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The Statutory Regulation of Psychotherapists and Counsellors

Health Professions Council’s Consultation Questions and COSCA’s Outline Draft Response

Question One: Do you agree that the Register should be structured to differentiate between psychotherapists and counsellors? If not, why not?

· The clear legal advice obtained at COSCA’s request by HPC is that if there is no differentiation between counsellors and psychotherapists then there needs to be the same threshold education level for entry to the register for both counsellors and psychotherapists. If this was the case, it is very likely that the threshold education level would be raised to honours degree or post-graduate level. In COSCA’s view this level would exclude a large proportion of people from training as counsellors due to them not being eligible for entry to these levels of training programmes, despite the best efforts of educational providers.

· For the above reason, COSCA’s position is that it is prepared to accept that the Register is differentiated between psychotherapists and counsellors.

Question Two: Do you agree that the Register should not differentiate between different modalities? If not, why not?

· Due to the increasing number of modalities (currently circa 600) that have their own models, theories and research, it is COSCA’s view that this would be un-manageable from the outset due to the need to develop criteria for the acceptance of each title and the need to create separate sections on the Register for each one. In addition, in COSCA’s view, differentiating between different modalities would not add significantly to the protection of the public.

· For the above reasons, COSCA’s position is that the Register should not differentiate between different modalities. 

Question Three: Do you think that the Register should differentiate between practitioners qualified to work with children and young people and those qualified to work with adults? If yes, why? If not, why not?

· COSCA has consistently viewed working with children and young people as a specialism within counselling and psychotherapy for which additional training is required. 

· For the above reason, COSCA does not support the differentiation between the above practitioners.

Question Four: Do you agree that ‘psychotherapist’ should become a protected title? If not, why not?

COSCA agrees that ‘psychotherapist’ should become a protected title.

Question Five: Do you agree that ‘counsellor’ should become a protected title? If not, why not?

· COSCA agrees that ‘counsellor’ should become a protected title.

Question Six: Do you agree with the approach to dual registration outlined in the report? If not, why not?

· COSCA agrees with the above approach and supports the recommendation that those who use the protected titles should be registered as psychotherapists and/or counsellors. 

Question Seven: How appropriate are the draft criteria for voluntary transfers?

· COSCA is supportive of the recommendations for the transfer of voluntary registers to the Register. 

Question Eight: Do you have any comments on the outline process for identifying which registers should transfer?

· COSCA is supportive of the process outlined to identify which registers should transfer

· When the application process opens in 2010, COSCA will apply to have parts of its voluntary register approved by the Government for transfer onto the Register. Currently, COSCA has a high level of confidence that the parts of its voluntary register that it will hand over will meet the recommended criteria for transfer. The parts of COSCA’s voluntary register that COSCA intends to submit for transfer are as follows: Counsellor Member, Practitioner Member, Accredited Trainer (Diploma Level), Accredited Counsellor/Psychotherapist.

Question Nine: What evidence might an organisation holding a voluntary register provide in order to support their submission?

· COSCA’s view is that the kinds of evidence outlined in the report are appropriate and adequate for supporting submissions for transfer of voluntary registers onto the Register.

Question Ten: Do you agree that the grandparenting period for psychotherapists and counsellors should be set at two years in length?

· In COSCA’s view, most counsellors and psychotherapists in Scotland are already aware that statutory regulation will possibly be introduced in 2011. Given this knowledge, counsellors and psychotherapists could join a voluntary register in the lead up to statutory regulation being introduced, allowing them to avoid the use of the much more expensive and complex grandparenting route. COSCA’s new Counsellor Membership category has been introduced earlier this year to provide an accessible means for counsellors and psychotherapists to have their names entered on a voluntary register ahead of statutory regulation. This new category is already proving very popular with volunteer counsellors and counsellors who have recently completed diploma courses in counselling. Membership application forms for all categories of membership can be downloaded from the COSCA website (see under membership) www.cosca.org.uk. 

