Codes of Ethics and Standards of Professional Conduct

of BCP registered psychotherapists:

psychoanalysts, analytical psychologists, psychoanalytic psychotherapists and child psychotherapists

A Guide

Introduction
All the institutions within the BCP are committed to the protection of the public and to ensuring that the highest standards of training, practice and conduct are maintained and regulated. Like other organisations that compile registers, such as the British Association for Counselling and the United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy, the BCP is concerned to make sure that psychotherapists, psychoanalysts, and analytical psychologists who are properly trained and qualified and accountable to reputable professional organisations for their conduct can be clearly identified.

To this end, the BCP requires that its constituent organisations meet rigorous and well-defined standards with regard to the selection, training, qualification, and professional conduct of practitioners. Each organisation admitted to membership of the BCP is required to have (a) a Code of Ethics that aims to protect the public by setting out appropriate ethical principles to underpin professional practice; (b) a Code of Professional Conduct that draws attention to aspects of best practice in the professional conduct of its members; and (c) a formal Procedure in the Event of a Complaint that includes provision for an appeal. These documents are available to members of the public upon written request. Since each constituent organisation has formulated and developed its own codes of ethics and professional conduct over the years, they all differ somewhat in wording, while being very similar in spirit and intentions.

This is a brief guide to the general principles that underlie the Codes of Ethics and standards of professional conduct that govern all the practitioners registered with the BCP.

Codes of Ethics

The BCP stipulates that each member organisation have a Code of Ethics – this is the set of rules, based on moral principles, that govern the conduct of BCP practitioners towards others, including their patients and their colleagues. This shared ethical stance, which values integrity, impartiality, and respect for people, underpins the various Codes of Conduct, such that psychotherapists and psychoanalysts will always hold the interest and welfare of patients as their primary concern.

When individuals seek professional psychotherapeutic help, they are looking for someone with professional expertise who will be non-judgemental, to whom they can speak in confidence. They are likely to be in a vulnerable and anxious state of mind, and because of this, the relationship with the professional is very likely to be experienced as intense and highly charged. It is the responsibility of the professional practitioner to keep this state of affairs constantly in mind. This not only avoids exploitation of a patient’s potential vulnerability, but also contributes significantly to the efficacy of the treatment.

It is up to the professional practitioner to take responsibility for setting the ground rules of the therapeutic relationship, which protect the interests of the patient and help the therapeutic work to proceed effectively. The standards of professional conduct enshrined in the codes of the various BCP member organisations are concerned with these ground rules.

Codes of Professional Conduct
These can best be summarised under a number of headings.

Professional Boundaries
It is essential that the relationship between the practitioner and patient be maintained on a strictly professional basis. Therefore, for example, a practitioner will seek to avoid all social contact and minimise other professional contact with the patient during treatment. Physical contact between practitioner and patient will be avoided, apart from a handshake. No sexual relationship will be entered into with the patient, or any member of the patient’s immediate family, or with anyone else close to the patient. Except with regard to agreed fees, there will be no financial dealing with a patient. Extreme care over all these matters will continue to be taken after the treatment has ended.

Patient Care and Confidentiality

The relationship between the patient and the psychoanalytic practitioner is a privileged one. The patient’s communications must be regarded as strictly confidential, except where it may be clinically or legally necessary to consult with other professionals. Wherever possible, this will be with the patient’s express consent. As well as refraining from deliberate breaches of confidentiality, practitioners will vigilantly guard against inadvertent breaches of confidentiality, for example in the safeguarding of patient records or in the dissemination of the results of research.

Psychoanalytic practitioners have a duty of care towards their patient, and so will have satisfied themselves that they are offering a form of treatment that is appropriate for the particular patient and that they are competent to carry out. They will refrain from practice when their physical or psychological condition, as a result of, say, alcohol, drugs, illness or personal stress, is such that their abilities or judgement are seriously impaired. They will hold a professional indemnity insurance that is sufficient to meet any legal claim that may be made against them in their work.

Personal Conduct

It follows from the Code of Ethics that practitioners will always behave in a considerate, courteous way to others, including patients, colleagues, and other professionals. They will be concerned not to bring either themselves or their professional association into disrepute. So, for example, they will not claim to have qualifications or capacities that they do not in fact possess.

Procedures in the Event of a Complaint

Each BCP member organisation has a written Procedure in the Event of a Complaint, which outlines clearly the disciplinary procedures that ensure that practitioners observe the requirements of the codes of their professional organisation. If, at the end of a complaints procedure, a member has been found to be in serious breach of one of the relevant codes, he or she may be removed from membership and consequently removed from the BCP register. The complaints procedure of all BCP organisations contains the provision that no member will be permitted to resign from membership while a complaint against him or her is being considered.

Further Information

The written procedures governing training, qualification, and standards of conduct required by a professional association, backed up by a clear Code of Ethics, provide both a helpful formal working structure for psychotherapists and also effective protection for the public. The BCP sets rigorous standards for its member organisations. However, as Joscelyn Richards (founding Chair of the BCP) has put it: ‘Things can, sadly, sometimes go wrong despite best endeavours to prevent this. When this is the case, the public can be assured that each practitioner on the BCP register is fully accountable to an organisation with comprehensive and clear codes of ethics and professional conduct that describe the responsibilities of the therapists, and with complaints and disciplinary procedures that include the sanction of striking the member off the membership list and hence off the register.’

If a situation should arise where a patient has an unresolved complaint against a BCP practitioner and would like to have it taken up by the professional organisation to which the practitioner is accountable, s/he should contact the Chair or Secretary of the Ethics Committee of that organisation. There are written procedures in all the BCP member organisations for complaints to be dealt with in a careful, thoughtful, and considerate manner. There is provision for an appeal to the BCP, if a patient feels that a member organisation’s formal procedures for dealing with a complaint have not been properly adhered to. If there is any query about those procedures and their implementation, an individual may get in touch with the BCP for further help and advice.
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