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Aim/Purpose: This study aimed to explore qualified and practicing counsellors’ experience 
of ‘boundary’ in their practice to help inform counselling pedagogy. Boundaries are an 
integral part of counselling practice. Counsellors can often acknowledge their importance, 
but they can also struggle to articulate what they are or how they are used. Boundaries 
are often described in the literature as being essential for both client and counsellor 
safety, but it is the client’s safety that is often highlighted as the paramount concern. 
Arguably then, the fundamental aim of boundaries in counselling, according to the 
literature, is to ensure the safety of clients. However, no research has been undertaken to 
explore how counsellors understand and experience boundaries within their practice.  

Design/Methodology: Seven qualified and practicing counsellors of different modalities 
were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The interviews explored how 
participants understood and experienced boundaries. The interviews were transcribed and 
then analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).  

Ethical Approval: This research adhered to BACP ethical guidelines for researching 
counselling and psychotherapy. This study was also approved by the university’s ethics 
board. 

Results/Findings: This paper reports on the second set of findings for this study (the initial 
findings are reported elsewhere). This study found that describing their responses to 
boundary issues was much easier for participants than defining boundaries. Analysis 
identified that participants had specific boundary responses when faced with boundary 
issues. These responses have been collated to produce the Boundary Response Model 
(BRM). This model highlights the complex process that exists for participants when 
responding to boundary issues. Boundary responses were often underpinned by conscious 
and unconscious thoughts and feelings, which influenced the counsellors’ actions. 
Furthermore, self-protection for the counsellor was a significant theme throughout the 
responses. 

Research Limitations: This is a small-scale qualitative study therefore results cannot be 
generalised. The perspective of the client is also absent. 

Conclusions/Implications: This study has important implications for counselling pedagogy 
by arguing that counsellors and students require greater opportunities for reflection when 
faced with boundary issues, to ensure that their responses are open, transparent and 
client-centred. A reflective practice tool is also suggested. 
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