· In COSCA’s view, students on counselling courses that begin before 2011 and take more that two years to complete would not need to use the grandparenting route as they could apply directly to the Health Professions Council under the qualifications route. In other words, they could become registered without the need for the grandparenting route.

· Given the above reasons, COSCA is supportive of the grandparenting route being set at two years in length.  

Question Eleven: Do you think that the standards support the recommendation to differentiate between psychotherapists and counsellors?

· The vast majority of standards (49) are common to both counsellors and psychotherapists with just three applicable specifically to psychotherapists with a further two relevant only to counsellors. The standards specific to psychotherapists include competencies connected to the understanding, diagnosing and treatment of severe mental disorder. The standards specific to counsellors include competencies connected to the understanding of theories and research on mental health and well-being, and being able to use these to inform practice.

· COSCA acknowledges that the above separate standards for counsellors and psychotherapists were arrived at by the Professional Liaison Group without reference to research evidence. They were produced as the minimum standards for the safe and effective practice of counsellors and psychotherapists at the point of their entry to the Register. As such, they may be exceeded e.g. a counsellor could be trained in a training programme that exceeds the threshold standards. However, despite the possibility that from research evidence the work of counsellors and psychotherapists cannot be differentiated along the above lines, the Professional Liaison Group (PLG) needed to differentiate in some way between counsellors and psychotherapists in order that different threshold educational levels could be set for counsellors and psychotherapists. The decision to differentiate using the above standards of proficiency was, in effect, a pragmatic one rather than one based on either established fact or research findings. It is also quite feasible to consider that there may be no cogent research evidence that could be produced that would differentiate the work of counsellors from that of psychotherapists under any other standards of proficiency. 

· Given the above reasons, COSCA is supportive of the use of the above standards of proficiency to differentiate the work of counsellors from that of psychotherapists. 

Question Twelve: Do you think that the standards are set at the threshold level for safe and effective practice? If not, why not?

· Feedback from attendees at a recent meeting of the COSCA Validated Diploma Providers/Trainers Forum indicated that most of the standards of proficiency for counsellors are already contained in their diploma courses in counselling. Any standards that are not already included will be implemented by the training providers at the next delivery of the course without much anticipated difficulty. 

· COSCA currently does not validate training programmes in psychotherapy per se, and so does not have first hand knowledge of whether the standards of proficiency specific to psychotherapists are currently being delivered. It will be a matter for HPC to judge whether current training programmes in psychotherapy cover dealing with people with severe and enduring mental health disorders. Otherwise, clients could be put at risk.

· Given the above reasons, COSCA’s view is that the standards of proficiency for counsellors are set at the threshold level for safe and effective practice, but that further investigation of current recognised and approved training programmes in psychotherapy needs to be carried out to be assured that all those completing these training programmes are competent to work with the above clients immediately following the completion of their training.

Question Thirteen: Are the draft standards applicable across modalities and applicable to work with different client groups? 

· COSCA’s view is that the common draft standards and the separate standards for counsellors are applicable across modalities and to work with different client groups.  If the separate standards of proficiency for psychotherapists prove to be contained in approved training programmes (see above), then these would also be applicable. 

Question 14: Do you think there are any standards, which should be added, amended or removed?

· In the generic standards, the language that is sometimes used is more appropriate to specifically health professionals. COSCA urges that in the HPC’s current review of these generic standards that account is taken of the fact that many counsellors and psychotherapists do not work specifically in a health setting or in the National Health Service. Account should also be taken in respect of these generic standards of the fact that many counsellors and psychotherapists are not full time professionals but instead work on a part-time basis as volunteer counsellors in a wide range of settings. 

Question 15: Do you agree that the level of English language proficiency should be set at level 7.0 of the International English Language Testing System (EL TS) with no element below 6.5 or equivalent?

· It has been stated many times by HPC that statutory regulation of a profession does not intend to unfairly disadvantage one group over another. Therefore, it is COSCA’s strongly held view that particular consideration needs to be given to counsellors and psychotherapists from the deaf community in respect of meeting the above level of English language proficiency. COSCA is currently awaiting a briefing from the Scottish Council on Deafness to further inform it’s understanding of how English language proficiency should be measured for the deaf community. 

