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I felt ashamed for needing to 

see a therapist in the first place

 I felt powerless to do anything I didn’t have the confidence to complain

Professional organisations don’t take allegations 

of malpractice seriously It would have been my 

word against the therapist’s











 

 

 

 









 

 

 









 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 









 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

 

 





 

 

 





 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 







 

 

 

 





 

 

 

 







 

 

 

 





 

 

 







 

 



 

 

 

 





 

 

 





 

 





















































 

 



 

 



 



 

 

 

 





 

 

 

 

 

 











Individual members and organisational members by year 
 
 

Year Individual 
members 

Organisational 
members 

Total 
membership 

Organisational 
members as % 
of total 

1997 14344 837 15181 5.5 

1998 15521 912 16333 5.5 

1999 16154 959 17113 5.6 

2000 16449 924 17373 5.3 

2001 17137 960 18097 5.3 

2002 18726 1082 19808 5.5 
2003 20575 1093 21668 5.0 

2004 21812 1137 22949 4.9 

2005 23197 1157 24354 4.7 

2006 25049 1153 26202 4.4 

2007 26957 1155 28112 4.3 

 
 
 
Gender split of members 
 
It is not possible to obtain accurate figures from BACP regarding gender for each 
year as these details are only available for current members throughout the period 
of their membership. 
 
 
Year Female Male Unknown Total Male 

members % 
of total 

1997 5193 1031 3 6227 16.6 

1998 6168 1189 4 7361 16.2 
1999 7196 1370 4 8570 16.0 

2000 8158 1559 5 9722 16.0 

2001 9710 1829 5 11544 15.8 
2002 11765 2249 6 14020 16.0 

2003 13956 2676 6 16638 16.1 

2004 16251 3167 7 19425 16.3 

2005 18330 3560 8 21898 16.3 

2006 20360 3947 8 24315 16.2 
2007 22966 4404 13 27383 16.1 

 
 
 
 
  



 
 
Accredited members by year 
 
 

Year Accredited 
counsellor/ 
psychotherapist 

Accredited 
supervisor 

Total accredited 
members 

Accredited 
members as % 
of total 
membership 
 

1997 1491 74 1565 10.9 
1998 1877 78 1955 12.7 

1999 2333 94 2427 15.0 

2000 2682 115 2797 17.0 
2001 3232 156 3388 19.8 

2002 4009 214 4223 22.6 
2003 4669 233 4902 23.8 

2004 5220 247 5467 25.1 

2005 6026 258 6284 27.1 

2006 6338 270 6608 26.4 

2007 6848 297 7145 26.5 

 
 
All figures courtesy of BACP. 
 





Why don't people complain about poor or harmful experiences of 

counselling? 

About the research project 

 

This research project aims to explore the reasons why some people who have 

experienced poor or harmful counselling do not make a formal complaint to a 

professional body. It is aimed at users of counselling or psychotherapy in the UK. 
The project comprises two parts: an online questionnaire to analyse the variety of 

reasons that people do not complain; and face-to-face interviews in order to 

explore in depth people's experiences of not complaining. It is hoped that the 

project will result in findings that can inform the development of ethical codes and 
complaints procedures for professional bodies in counselling and psychotherapy. 

 

 

About the researcher 
 

Clare Symons is a Lecturer in Psychodynamic Counselling at the University of 

Leicester and also works as a counsellor in private practice. She is an accredited 

member of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy. This research 
project forms part of her research towards a PhD in Counselling and Psychotherapy. 

 

 

About the questionnaire 

 
The survey takes around 15 minutes to complete. When paper questionnaires are 

returned, answers are input to a computer database in order to facilitate analysis. 

All data collected will be held anonymously and securely. 

 
At the end of the survey you will be asked if you are willing to be interviewed for 

the second stage of the research project. If you agree to this you will be asked for 

contact information. All personal details you submit will be held confidentially and 

will not be added to the computer database.  For this reason, once your responses 
have been added to the database you will not be able to withdraw them. 

 

By completing and returning this questionnaire you consent to your questionnaire 

responses being used in this research. 

 
 

Researcher contact details: Clare Symons, University of Leicester, Vaughan College, 

St Nicholas Circle, LE1 4LB. Tel: 0116 242 2602 

email: complaintsresearch@le.ac.uk 
 

mailto:complaintsresearch@le.ac.uk


Throughout the survey the questions will refer to 'therapy' and 'therapist' rather 

than counselling, psychotherapy or any other form of psychological therapy. 

