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“The beauty lies in finding that equilibrium between specialisation and breadth of expertise”
· Diversity in Counselling Psychology …30 years on

Welcome to this PPN London Blog on Counselling Psychology. Dr Khushbu Haria, Consultant Counselling Psychologist at Barnet, Enfield and Haringey Mental Health Trust, and Workforce Council representative for Counselling Psychology in London talks with Helena Fitzpatrick, Trainee Counselling Psychologist at York St Johns University about diversity, personal and professional growth and representation in Counselling Psychology. Dr Haria specifically highlights how the support of the PPN brings visibility to the profession.
Counselling psychology in the UK is dynamic, promoting mental health and well-being through comprehensive training, professional standards, and a commitment to diversity and inclusion. This equips Counselling Psychologists to meet diverse client needs and enhance the broader mental health landscape. For more details training and profession please visit: https://www.bps.org.uk/counselling-psychologist-job-profile 
In this blog, marking 30 years of the BPS Division of Counselling Psychology, Khushbu and Helena reflect on diversity and their experiences of training in the field. 
Diversity in the profession

Helena: How do you feel diversity is represented within counselling psychology in terms of both demographic makeup, but also in terms of clinical settings and modalities?
Khushbu:  That's an interesting question, Helena. It's easy to focus on demographics when discussing diversity, but the issue in counselling psychology is multifaceted. Reflecting on progress and ongoing challenges is helpful.
For me the profession emphasizes a holistic, integrative approach to mental health, combining psychological theory and research with therapeutic practice. Counselling psychologists address psychological difficulties within the context of clients' broader life experiences and cultural backgrounds. 
Counselling psychologists work across diverse settings, including the NHS, private practice, educational institutions, voluntary sectors, community organizations, corporate settings, and research institutions. This variety, embedded in their training, enables them to understand systemic issues and hold diverse perspectives.
The core values of the discipline place emphasis on respect, empathy, ethical integrity, and a commitment to diversity and social justice. These principles ensure compassionate, culturally sensitive, evidence-based care, fostering client well-being and growth. By adhering to these values, counselling psychologists advance mental health and promote a more equitable society.
There is more work to be done in terms of demographic diversity within the profession. However, the data shows a range of diversity among registered counselling psychologists with the HCPC (1). Despite being a comparatively small, unfunded profession, there is notable diversity, possibly reflecting the diverse nature of the course and its alignment with people's experiences and values.
Many aspiring psychologists have shared that they are unaware of the profession or deterred by the need to self-fund training, opting for funded routes instead. Financial barriers limit access to counselling psychology training, affecting diversity in the profession and what it offers clients. The Division of Counselling Psychology is working to secure funding parity to give prospective trainees more choices, ultimately benefiting clients.
Representation matters because a profession reflecting societal diversity normalizes mental health care and makes it more accessible. Diversity also enriches the field by encouraging a wide range of therapeutic approaches and viewpoints, leading to more innovative and effective treatments. Promoting diversity starts with education, and training potentially a way to ensure representation despite financial barriers.
I guess I'm just curious about your experience, Helena. Do you feel that the training equipped you to work with diversity? 

Helena: In my training cohort, we are all women, and all but one is white, so there isn't much demographic diversity. However, we have diverse experiences. Systemic barriers contribute to this lack of diversity. Psychology training, especially counselling psychology, requires financial privilege due to its cost, which is a significant barrier.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Qualification in Counselling Psychology (QCoP)(2) offers a flexible approach to address this barrier, making training more accessible and affordable. University study isn't suitable for everyone, so having alternatives can increase diversity in the profession. This issue affects not just counselling psychology but the entire field of psychology.
While cohorts are often female-dominated, the teaching staff are not. In terms of content, the champions diversity, equity, and inclusion, are driven by the passions of teaching staff. We focus on cultural competency and its importance for practitioners. This aligns with counselling psychology core values, which include individual experiences by considering broader systemic factors. We think about the things on a systemic level: I don't think you can really understand that individual experience without thinking about the layers beyond that.
Khushbu: For sure. I'm curious about your experience as a trainee. Have you found it of value to have diverse placements and to work in various clinical settings? What are your thoughts on having choice and diversity in your training?

