
Fact Sheet: The Importance of Informed Consent in 

Psychotherapy and Wellbeing Treatments 

Introduction 
Informed consent is a cornerstone of ethical and legal practice in psychotherapy, 

counselling, and wellbeing services in the United Kingdom. It is not merely a signature 

on a form, but an ongoing process of communication and agreement between the 

practitioner and the client. This fact sheet highlights several areas where consent is 

crucial.  It also outlines the key reasons why adhering to these principles is mandatory. 

 

1. Ethical Foundation: Autonomy and Respect 

The primary ethical principle underpinning consent is respect for client autonomy. 

This means recognising the client's right to make informed decisions about their own 

care. 

• UK Reference: The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy 

(BACP) Ethical Framework states: "We will usually be straightforward and 

honest about the nature and limits of confidentiality from the outset of the 

relationship... and will normally give clients an opportunity to ask questions and 

receive answers before they decide whether to proceed." (BACP, 2018, para 12). 

• Application:  You can outline confidentiality, privacy, and the nature of the 

treatments to clients (normally when contracting, in session one of treatments 

and on a website). Consent validates that the client has understood this 

information and agrees to proceed voluntarily, without coercion. 

2. Legal and Regulatory Compliance 

In the UK, providing treatment without valid consent can lead to legal action for 

negligence or battery (unlawful touch). For regulated professions (like Clinical 

Psychologists or Arts Therapists registered with the HCPC), it is a strict regulatory 

requirement. 

• UK Reference: The Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) standards of 

conduct, performance and ethics require registrants to: "Explain to the service 

user the treatment you are proposing, its intended benefits and the risks of 

any serious adverse effects... and make a record of the service user’s 

consent." (HCPC, 2016, Standard 9). 



• Application: While "therapist” is not a statutorily regulated title, the principles 

of consent still apply under common law.  If in doubt about any interventions, 

make explicit consent legally essential to protect both client and practitioner. 

3. Clarifying the Therapeutic Contract 

Consent forms act as a contract that sets clear boundaries and expectations for the 

professional relationship. This manages client expectations and reduces the potential 

for future disputes. 

• Areas Covered in a Form May Include: 

o Confidentiality & Privacy: Clarifies the limits of confidentiality, which is 

a legal requirement under UK law (e.g., safeguarding concerns). 

o Financial Agreement: The cancellation policy outlines the financial 

commitment, ensuring the client understands the consequences of non-

attendance. 

o Nature of Treatment: It specifies the modalities (phone, chat, video) and 

the potential use of "challenging questions" and "touch." 

• UK Reference: The National Counselling Society (NCPS) Code of Ethics 

emphasises the need for a "clear contract with the client," covering 

"confidentiality, fees, cancelled appointments and other significant matters." 

(NCPS, 2019). 

4. Building the Therapeutic Alliance 

A collaborative process of gaining consent fosters trust and a strong working alliance. 

When a client feels fully informed and respected, they are more likely to engage openly 

and honestly in the therapeutic process. 

• UK Reference: Research consistently shows that a strong therapeutic alliance is 

one of the strongest predictors of successful therapeutic outcomes (Norcross & 

Lambert, 2018). Informed consent is the first, critical step in building this 

alliance. 

5. Specific Considerations in a Form 

Where explicit consent is particularly vital: 

• The Use of Touch: If the form mentions "touch... techniques." In a UK 

therapeutic context, any form of touch requires explicit, additional consent due 

to its sensitive nature. Practitioners must explain what the touch entails, its 

purpose, and ensure the client understands they can withdraw consent at any 

time. 



• Data Protection: If the form references data being held and shared. Under the 

UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection 

Act 2018, consent is one of the lawful bases for processing personal data. Clients 

have a right to know how their data is used. You should ideally direct them to a 

full privacy notice for compliance. 

 

Key Components of Valid Consent in the UK 

For consent to be legally and ethically valid, it must be: 

1. Informed: The client must receive clear information about the treatment, its 

potential benefits and risks, alternatives, and the limits of confidentiality. 

2. Voluntary: Given without pressure or coercion. 

3. Capacity: The client must have the mental capacity to make the decision at that 

time. 

4. Ongoing: Consent is not a one-off event. Clients must be able to review and 

withdraw consent at any stage. 

Conclusion 
Adhering to the principles of informed consent is not optional; it is a professional, 

ethical, and legal imperative in the UK. It protects the client's rights, safeguards the 

practitioner, and establishes the foundation of trust necessary for effective 

psychotherapy and wellbeing support. 
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