 

 

About you 
 

 

Please indicate where you live from one of the following options: 

 

 United Kingdom and Northern 

Ireland 

 Other Americas 

 Republic of Ireland  Asia 

 Europe (excluding ROI and UK)  Africa 

 United States  Australasia 

 Canada   

 

 

 
Please indicate whether you are: 

 

 Female  Male 

 
 

 

Please indicate your age group from one of the following: 

 

 Under 18 years  41 – 50 

 18 – 20  51 – 60 

 21 – 30  61 – 70 

 31 - 40  71 or over 

 

 

 
4. If you currently work within the field of psychological therapies, please 

indicate which of the following statements apply: 

 

 I work as a counsellor/psychotherapist or as a professional in a related 

field in psychological therapy (please specify below) 

 

 I am training to work within psychological therapy (please specify 

below) 
 

 I do not work within psychological therapy 
 

 
 

If you indicated that you work within or are training to work within psychological 

therapies, please specify the nature of the work: 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 
 

 



Please indicate which of the following statements applied at the time of the 

therapy: 

 

 I worked as a counsellor/psychotherapist or as a professional in a 

related field in psychological therapy (please specify below) 

 

 I was training to work within psychological therapy (please specify 

below) 

 

 I did not work within psychological therapy 

 

 

 
If you indicated that you worked within or were training to work within 

psychological therapies, please specify the nature of the work: 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

 
 

About your therapist and the therapy 

 

Please think about an experience of personal therapy that was poor or harmful to 
you. If you have had more than one such experience then please choose a time 

with one therapist for the purposes of this questionnaire. 

 

 
6. Please indicate whether your therapist was 

 

 Female  Male 

 

 
 

Please indicate the type of professional role that your therapist had in the work with 

you: 

 

 Don’t know  Clinical psychologist 

 Counsellor  Counselling psychologist 

 Psychotherapist  Family therapist 

 Psychiatrist  Psychoanalyst 

 Other – please specify: 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 



8.  Please indicate whether your therapist was a member of a professional body 

 

 Yes (please specify below) 

 No 

 Don’t know 

 

If yes, please specify which: 

 

 Don’t know which 

 Association of Christian Counsellors (ACC) 

 Association of Child Psychotherapists (ACP) 

 British Association for Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies 

(BABCP) 

 British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) 

 British Association for the Person Centred Approach (BAPCA) 

 British Association for Sexual and Relationship Therapy (BASRT) 

 British Infertility Counselling Association (BICA) 

 British Psychoanalytic Council (BPC) 

 British Psychological Society (BPS) 

 Counsellors and Psychotherapists in Primary Care (CPC) 

 COSCA (Counselling and Psychotherapy in Scotland) 

 Federation of Drug and Alcohol Professionals (FDAP) 

 Irish Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP) 

 Play Therapy UK (PTUK) 

 Royal College of Psychiatrists (RCP) 

 United Kingdom Association for Humanistic Psychology Practitioners 

(UKAHPP) 

 United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP) 

 Other – please specify: 

 

 

 

 

 

What was the setting for therapy? 
 

 NHS setting 

 University or college counselling service 

 Telephone counselling (if the therapy usually took place by phone) 

 Therapist’s private practice 

 Online counselling (if the therapy usually took place online) 

 Voluntary organisation 

 Other – please specify: 

 

 

 

How frequent were your therapy sessions? 

 

 less than once per month  2 sessions per week 

 once per month  3 sessions per week 

 1 session every 2 weeks  4 sessions per week 

 1 session per week  5 sessions per week 

 Other – please specify: 

 
 

  

 



How long ago did the therapy end? 

 

 The therapy is ongoing  between 2 years and 5 years 
ago 

 less than 6 months ago  between 5 years and 10 years 
ago 

 between 6 months and 1 year 
ago 

 between 10 years and 20 years 
ago 

 between 1 year and 2 years ago 
 

 over 20 years ago 

 
 

Approximately how long did the therapy last from the first session to the final? If 

the therapy is ongoing, please indicate the length of time from when you started to 

see the therapist. 
 

 One session 

 

 between 1 year and 2 years 

 between one session and 2 

months 

 between 2 years and 5 years 

 between 2 months and 6 

months 

 between 5 years and 10 years 

 between 6 months and 1 year 

 

 over 10 years 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Reasons for not making a formal complaint 

 

Have you ever made a formal complaint about a poor or harmful experience of 
therapy? 

 

 Yes No  

 
 

If yes, please give brief details of who you complained to and the outcome of your 

complaint: 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 



14. Below are listed a variety of personal feelings that might affect whether 

someone brings a complaint. With reference to your own experience, please 

indicate the degree to which each statement was a reason you did not bring a 

formal complaint. 