Helena: It's a double-edged sword in terms of having diverse placements. You might want to focus on an area you're certain about to prepare for your career, but there's also value in using the opportunity to explore different fields. I chose the latter and have spent the last nine months in a very diverse placement.
This placement has been broad in terms of the clients we accept and the ways we work with them. I've worked with various presentations, different people, and used multiple models and approaches. This diversity has been invaluable for me.
I have learnt a great deal, particularly with two placements: one in private practice and the other in NHS service. Comparing these two settings has provided invaluable insights into different ways of working. Exposure to multidisciplinary teams prevents me from becoming too entrenched in my own viewpoint, broadening my perspective, and is crucial for professional growth and adaptability moving forward.
There's a potential downside to selecting placements that don't challenge or expand one's experience. It's a double-edged sword; while comfortable placements may offer stability, they might lack the growth opportunities found in more challenging environments. It's a nuanced debate with valid points on both sides.
Khushbu: Sure, there is a balance to strike. Specializing in a particular area can deepen expertise, a hallmark of counselling psychologists. It allows for focused skill development and exploration of personal interests. However, it's also essential to maintain diversity in experience, as the field demands proficiency across various competencies, such as working across the lifespan. The beauty lies in finding that equilibrium between specialization and breadth of expertise.

Reflections on professional and personal growth as a Counselling Psychologist  
Khushbu: What was your expectation of the training when you started it and have there been any surprises that you had not anticipated?

Helena: I had a comprehensive overview of the course before applying, which was beneficial. However, there were still surprises along the way, particularly regarding the intensity of learning and personal development. The amount of processing and self-reflection required can be unexpectedly high, contributing to both mental exhaustion and significant personal growth, a testament to the depth and rigor of the training in counselling psychology.
I experienced the personal growth and self-reflection required of me as a trainee as a transformative journey that permeates every aspect of life. The experience can re-shape one's perspectives, values, and even identity over time. It's a profound and sometimes challenging process, but one that ultimately leads to greater self-awareness and professional efficacy.
Khushbu: I can relate to that. Your reflections underscore the profound impact of the training on personal development. The intensity of self-reflection, client interactions, and the demands of the course itself contribute to an accelerated growth trajectory. While it's a challenging and sometimes overwhelming experience, it's also immensely rewarding. The willingness to confront personal blind spots and discomfort is indeed integral to effective therapy, highlighting the importance of ongoing self-awareness and reflection in the profession.

Helena:  Absolutely, there's a profound reciprocity in the therapeutic relationship. As therapists, we ask our clients to trust us with their vulnerability, their pain, and their desire for change. It's only fair that we're willing to engage in a similar process of self-exploration and growth. By embracing our own vulnerability and confronting our own challenges, we not only model authenticity and courage for our clients but also deepen our capacity for empathy and understanding. It's a fundamental aspect of ethical and effective therapy practice.
Khushbu:  Personal therapy is a cornerstone of counselling psychology training, offering profound insights into both oneself and the therapeutic process. It's an experiential learning opportunity that provides invaluable perspective on what it means to be on the receiving end of therapy, shaping how we approach and engage with our clients.
Similarly, placements offer unique opportunities for growth and learning. While it may not always be immediately apparent how they contribute to our development, reflecting back, I often realize the significant impact they had on my professional journey. Trusting the process, even during moments of frustration or uncertainty, is essential. It allows us to fully engage with the learning opportunities presented and embrace the transformative potential of our training.

Helena: Absolutely, impostor syndrome is a common experience, particularly in professions like counselling psychology where the stakes feel high and the responsibility to clients is paramount. 
Khushbu: For sure, in those moments of doubt, trusting the process becomes essential. Recognizing that we are where we're meant to be, doing the work that's necessary for our growth and development, can provide reassurance and perspective. With time and experience, we come to realize that the journey unfolds as it should, and our confidence in ourselves and our abilities grows.
I guess the personal growth experienced during training not only equips us for working directly with clients but also prepares us for navigating diverse and often complex systems and collaborating with colleagues. While the initial focus may be on becoming proficient therapists, the reality of professional practice often involves engagement with broader organizational structures and interdisciplinary teams.
This realisation can be surprising for some, as the vision of being solely a therapist may evolve into a more multifaceted role. However, the skills and insights gained through personal growth during training serve as a solid foundation for effectively navigating these diverse professional landscapes. Embracing this broader perspective can enrich our practice and enhance our ability to positively impact both individual clients and the larger systems in which we work.

It's fascinating to see how the trajectory of counselling psychology has evolved, expanding beyond traditional therapy roles into diverse domains such as neuropsychology. This shift reflects both the growing recognition of counselling psychologists' skill sets and the increasing demand for their expertise in various contexts.
From my experience the value of diverse placements in training, provided opportunities for skill development and personal growth that extend beyond traditional therapy settings. These experiences have equipped me with the versatility and adaptability needed to thrive in roles that involve working within organizations and collaborating with staff groups.
Moreover, the emphasis on diversity within counselling psychology aligns with the profession's broader framework, emphasizing the importance of understanding and addressing the unique needs of diverse populations. This holistic approach ensures that counselling psychologists are well-prepared to navigate the complexities of modern healthcare systems and make meaningful contributions to individual and community well-being.

