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WORKING WITHIN THE VOLUNTARY AND COMMUNITY CONTEXT 
Overview 

Counselling with young people frequently takes place within the voluntary and community, or ‘third’ sector.  

However, many voluntary and community sector counselling services exist with uncertainty about their 
future due to short term funding and chaotic commissioning arrangements, whilst at the same time 
reporting overwhelming demands on their services.i  

Given the nature of the sector, in which services often survive on transitional and sometimes complex 
funding arrangements, it is difficult to systematically collect data at a national level on the extent and nature 
of counselling provision and its effectiveness. Nevertheless, client satisfaction levels of these services appear 
to be high due to the accessibility of the provision and their de-stigmatising nature of their settings within 
the community. The data that is emerging from the sector suggests counselling is associated with improved 
outcomes for children, young people and young adults across a number of domains.ii 

When working in third sector settings, counsellors need to understand the organisation’s governance and 
management structures, as well as its policies and procedures. Knowledge of referral protocols and any 
limitations on the delivery of therapy is important, as is working collaboratively with colleagues across the 
organisation.iii iv 

Key features 

The voluntary sector plays a significant contribution in the provision of mental health care of young people 
in the UK.v vi Some young people accessing third sector services have disengaged from statutory services and 
have significant mental health difficulties as well as a range of other needs.vii  viii  

In a Youth Access report (2010)ix the following features of community services are described:  

- A range of interventions delivered ‘under one roof’ 
- Young person-centered 
- Open to a wide age range, e.g. 13 to 25 
- Holistic approach, meeting multiple and complex needs 
- Multi-disciplinary teams, providing wrap-around support 
- Flexible access routes, including open door ‘drop-in’ sessions 
- Free, independent and confidential.  

Knowledge of the organisational structure  

To be most effective, counsellors working in a third sector context, will need to be able to draw on 
knowledge of the organisation’s governance and management structures, including its:  

- values, principles, mission and purpose  
- principal funders  
- strategic and business plans  
- trustees and their legal and financial responsibilities  
- management/organisational structure.  
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Whilst detailed information about each of these areas may not be necessary on a day-to-day basis, 
counsellors need know how to access such information should they need it, as and when it impacts 
upon their counselling provision. 

Knowledge of the operational context 

Counsellors will also need to understand, and work within, the organisation’s operational context, including:  

- young people’s referral routes into the service  
- cross-referral protocols with other agencies  
- any limits to the counselling relationship or the scope of work undertaken as a consequence of the 

operational context  
- alternative appropriate services and interventions that may be relevant to the young person’s 

identified needs 

Knowledge and implementation of policies and procedures  

Counsellors in the third sector will want to draw on knowledge of the organisation’s policies and procedures, 
and have the capacity to put these into practice. These are likely to include:  

- staff policies  
- policies governing the delivery of the counselling service, such as confidentiality and management of 

personal data, child protection and safeguarding  
- policies for monitoring, reviewing and evaluating the services offered by the organisation  
- systems for collecting and responding to service user feedback  
- the distinction between, and different functions of, line management and clinical supervision. 

Counsellors will also need an ability to complete statistical and other records identified by the organisation 
as part of its audit and governance structure.  

Collaborative working 

Voluntary and community sector counselling services have usually been established because no statutory 
services have been available to fulfil a local need. Often the development of these services, including their 
access to funding, is based upon an excellent ability of colleagues to work together.  

Counsellors working in this sector, will need to collaborate with others within the organisation, and often 
with those external to the service. Counsellors need to have the ability to: 

- understand the roles, responsibilities and expertise of other staff members within the organisation 
- understand the roles, responsibilities and expertise of professionals they come into contact with 

who are external to the service (such as specialists within statutory mental health teams) 
- contribute to professional meetings, and professional development training events  
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Summary 

Counselling services in the voluntary and community sector can be creative and innovative places to work, as 
they have been developed and shaped to fulfil a local need.x  They are often highly valued – by their young 
clients and their families; by the communities in which they exist; and by local statutory services, who often 
rely on the third sector to take clients that do not reach their thresholds or for whom waiting lists are 
prohibitive. map 88  
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http://www.youthaccess.adeptwebdesign.co.uk/news-and-events/latest-news/post/4-camhs-transformation-a-or-amore-of-the-samea
http://www.youthaccess.adeptwebdesign.co.uk/news-and-events/latest-news/post/4-camhs-transformation-a-or-amore-of-the-samea
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/15481_13844_street_vcs.pdf
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/15481_13844_street_vcs.pdf
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/12841_cyp-counsellors-guide.pdf
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/12841_cyp-counsellors-guide.pdf
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/12772_map_cyp.pdf
http://www.bacp.co.uk/admin/structure/files/pdf/12772_map_cyp.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/Listen_up_web_version_0.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/Listen_up_web_version_0.pdf
http://www.dawsonmarketing.co.uk/youngminds/shop/PDF/MV.pdf
http://www.dawsonmarketing.co.uk/youngminds/shop/PDF/MV.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228675/7092.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228675/7092.pdf
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/training_services/training_and_consultancy/for_commissioners/bond_commissioning_support_case_study
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/training_services/training_and_consultancy/for_commissioners/bond_commissioning_support_case_study
http://www.youthaccess.org.uk/downloads/finalreport1.pdf
http://www.youthaccess.org.uk/downloads/finalreport1.pdf
https://www.minded.org.uk/
https://www.minded.org.uk/course/view.php?id=170
https://www.minded.org.uk/course/view.php?id=170
https://www.minded.org.uk/course/view.php?id=105