 
 Strongly 

disagree 
disagree Neutral / 

unsure 
agree Strongly 

agree 

a. I didn’t trust my own view of what 
had happened 

 
 

 

    

b. I felt too ashamed 

 

 

 

 

    

c. I felt powerless to do anything 
 

 
 

 

    

d. I didn’t want my therapist to get into 

trouble 

 

 

 

    

e. My therapist made me believe that 

what happened was OK 

 

 
 

    

f. I felt stupid for getting myself into 

this situation in the first place 

 

 

 

    

g. I didn’t know that I could complain to 

anyone 

 

 
 

    

h. I would have felt disloyal to my 
therapist if I had complained 

 
 

 

    

i. I didn’t realise that what had 

happened to me was wrong 

 

 
 

    

j. I felt ashamed for needing to see a 
therapist in the first place 

 
 

 

    

k. I didn’t know how to make a 

complaint 

 

 

 

    

l. In spite of everything, my therapist 

had tried to help me and I would have 
felt ungrateful if I made a complaint 

     

m. I couldn’t think clearly about what 

had happened to me and was not able 

to explain it to anyone 

     

n. I blamed myself for what happened 

 

 

 
 

    

o. I didn’t have the confidence to 
complain 

 
 

 

    

p. My therapist was basically a good 

person who made a mistake and 
deserved another chance 

     

 
 

 

  



Below are listed a variety of external circumstances that might affect whether 

someone brings a complaint. With reference to your own experience, please 

indicate the degree to which each statement was a reason you did not bring a 

formal complaint. 

 
 Strongly 

disagree 
disagree Neutral / 

unsure 
agree Strongly 

agree 

I would have been judged by others  
 

 

    

b. I have no proof of what happened  

 

 

    

c. I wanted mediation instead of making 
a formal complaint 

 
 

 

    

d. I was not able to get the information 

I needed from the relevant organisation  

     

e. My therapist knew a lot of personal 

details about me and I was afraid that 

he/she would disclose them 

     

f. I would not have been believed  
 

 

    

g. I didn’t want to make a formal 

complaint, I just wanted my therapist to 

say sorry 

     

h. There would have been no point 

complaining because the therapist 
would still get away with it 

     

i. I would have been blamed for what 

happened to me 

 

 

 

    

j. I was afraid that my therapist would 

say that I was mad if I complained 

 

 
 

    

k. My situation did not fit in with the 
complaints procedure 

 
 

 

    

l. The organisation would have covered 

up what happened 

 

 

 

    

m. I was too afraid of the consequences 
to me of complaining 

 
 

 

    

n. It would have been my word against 

the therapist’s 

 

 

 

    

o. I missed the time limit for making a 

complaint 

 

 
 

    

p. Professional organisations don’t take 

allegations of malpractice seriously 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 
  



If you have any other reasons for not making a formal complaint that are not 

mentioned in this questionnaire, please list these below: 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
 

 

 

 
 

If you have any other remarks that you would like to add at this stage, please write 

them below: 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

 

  



Thank you for answering the survey questions. Information follows about the 

second stage of the research project. 

 

The second stage of the research project involves voluntary participation in face-to-

face interviews. If you agree to be interviewed, the interview will be audio recorded 
and will last approximately 45 -- 60 minutes. It is planned that interviews will take 

place from January 2009 onwards, at a mutually convenient time and in a neutral, 

non-counselling setting. The main focus of the interview will be on your reasons for 

not pursuing a formal complaint rather than on what happened with your therapist. 
The researcher will not raise an official complaint against your therapist on your 

behalf, but can give you information about appropriate agencies that can offer help 

and support if this is how you wish to proceed. 

 
 

Please indicate whether you are willing to participate in a face-to-face interview: 

 

 Yes  No 

 
 

If you have answered yes, please leave your name and email address or contact 

telephone number below. The researcher will contact you in order to give you 

further information and to answer any questions you may have about the interview 
stage of the research project. An interview will be arranged only if you are happy to 

proceed. 

 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Thank you 

If you have any questions about the research, please do not hesitate to contact the 

researcher by email at complaintsresearch@le.ac.uk 
 

If you feel distressed in any way by participating in this research and would like 

some support to help you, please consider contacting one of the following 

organisations. 
 

Citizens Advice Bureaux provide free, independent and confidential advice. Visit 

their web site at http://citizensadvice.org.uk to find your local office. 

 
For emotional support in complete confidence, you can contact Samaritans. Their 

number is 08457 90 90 90 and is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If 

you prefer, you can email them at jo@samaritans.org. 

