BPS, 2015 [on-line]). These definitions reflect general acknowledgement
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within the field that the term psychologist reflects significantly more training (Hough, 2014;
UWTSD, 2015) as the academic status, content, and length of training of psychologists and
counsellors differ considerably (Oldale and Cooke, 2015).

Alongside this and despite these helpful differentiations offered by the BPS, confusion is
further compounded, because, in addition to not having a uniform definition for the activity of
counselling (Feltham, 2006), there are no legal minimum qualifications necessary to practise
as a counsellor in the UK (Folkes-Skinner, 2011). Paradoxically, the professional titles of
Practitioner Psychologist, Registered Psychologist, Clinical Psychologist, and Counselling
Psychologist, in stark contrast to a ‘Counsellor’, are restricted by law in that it is an offence to
use these titles unless a practitioner is registered with the Health and Care Professions Council
(BPS, 2015, HCPC, 2017).

This exploration of definitions of counselling and related professions aligns this research with
BACP recommendations for counsellor training and practice and leads to a consideration of

the context of counselling in the UK.

2.2.2 Counselling in the UK

An important point to consider is that mental health expenditure costs the UK economy an
estimated £105 billion a year (HM Government, 2015) and nationally, mental ill-health is the
second most common reason for seeing a GP (Lester and Glasby, 2010; HM Government,
2011). Itis against this background that counselling in the UK has developed and continues

to expand.

Counselling is described within literature as a discipline of breadth, depth, and complexity
which is over 100 years old (Feltham and Palmer, 2015) emanating from, and situated within,
the social sciences (Bond, 2015a). Counselling stems from theology, humanities, sociology,
anthropology, philosophy, and psychology (McLeod, 2007, 2013; Reeves, 2013) and
psychoanalysis is widely believed to have been the first form of therapy until the 1930’s, when
new waves of helping interventions began to appear (McLeod, 2003). Sigmund Freud is
therefore considered the grandparent of most schools of therapy practised today (Feltham,
2006). Nonetheless, whilst Freud is widely regarded as the initiator of the ‘talking cure’ (Faris
and van Ooijen, 2012) and his ideas were copied, criticised, modified, and enhanced by many

[For example, Jung, Adler, Ferenczi, and Rank], Reeves (2013) runs the argument that as
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psychotherapy actually dates back to early holy and communal rituals in existence long before

Freud’s time, it may be impossible to trace the actual start of counselling as we know it today.

The tradition of counselling in Britain is purported to have emanated from the work of Hans
Hoxter who transported American counselling concepts [including counsellor training] to
Britain (Ivey, 1989; Feltham, 2006). Whilst Hoxter was instrumental in bringing counselling
to this country, however, some inspiring work in the early embedding of counselling into
British society was also undertaken by Rollo May, another American, credited with writing
the first counselling text in 1920 (May, 1992). When counselling first surfaced in Britain
early in the 20" century (Bond, 2015a), it was a concept linked to the voluntary sector and
was promoted heavily by Rogers during the 1940’s and beyond, a period defined by some as
the “emergence of the person” (Reeves, 2013, p.16) as Rogers cultivated his person-centred
ideologies. Rogers is widely held as one of the most active promoters of counselling in the
USA and many counsellors in Britain also took their lead from his approach, with over 400
differing theoretical approaches now in existence (Feltham and Horton, 2006; Bayne and
Jinks, 2010; Nelson-Jones, 2016).

Consequently, today, some of these modalities differ greatly from the approach upheld by
Rogers. For example, in Wales, where this research was undertaken, there is an increasing
demand, particularly within the NHS, for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy [CBT] which is
perceived as time-effective and financially more viable than other approaches (Feltham and
Palmer, 2015). Nevertheless, counselling is provided under a variety of different labels and
IS, in its various forms, widely accepted as a form of helping which can provide useful
interactions of therapeutic value for an assortment of client concerns (Feltham and Palmer,
2015; Bor and Watts, 2017). McLeod (2003) uses an analogy from the business world to
normalise the array of counselling modalities, explaining that counselling offers a variety of

competing products, each offering the consumer, more or less, the same service.