· With the above proviso, COSCA is supportive of the above level of English language proficiency being set at level 7.0 of the Internaional English Language Testing System.

Question 16: Do you agree that the threshold educational level for entry to the Register for counsellors should be set at level 5 on the National Qualifications Framework (SCQF level 8/9)? If not, why not?

· The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) maps training programmes across Scotland using levels and credits. For example, the COSCA Counselling Skills Certificate is mapped at SCQF Level 7 with SCQF 40 credits. This course is at the same SCQF level as an HNC course. SCQF 8 is at HND level and SCQF 9 is at Ordinary Degree level on SCQF. For further information on SCQF, please see its website. www.scqf.org.uk 

· COSCA believes that for the continuation of highly valuable counselling services to the Scottish public the threshold level for entry to the register must be set at a level that is realistic and obtainable by most of these counsellors, while not disregarding the interests of public protection, which is the primary driver of statutory regulation.

· COSCA agrees that the threshold educational level for entry to the Register should be set at SCQF level 8/9. Higher than this would be at Honours Degree level (SCQF level 10) and would probably prevent delivery of counselling training courses by the Further Education Sector and also exclude a significant number of people who would not be eligible for entry to courses at this level and above. 

Question 17: Do you agree that the threshold educational level for entry to the register for psychotherapists should be set at level 7 on the National Qualifications Framework (SCQF level 11)? If not, why not?

· SCQF level 11 is at Masters Degree level on the SCQF and is at post graduate level.

· Providing that the specific standards of proficiency for psychotherapists recommended in the PLG report will be applied, COSCA agrees that SCQF level 11 should be set at the threshold educational level for entry to the register for psychotherapists.

Question 18: Do you have any comments about the potential impact of the PLG’s recommendations and the potential impact of statutory regulation?

· COSCA’s view is that the above recommendations and statutory regulation may impact negatively on the Scottish public’s access to high quality counselling services. These services may reduce because of the additional resource implications of training counsellors and psychotherapists (paid and volunteer) and of HPC registration. From research carried out by the University of Edinburgh (Bondi et al, 2003), COSCA knows that there are around 2,100 counsellors in the voluntary sector who will be affected by statutory regulation. HPC registration fees for all these counsellors will need to be paid annually, amounting to a vast increase in the costs of delivering counselling across Scotland. 

The level and kind of training by some of the leading counselling agencies in the voluntary sector will need to be raised significantly in the future to meet the threshold educational level under regulation. Writing new training materials will take time and incur costs. The delivery costs of training new recruits post regulation will also increase due to the additional training hours needed to deliver the standards of proficiency in the PLG report. In some cases, these costs will rise to over £5,000 per trainee. COSCA is concerned that unless Government funding is made available to cover the additional costs associated with statutory regulation, a significant number of services being delivered, especially by smaller voluntary sector counselling organisations, may be reduced or cease to exist altogether.

· COSCA is also concerned that individual counsellors and psychotherapists who have been practising prior to more formal training programmes being available, and who are not eligible for membership of voluntary registers, are not excluded from statutory registration due to the substantial costs of the grandparenting route.

· Regarding Diploma Courses in counselling post-regulation, COSCA has concerns that the current rich diversity of different kinds of training programmes at diploma level may be reduced over time post regulation. Unless clear messages of substantial support and understanding from HPC and Government are delivered to smaller training providers, COSCA believes that the diploma training currently delivered in the statutory, voluntary and for profit sectors may gradually be reduced to only statutory sector provision, thus reducing choice and accessibility of training courses for students across Scotland.

Question 19: Do you have any comments about the potential implications of this work on the future regulation of other groups delivering psychological therapies?

· Over the last two years, COSCA has been a member of the Scottish Government’s Extending Professional Regulation Implementation Group. This Group contributed to the UK Department of Health’s Extending Professional Regulation Working Group. 

· COSCA considers that the other groups delivering psychological therapies have been covered in the recent report from the above UK Working Group: Extending Professional and Occupational Regulation.
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