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What do counsellors and 
psychotherapists mean by 
boundaries? 
Client information  sheet  
Kathleen Daymond and Sarah Millward of our Get help with counselling concerns service  
explain the purpose of professional boundaries in therapy and what happens if they’re 
crossed. 
 
We use the word 'therapy' to cover talking therapies, such as counselling, psychotherapy and 
coaching, and ‘ther
therapeutic relationship. 
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• referring you to another professional for help 

• sharing basic health information with another health professional involved in your care  
 

Normally a therapist would seek your consent to pass on any information and would only 
take action without your consent if they feel you or someone else is in danger. 
 
Many organisations have specific policy guidelines about confidentiality for therapists 
working with children or vulnerable adults. It’s the therapist’s responsibility to know 
about and inform you of any organisational policies which affect their work with you. 
 
 

Crossing boundaries  
Boundaries should always serve the client’s interests, but it’s not always clear what these 
are. 
 
For example, if you arrive 15 minutes late for a session in a distressed state, should your 
therapist extend the session or finish at the usual time? Extending the session undermines 
the consistent and predictable nature of the therapy, but a lack of flexibility seems 
uncaring. The therapist must also balance needs – for example they may have another 
client waiting to start a session. Too much flexibility can lead to confusion while too little 
can make them appear unhelpful and cold. 
 
If a therapist deliberately crosses a boundary, this should be based on: 
 
• your needs 

• their professional judgement about whether it’s appropriate in the context of your 
therapy 

• confidence that they could justify their decision to professional colleagues, if 
challenged 

• anticipating the likely effect that the boundary crossing, and their intention to do it, 
may have on you 
 

Sometimes therapists may unintentionally ignore or cross a boundary. If you feel 
uncomfortable with anything that happens in a session, it’s important that you talk to your 
therapist about it. 
 
For example, if your therapist makes negative comments about where you’re going on 
holiday, you should be able to tell them how you feel about it. If they acknowledge their 
error, this may be uncomfortable but not necessarily harmful. 
 

Signs that boundaries are not being pro perly maintained  
It can show that boundaries are at risk if your therapist: 
 
• seeks praise, reassurance or constantly wants you to show gratitude for their work 

• gradually changes from their usual practice or drifts away from the contract originally 
agreed with you 
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• focuses on their own needs rather than yours – for example talking about themselves or 
unexpectedly ending sessions early 

• tells you their problems and expects you to ‘care’ for them 

• suggests they are the only practitioner or person who can meet your needs 

• offers additional sessions, not agreed at the outset, without there being a clinical 
justification 

• is insincere or flatters you 

• seems to judge or blame you 

• 
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BACP’s Get help with counselling concerns service  
 
Our Get help with counselling concerns  service  provides help, guidance and information 
on what to do if you have any concerns about your therapy or your therapist. 
 
Anything you say is confidential and you can speak with us anonymously if you prefer. 
 
We’re available from Monday to Thursday 9.30am to 4pm. Calls are limited to a maximum 
of 30 minutes. 
 
At other times or, if you have difficulty accessing the service by telephone, please leave 
us a voicemail or email us and we'll get back to you as soon as we can. 
 
You can contact us by: 
 
• telephone 01455 883300 option 2, 07811 762114 or 07811 762256 

• email gethelp@bacp.co.uk  

• 

mailto:gethelp@bacp.co.uk
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