 

Thank you again for taking the time to contribute to this research.  
 

 

  

http://citizensadvice.org.uk/




http://www.mentalhealthforum.net/
http://www.uncommonforum.com/
http://www.talk-depression.org.uk/
http://www.ukdepression.co.uk/
http://www.ourdepressionboard.net/
http://www.anxietyforum.net/
http://www.anxiety-panic-attacks-phobias.co.uk/
http://www.anxietyzone.com/
http://www.anxietysupport.org.uk/
http://www.social-anxiety.org.uk/
http://www.aest.org.uk/support_forums
http://www.svox.org.uk/
http://www.geocities.com/Hotsprings/1124/Support/tasfaq.html
http://www.time-to-change.org.uk/


Dear psychotherapist, 
  
Please forgive me for contacting you in this unsolicited way. I found your details on the 
'find a therapist' section of the [professional organisation] web site and am writing to let 
you know about a research project that you may wish to be involved with. If you are not 
interested in the project, there is no need to respond - I will not store your email address 
and I will send no further emails. 
  
This research, part-funded by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 
aims to explore the reasons why someone who has experienced poor or harmful therapy 
might not make a formal complaint to a professional body. The project has been given 
ethical approval by the University of Leicester. I am hoping to reach as many potential 
participants as possible and with this in mind I am asking you to help in any of the 
following ways.  
  
Please volunteer to take part in the project. If you have experienced poor or harmful 
therapy and have not made a formal complaint you may be interested in participating in 
the project yourself. If so, please complete the online questionnaire which can be accessed 
at  http://www.survey.bris.ac.uk/leicester/whynocomplaint . 
Please forward this email to any relevant contacts. The project is open to anyone who 
has had a poor experience of counselling or psychotherapy and has not complained, and I 
am hoping to reach as wide a range of potential participants as possible. I would be 
grateful if you could forward this email to anyone you know who you feel might be 
interested in the research. 
If you have any questions about the project, please do not hesitate to contact me either by 
replying to this email or by telephone on 0116 242 2602.  
With thanks and best wishes,               
Clare 
Clare Symons 
Lecturer in Psychodynamic Counselling 
The University of Leicester 
Vaughan College 
St Nicholas Circle 
Leicester 
LE1 4LB 
0116 242 2602 

https://securewebmail.le.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=f9f125f350074ef9a7d5c30472405d4e&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.survey.bris.ac.uk%2fleicester%2fwhynocomplaint


Why don’t people complain about experiences of poor or harmful 

counselling? 

 

Interviewee Consent Form 

 

You have already completed a questionnaire as part of this research project 

and have volunteered to participate as an interviewee.  This document gives 

further details about the project and the nature of your involvement as a 

participant in order that you can be as informed as possible about taking 

part. 

 

 

About the research project 

 

This research project aims to explore the reasons why some people who 

have experienced poor or harmful counselling do not make a formal 

complaint to a professional body.  It is aimed at users of psychological 

therapy in the UK. The project comprises two parts: an online questionnaire 

to analyse the variety of reasons that people do not complain; and face-to-

face interviews in order to explore in depth people’s experiences of not 

complaining.  It is hoped that the project will result in findings that can 

inform the development of ethical codes and complaints procedures of 

professional bodies in counselling and psychotherapy. 

 

 

About the researcher 

 

Clare Symons is a Lecturer in Psychodynamic Counselling at the University 

of Leicester and also works as a counsellor in private practice.  She is an 

accredited member of the British Association for Counselling and 

Psychotherapy.  This research project forms part of her research towards a 

PhD in Counselling and Psychotherapy. 

 

 

About the interviews 

 

You are being asked to participate in an interview of approximately 45 - 60 

minutes with the researcher.  This interview will be audio recorded and 

transcribed by a research assistant in order to aid analysis of the themes 

raised in the interview. You will be asked to speak about your reasons for 

not raising a formal complaint against your therapist and your thoughts 

about what might have helped you to bring a complaint if you so wished. 



 

 

Confidentiality 

 

All information relating to you in this study will be held confidentially.  This 

means that every effort will be made to protect your identity and 

information that you disclose. Only the researcher, research supervisors and 

research assistant will have access to the audio recording and transcript. 

 

In exceptional circumstances, if the researcher has concerns about serious 

risk to you or to others she may have to consider passing on information to 

other appropriate parties.  In these circumstances she would seek your 

consent to disclose the relevant information if at all possible, but if this is 

not possible and the danger is sufficiently acute, she may have to pass on 

the information directly. 