Feltham and Palmer (2015) contend that it is not necessary to understand where counselling
emanated from to contextualise this activity within today’s society and as this research explores
the counsellor placement as an element of contemporary counselling, this literature review
concentrates on addressing the current counselling field. The foregoing brief outline of how
counselling came to be part of life in Britain today is included, however, as the best way to
understand counselling is to contextualise therapeutic interventions within history (Reeves,

2013). Those who therefore wish to consider the rich historical background and development
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of counselling further are directed to the following resources which provide excellent material:
McLeod (2003); Goldfried, et al. (2005) and, in particular, Feltham and Horton (2006, pp.4-
5/6-10) provide excellent chronological tables defining significant events in the history of

counselling.

In everyday life, the word ‘counselling’ suggests advice giving, which most agree counselling,
as a profession, avoids (Feltham, 2010a), preferring softer interventions encouraging increased
self-awareness and empowerment. Resultantly, in today’s world, counselling is an activity
where time is set aside by client and counsellor to consider issues that have led to a client
engaging with therapy at this point in time. These issues might revolve around past and/or
present life events, thoughts, feelings, relationships, patterns of thinking/behaviour, when a
client’s strategies for addressing issues fail to work, or as a quest for self-improvement and
growth (Bohart and Tallman, 1999; Rouse, Armstrong and McLeod, 2015). A counsellor will
help his/her client identify a course of action right for them within their circumstances, either
moving towards resolving difficulties, finding acceptance, or ways of coping (O’Driscoll,
2015). There are, however, times and situations where counselling is not always the first, or
best, option and Marinoff (1999; 2002; 2003) controversially advocates that counselling should
be directed only towards clients without psychiatric problems which require medication and

who are functioning normally.

Marinoff, a controversial figure, has, quite rightly, been criticised for such comments.
Moreover, his repeated assertions that insights from philosophy can be as effective as
‘expensive’ therapy in helping individuals solve day-to-day problems, have also been widely
debated (Levinson, 2001). Whilst some praise for Marinoff’s concepts is evidenced within
such debates (Howard, 1998; Perring, 1998; Sharkey, 2001), even some of his philosophical
colleagues consider him dangerous (Schuster, 2004). It is also noted in literature how Marinoff
often demonstrates limited knowledge of how psychotherapists actually approach therapy
(Schuster, 1999; 2004), with his unrealistic and broad stereotypical view of psychotherapists
described as problematic (Knapp and Tjelveit, 2005).

Within long-standing dialogue regarding Marinoff’s perceptions, interesting points made more
recently by Popescu (2015) merit attention. Popescu explored moral dilemmas and existential
issues encountered in both psychotherapy and philosophical counselling practices, and in
arguing that both mental health, and moral dimensions, can be brought together in an

integrative model of helping, questioned Marinoff’s lack of enthusiasm for, and often scathing
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criticism of, the therapeutic process. In setting this naivety alongside more positive, evidence-
based research into therapies such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and Rational Emotive
Behaviour Therapy, Popescu positions Marinoff’s negativity within a new, wider perspective.
In coming from a more balanced position, and through this broader standpoint, Popescu lends
credence to a more commonly held view amongst psychotherapists, including the current
researcher, that, regardless of a client’s past or presenting issue, focusing on the present [for
example, through mindfulness] and the future [for example, through solution focused therapy]
can, with very few exceptions, promote enhanced client wellbeing and a calmer state of mind
(Popescu, 2015).

Sanders (2006) also addresses the danger of promoting counselling as a panacea for the world’s
ills, identifying how it can be difficult to differentiate between psychological and non-
psychological problems as these can become blurred. The examples used to support this view
are situated within areas such as poverty, homelessness, discrimination, and oppression which
are social in origin and, he believes, cannot be resolved through counselling processes. He
recognises, however, that a person facing these situations could still benefit from the support
and relationship offered within the counselling process. It can be seen from the foregoing that
therapeutic processes are not without critics and as some of these are unconvinced of the
successful impact of therapy (Smail, 2005) dissatisfied clients are now given more opportunity

to voice and register concerns (Bates, 2006).