Representation of Counselling Psychology 

Helena:  Have there been any other surprises that have come along for you since qualifying?
Khushbu:  The challenges I faced during my training I think resonate with many aspiring counselling psychologists. The financial burden of unpaid placements and the necessity of funding personal therapy can create significant barriers to entry for individuals from diverse backgrounds. It's disheartening to see that these challenges persist even after three decades.
Financial barriers not only limit representation in psychology but also hinder understanding of the profession's breadth. Platforms like the PPN advocate for counselling psychology's recognition as a vital profession, not just an add-on. This supports diverse viewpoints and challenges misconceptions.
During my training, I often found myself as the first counselling psychologist in various placements. Overcoming scepticism required proving my capabilities through sharing experiences and finding supportive mentors. Fortunately, the landscape is changing. In my workplace now, counselling psychologists are valued and welcomed, signalling progress in recognising their contributions.

Helena: Absolutely, it's incredibly validating and encouraging when teams fully embrace the unique contributions of counselling psychology. It can often feel isolating to be the sole representative of your profession within a larger team, so hearing about the increasing presence of counselling psychologists in various settings is heartening.
This growing visibility not only highlights the value of counselling psychology but also fosters a sense of community and support among practitioners. Knowing that there are others who understand and appreciate the profession's distinct perspective can be immensely reassuring. It also underscores the importance of continued advocacy and awareness efforts to ensure that counselling psychology continues to be recognized and valued across various domains.

Khushbu:  A crucial point is the complementary nature of professions within the field of psychology. Counselling psychologists bring unique skills and perspectives that enrich interdisciplinary teams, rather than competing with or replacing other professionals. This inclusive approach fosters collaboration and recognizes the value of diverse expertise in addressing complex issues.
While it's heartening to see increasing appreciation for counselling psychology in leadership roles and within teams, it's important to remain mindful of the disparities that exist in access to training and opportunities across different regions. Ensuring that support and resources are available to individuals in all areas where counselling psychology programs may be limited is essential for promoting equity within the profession.

Helena: Absolutely, QCoP offers an alternative route to training in counselling psychology, providing flexibility for individuals who may not be able to access traditional university programs. However, the challenge of finding placements and navigating the journey as an independent trainee can indeed be daunting.
Khushbu: Perhaps, engaging in networks like the PPN can be invaluable for QCoP trainees, offering opportunities for support, networking, and professional development. By connecting with fellow practitioners and established counselling psychologists, QCoP trainees can access mentorship, guidance, and resources to navigate the challenges of training and practice.
Participation in professional networks not only provides practical support but also fosters a sense of community and belonging within the profession. It allows QCoP trainees to contribute their unique perspectives and experiences while also benefiting from the collective wisdom and expertise of the broader counselling psychology community.

Also, engaging with the division and attending conferences offers rewarding experiences for counselling psychologists. The sense of community at these events fosters professional networking and support, allowing psychologists to reconnect with their professional identity and meet like-minded individuals. Conferences also provide opportunities for professional development, access to cutting-edge research, and new perspectives on clinical practice. Overall, conferences serve as a source of inspiration, connection, and learning, contributing to both personal and professional growth in the field.
Looking ahead, I'm eagerly anticipating the upcoming 30th anniversary conference in Glasgow (3). It's a chance to celebrate the division's achievements over the past three decades and reaffirm our commitment to advancing counselling psychology. I'm hopeful that the conference will continue to provide opportunities for connection, learning, and growth, further strengthening our profession and community.

Helena Fitzpatrick: Absolutely, I couldn't agree more. The lineup of keynote speakers looks incredibly engaging, and I'm eager to hear their insights. Plus, the diverse range of talks and symposiums promises to offer something for everyone.
What's particularly exciting is the addition of the experiential element with the autism reality bus. This unique opportunity to physically experience what our clients go through adds a whole new dimension to the conference. It's a chance to deepen our understanding and empathy by stepping into their shoes, which aligns perfectly with the core principles of counselling psychology.
I think this year's conference will be a truly enriching experience, combining learning, networking, and a deeper understanding of our clients' lived experiences.
Links 
1- https://www.hcpc-uk.org/globalassets/resources/data/2023/edi/pyl/modalities/diversity-data-counselling-psychologist-modality-july-2023.xlsx 
2- https://www.bps.org.uk/qualification-counselling-psychology 
3- https://www.bps.org.uk/event/dcop-annual-conference-2024 
image1.jpeg
Psychological
Professions Network





