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Psychotherapists and State Regulation

Current arguments around the proposed regulation of psychotherapy as featured in your columns (“Psychotherapy rebels,” 3rd May and Response, 11th May) unhelpfully shoehorns the debate as to whether psychotherapy should, or should not, be regulated into the question of whether one is pro- or anti- statutory regulation by the Health Professions Council.  The implication is that, if you support regulation, it is regulation by the HPC, and if you are against the HPC, you are against regulation.


Many of us, registered psychotherapists under the current system, agree that the time has come for statutory regulation of psychotherapy.  We do not, however, agree that the HPC is the appropriate body – and for good reason.

The HPC is a body that overwhelmingly regulates practitioners concerned with aspects of physical health.  Chiropodists, podiatrists, dietitians, physiotherapists, hearing aid dispensers and occupational therapists are a fair representation of the professional mix.   On the whole, these professions use short-term interventions based on assessed procedures with fairly measurable outcomes.  Moreover, it is not uncommon for patients using these services to receive their ‘treatment’ from different individual practitioners, who are to some extent deemed interchangeable.  All this is so radically different from what is involved in psychotherapy as to throw up serious doubts as to how psychotherapy can possibly fit under an HPC umbrella.  
Fundamentally, psychotherapy works to heal the gaps and scars left by failures of relationship in early life, and its main tool lies in fostering a sensitive and attuned relationship between therapist and patient (or client).  It is a subjective process that works with complex internal processes of thought and feeling.   However, under the HPC psychotherapy would be a minority profession in a culture dominated by concerns as to measurability and throughputs.  Many psychotherapists fear that if we become regulated via the HPC the unique value of how we think about and engage with the human psyche for the well-being of patients will be severely compromised by a struggle to conform with a language and expectations developed to suit a health-care agenda that we are not part of and do not own.
For the other problem with HPC is that it significantly comprises professionals who work in the NHS, whereas very few psychotherapists are in this advantageous position.  This makes HPC conceptually ill-suited to oversee a profession which of necessity (since there are few psychotherapy posts in the NHS) largely comprises self-employed practitioners who have to be highly self-motivating and good at both self- and peer support.   Despite the HPC’s efforts to understand psychotherapy, it remains highly questionable as to whether an NHS-based regulatory body is psychologically and functionally able to integrate such a different organisational reality from its own.  There is a genuine risk that in being regulated through the HPC, psychotherapists come under pressure constantly to explain their difference rather than to focus on regulatory issues from their own professional perspective.

There is an alternative to regulation via the HPC.  This would be an independent regulatory and registration body along the lines of a Psychological Professions Council.  Self-regulation by the profession failed in the past because there was no statutory weight behind it, but instead of remedying this gap the previous Labour administration simply opted to dragoon the profession into the HPC.  An independent PPC is an option that remains to be developed – and one which has the potential to generate wider-ranging support within the profession than the current proposal.
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