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Contemporary Issues in Counselling in the Prisons Service

Workshop Lead: Peter Storr, York St John University

1. Confidentiality Issues

Delegates were reminded that either the Home Office or the NHS (depending on the organisation) have ‘the whip hand’ when it comes to confidentiality issues, even though counsellors will be attentive to their own professional ethical framework (such as the BACP Ethical Framework for Good Practice in Counselling & Psychotherapy). Any and all notes are likely to be viewed as the property of the prison. Most counsellors prefer, therefore, to make only brief, factual notes. The record of a session might be as brief as ‘Seen for counselling’. It is advisable for counsellors to obtain clarity from their employer or line manager about limits to confidentiality, including ownership  and possible readership of notes.

The written contract with the client should include a clear statement of limits to confidentiality. The ultimate sanction lies with the prison Governor, who can exclude a counsellor who does not comply with the regulations of the institution.

One suggestion was that the Counselling in Prisons Network may be in a position to fix confidentiality limits with the Home Office for counsellors working in prison settings.

It was acknowledged that the need to attend to rules and regulations imposed by a non-counselling organisation can create tensions and conflicts – even to the point of calling into question the professional standing of a counsellor whose loyalty to a set of principles may seem to be being challenged. It is desirable for employers to be aware of the kinds of ethical tensions which may arise for the counsellor.

Some of the experienced counsellors expressed the thought that the necessary compromises were worthwhile, when they can be seen as “for the greater good”.

2. Contracting and information-sharing 
The importance of having a strong contract was underlined. A range of possible scenarios was outlined which a contract might need to cover, including the likely response of the counsellor to information from the client about criminal activity (such as money-laundering), about self-harm or suicide risk, sexual abuse, terrorist activity, and about possible breaches of security – e.g. an offender conducting an ‘affair’ with a prison officer.

It was suggested that counsellors needed to address these questions in drawing up a contract:

Is it effective?

Does it provide safety to all parties?

Are issues of multi-agency working addressed?

Whose interests are being served?

Some counsellors provide information on clients when it comes to outcome (e.g. parole) meetings and boards – generally discussing in advance with the client what the report will contain.

It was suggested that the 5-Year Strategy should develop a framework which guides the counsellor and client through the process from initial referral to outcome meetings and information sharing.

3. Collusion and challenge

Delegates recognized the wholly understandable motivation on the part of offenders to use ‘the system’ (including counselling) to their best advantage. The word ‘manipulative’ has to be seen in the context of individuals who have little control over their own situation and who want and need to have some control. The counsellor needs to be alert to how this is manifested. In some cases, inmates might have learned the right terms (e.g. the ‘buzz words’ used in CBT), which can mask an attempt to win the counsellor over or fail to talk about the real issues.

The counsellor often needs to challenge clients’ beliefs. There can be problems when inexperienced counsellors use supportive interventions without sufficient challenge. This can lead to clients feeling that their (unhelpful) beliefs and attitudes are being reinforced. Demonstrating congruence may be hard for a new counsellor. Strong supervision for the counsellor is important. Managers need to understand the importance of clinical as opposed to managerial supervision. Counsellors need to be aware of the limits to their competence.

In this respect it is important to communicate a clear idea of what effective counselling really is (i.e. much more than simply ‘reflecting back’). 

Transparency in the first session is critical. For example, the rule about the counsellor taking nothing into or out of the prison should be explicitly referred to. 

4. Other issues

The discussion briefly touched on assessment of clients – how it is done and which clients are allocated to which counsellor – and initial training of counsellors. The training question links to questions of safety, induction, shadowing, and learning to cooperate with other staff (such as chaplains). Counsellors need special support when transferring their practice from outside to inside prisons.
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