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Why Equality and Diversity Matter in Counselling 
 

Ethics 

We live in a diverse society, and – in order to counsel ethically and effectively – it 

is important that we are mindful of how diversity and difference impact on our 

clients, our profession, our own lives and the therapeutic relationships we form 

with clients. This understanding helps us to navigate and work with the challenges 

and the benefits that naturally exist within a diverse society. 

 

Law 

Apart from the ethical imperative to understand the impact of diversity and 

difference, there is also a legal responsibility to keep up-to-date with and ‘give 

conscientious consideration to the law and how we fulfil any legal requirements 

concerning our work’ (BACP, 2018, p. 20); this includes laws relating to equality, 

diversity and inclusion. 

 

Effectiveness 

While different elements of diversity can strongly influence how we see ourselves 

and the world, we must never assume as therapists how a client identifies 

themselves: it is always important to work with empathy to enter the client’s frame 

of reference – that is, to consider fully the client’s idiosyncratic way of thinking 

and behaving (and so feeling). 

 

  

COUNSELLOR RESOURCES 

Equality and Diversity 
in Counselling 

https://counsellingtutor.com/


THE MOST COMPREHENSIVE RESOURCES FOR COUNSELLORS AND STUDENT COUNSELLORS 

 

 COUNSELLINGTUTOR.COM 2 

 

What is Diversity in Counselling? 
 

Diversity is often understood to refer to the presence of particular differences between 

individuals in a group of people or a society. Indeed, the Oxford Paperback Dictionary 

& Thesaurus (2009, p. 272) defines diversity as ‘the state of being varied’.  

 

Of course, each human being is different from any other, given the wide range of nature- 

and nurture-related variables that each of us comprises. However, people are often 

notionally grouped – for example, the Equality Act 2010 identifies nine ‘protected 

characteristics’ (on the basis of which discrimination is illegal): 

 

• age 

• disability 

• gender reassignment 

• race 

• religion or belief 

• sex 

• sexual orientation 

• marriage and civil partnership 

• pregnancy and maternity. 

 

However, any list of areas of difference is liable to be increasingly seen – as time 

goes on – as limited in its scope, and as not necessarily inclusive of all the ways in 

which difference manifests in the current world. Examples of areas not included 

in the Equality Act’s nine protected characteristics might be: 

 

• complexities of societal privilege 

• family background (e.g. adoption or non-conventional family background) 

• first language 

• neurodiversity 

• regional differences. 

 

What is Equality in Counselling? 
 

Equality is the principle that every person should be treated fairly and equally. This 

is an extremely important value for the counselling profession to uphold at all 

levels. 

 

The Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions (BACP, 2018) highlights 

that we not only have a duty to demonstrate equality and respect diversity in our 
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interactions with clients, but we also must uphold these values in relation to our 

colleagues. This extends to counselling organisations, colleges and universities 

too. The framework includes ‘Fairness’ as one of the personal moral qualities 

required, described as being ‘impartial and principled in decisions and actions 

concerning others in ways that promote equality of opportunity and maximise 

the capability of the people concerned’ (p. 11). There are also references to 

equality in three other parts of the framework: 

 

• We will respect our clients as people by providing services that … 

endeavour to demonstrate equality, value diversity and ensure inclusion 

for all clients (p. 15). 

• We will take the law concerning equality, diversity and inclusion into 

careful consideration and strive for a higher standard than the legal 

minimum (p. 15). 

• Practitioners will treat colleagues fairly and foster their capability and 

equality of opportunity (p. 22). 

 

Equality Act 2010 
 

The Equality Act came into force on 1 October 2010. The Equality and Human Rights 

Commission (2019) notes that the Act brought together over 116 separate pieces of 

legislation, of which the main nine were the: 

 

• Equal Pay Act 1970 

• Sex Discrimination Act 1975 

• Race Relations Act 1976 

• Disability Discrimination Act 1995 

• Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations 2003 

• Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2003 

• Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006 

• Equality Act 2006, Part 2 

• Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2007. 

 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2019) continues: 

 

The Act provides a legal framework to protect the rights of individuals and 

advance equality of opportunity for all. It provides Britain with a 

discrimination law which protects individuals from unfair treatment and 

promotes a fair and more equal society. 
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The Act prohibits discrimination, harassment and victimisation in a range of areas of 

life, including: 

 

• services and public functions 

• premises 

• work 

• associations 

• education 

• contracts 

• transport. 

 

It also created a public sector equality duty (legislation.gov.uk, 2019, section 149), which 

requires the following: 

 

A public authority must, in the exercise of its functions, have due regard to the 

need to— 

(a) eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and any other conduct 

that is prohibited by or under this Act; 

(b) advance equality of opportunity between persons who share a relevant 

protected characteristic and persons who do not share it; 

(c) foster good relations between persons who share a relevant protected 

characteristic and persons who do not share it. 
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The original version of this article was written by Erin Stevens. 
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