Despite this, Woolfe (2016) describes contemporary therapeutic services as residing within a
discipline confident in its core beliefs, values, and approaches, yet questioning, and evolving,
whilst McLeod (2003) hails counselling as a brilliant twentieth-century invention. Whilst
such optimistic views are promoted by many (Egan, 2014; Nelson-Jones, 2016), Reeves
(2015b) cautions that such persuasive ideals of counselling can mask some realities of the
therapeutic process and other writers question how much has changed since Feltham
proclaimed, in 1995, that even posing a question about what counselling is to practising

counsellors, would induce uncertain responses (Feltham, 1995; Aldridge, 2014).

Nonetheless, Bayne and Jinks (2010, p.70) make a robust statement that, “counselling is better
established, better accepted, and more widely understood, than at any time in the past”,
although in contrast to this, James (2002) previously described the counselling field in the UK
as disjointed. In criticising counselling, attention is also drawn to clients who terminate

counselling before the allocated number of sessions and/or feel disappointed with their
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counselling experience, feeling that therapy has been a waste of time or an opportunity lost
(von Below and Werbart, 2012; Jackson, 2016). Clients have also experienced counselling as
detrimental or even abusive (Bates, 2006) and whilst research has shown that disgruntled
clients find it difficult to complain (Bowie, McLeod and McLeod, 2016), a number of
dissatisfied clients regularly submit complaints to professional bodies (Symons, et al., 2011;
Symons, 2016), leading Bond (2015a), to advocate early positive responses to client
preferences and/or concerns about practice. There is also evidence of dissatisfied clients
moved to voice their criticisms of counselling through the media (Hodson, 2004), although
the media and communication industries have also helped promote counselling processes,
broadcasting counselling sessions with real clients on radio and YouTube (Felham and
Palmer, 2015).

It can be seen from the foregoing that the activity of counselling has been hailed as a life-
changing event (Reeves, 2015b; Therapy Today, 2016c¢, p.45) yet has also been criticised as
unstructured and “something people did, with little or no training” (Dryden, Mearns and
Thorne, 2000, p.471). Such discourse exemplifies the dominant argument for professional

counselling bodies.

2.2.3 Professional counselling organisations: The BACP

The rationale for the current research included awareness of the general move within the
profession towards a more professional image and builds upon the BACP’s identification of
counsellor placements as an influential area of counsellor training (BACP, 2013a). Moreover,
as the main drive for increased professionalism stems from professional bodies, these
organisations are central to issues addressed within this research, as professionalism of the
discipline depends upon successful training leading to competent therapeutic processes and
promoting best practice (Popescu, 2015). Johnston (2016), however, is concerned, that within
counselling contexts, the word 'professionalism’ can be manipulated to establish status rather

than competency.

Nevertheless, counsellor placements are part of the journey to becoming a counsellor and
joining an accepted profession (Gorman and Sandefur, 2011) and for many trainees, an
important step towards professionalism is membership of a counselling organisation (Wilkins,
2006). Moreover, Reiner, et al. (2013) identify counsellor organisations as one of the most
important factors in establishing a single identity for the profession.
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Whilst other organisations operate within the UK, the main umbrella organisation for
counsellors is the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP] with over
9,000 of its 44,000 members accredited practitioners who have met training and professional
requirements for BACP accreditation (Reeves, 2015c). Accreditation is achieved and
maintained through evidence of continuing professional practice and personal development
(BACP, 2015a) and is viewed by many as a stand-alone qualification in its own right
(Wilkins, 2006). Resultantly, many counsellor employment opportunities ask for proof of

accreditation, or at least evidence of working towards accredited status.

Another important point for the current research is that most counsellor trainees have to
belong to a professional organisation [usually the BACP] and this infers allegiance to a
particular code of ethics and acceptance of a recognised complaints procedure (Wilkins,
2006). As it is mainly the BACP Ethical Framework (2010a;2016c¢) that guides counselling
practice and training, this framework establishes, promotes, and sustains professional
standards with Professional Conduct Procedures. This ensures that BACP members are
accountable to an approved code of conduct (BACP, 2016c).

Accordingly, the BACP is widely recognised as the main professional body for counselling
and a guardian of professional standards of practice (Coldridge and Mickelborough, 2003)
and Potter (2012), cited in Therapy Today (December, 2012, p.20) describes stoic work
undertaken by the BACP in “developing four cornerstones of best practice: research,
accr