 

It is intended that findings from the research will be written up for a formal 

report, a PhD thesis, conference papers and journal articles.  It is likely that 

quotes from interviews will be used as part of these written materials. 

Identifying information will be disguised in order to ensure confidentiality.  

Copies of any such materials can be made available to you prior to 

publication for your feedback and comments – please ask the researcher 

about this. You may withdraw from the study at any point prior to 

publication of results and in this case all your interview data will be 

destroyed. 

 

 

Information and support 

 

The researcher recognises that this is a sensitive topic and it is possible that 

you may feel uncomfortable or distressed during the interview.  While the 

researcher will make every effort to conduct the interview in a sensitive 

manner, she will not offer you counselling.  Please let the researcher know if 

you wish to stop the interview at any time.  If you feel you would like 

additional support after the interview, the researcher will be happy to think 

with you about where might access such support.  In addition, the 

researcher will not pursue an official complaint against your therapist on 

your behalf, but can give you information about appropriate agencies that 

can offer help and support if this is how you wish to proceed. 

 

If you have any complaint about the research project or your treatment as 

a participant you should, if possible, first raise your concerns with the 

researcher. If this proves unsatisfactory, then you should contact the 

research supervisor Professor Sue Wheeler (0116 252 5918). If you are still 

unhappy then the matter will be referred to the relevant University Faculty 
Board and an investigation will follow. 



 

 

 

 

I (Name)…………………………………… ………………………  have read and understood 

the details above and agree to take part in the research study. 

 

 
Signed  ………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Address: ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Telephone:…………………………………………Email: ……………………………………………… 

Date:…………………………………… 

 

Researcher contact details: Clare Symons, University of Leicester, Vaughan 

College, St Nicholas Circle, LE1 4LB. Tel: 0116 251 7368  email: 

complaintsresearch@le.ac.uk 

 

  

mailto:complaintsresearch@le.ac.uk


Interview 12  

 

Q So if it’s OK to start then, I just wonder if you can tell me a little bit about how it is you 

came not to complain about the experience you’re thinking about. 

 

A Gosh, there were so many reasons. I won’t describe these but it was a number of 

things that happened over the course of time and I think my first feeling was to try and sort it 

out with the therapist and try and repair the relationship, and so initially complaining didn’t 

enter my head, it was to put things right. As things progressed it was clear that that wasn’t 

happening. There were a number of things....well I suppose all the way through my real hope 

was to try and put things right, so in a sense I didn’t actually want to go down the complaint 

route, I didn’t want to sort of....because I’d been in long term therapy, I’d been with her for 5 

years, part group, part one to one, and I’d sort of thought if I make a complaint about this, 

there’s been good stuff and I’ll lose the good stuff, so there was real....those sorts of personal 

reasons. Also, my head was in such a muddle, you know, I tried sort of writing down the things 

I wished to complain about and it just looked so jumbled. It’s not like a medical thing, you 

know, you’re going to have your right leg chopped off and they chop off the left one.... 

 

Q Yes, it’s not tangible. 

 

A No. And because it was several things it was....I mean there were certain tangible 

things but it took a while to settle really to kind of work out what they were. So actually 

framing the complaint was difficult. But I think above all I was really frightened because it 

felt....I mean I’m a therapist myself so I know on the other side how I would feel if it happened 

to me, it would be awful, but it’s interesting, as the client it sort of felt like all the power was 

on her side. I felt like if I made a complaint she had written material, things that I’d done over 

time, and I wasn’t clear what sort of material she would be able to bring out in her defence 

and whether I would end up feeling under attack. And then the other thing was that all of the 

adjudications are printed in the BACP journal and I was in therapy as part of my MSc training 

so I mean I wasn’t sort of secret about the fact that I was there, a lot of people knew the name 

of my therapist and I didn’t see that if the adjudication was printed out that it would be 

confidential, I felt there would be plenty of people who could easily identify me because, you 

know, either because I’d spoken about how I was in therapy with her because I’d spoken to 

people along the way about my problems, so it really felt quite threatening. And I phoned the 

BACP for some advice but they weren’t exactly helpful. So I sort of really sort of   





- 



















http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-476108/Therapist-seduced-patients-turned-sex-slaves.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-476108/Therapist-seduced-patients-turned-sex-slaves.html


http://www.aoir.org/reports/ethics.pdf












http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2007/jan/28/politics.health




























http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/may/27/gay-conversion-therapy-patrick-strudwick?INTCMP=SRCH
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/may/27/gay-conversion-therapy-patrick-strudwick?INTCMP=SRCH







