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COSCA (Counselling & Psychotherapy in Scotland) is pleased to submit evidence to the 
inquiry into mental health support for young people in Scotland. We are Scotland’s 
professional body for counselling and psychotherapy and core funded by the Scottish 
Government to carry out our work of promoting and advancing counselling in Scotland. For 
more information on COSCA, please see our website. www.cosca.org.uk 

In our view, counselling can assist children and young people to address and overcome 
developmental challenges, psychological obstacles and traumatic life experiences. It can 
promote self-belief, enhance self-insight and build resilience. It offers a client-centred 
therapeutic dialogue within a non-judgemental relationship where the well-being of the 
young person is paramount and his/her agenda is central. Counselling is a contractually 
agreed relationship that is voluntarily entered into by both the client and an appropriately 
trained and supervised counsellor. It is offered within clearly defined parameters and 
underpinned by a professional code of ethics and practice for counsellors such as 
COSCA’s Statement of Ethics and Code of Practice. Any recommendations that the 
Committee might make regarding counselling should be circumscribed with the above 
conditions to ensure that children young people are directed towards adequately trained, 
experienced, supervised and supported counsellors and not to others who do not meet or 
adhere to the professional standards of training and practice developed and promoted by 
professional bodies such as COSCA. 
 
In the ‘Who Can Help Me’ diagram included in the consultation paper, we welcome the fact 
that counsellors are included under a number of the headings. As most of the counselling in 
Scotland takes place in the voluntary sector, counselling organisations should also be 
included in the list of organisations under the voluntary sector heading. Most of the 
voluntary sector counselling organisations are members of COSCA (Counselling & 
Psychotherapy in Scotland), They are listed in an easy to access online directory on our 
website under ‘find a counsellor’ and have all met our robust membership standards which 
help to ensure that the counselling services that they deliver are safe and effective.  The 
COSCA Register of Counsellors and Psychotherapists is also online and is posted on our 
website under ‘find a therapist’. The Register is accredited by the Professional Standards 
Authority for Health and Social Care (PSA) under its accredited registers programme. All of 
the registrants listed on the Register are counsellors who meet our training and practice 
standards which have been approved by PSA. The Register allows the public to search for 
counsellors using their postcode and for counsellors who work in specific areas including 
children and young people. The Register should be included on the above diagram as it 
gives current information about actual counsellors along with their contact details in many 
cases.  www.cosca.org.uk  
 
It is COSCA’s legally informed view that any child or young person deemed competent to 
enter into a therapeutic relationship, regardless of age, is entitled to do so without the 
knowledge or consent of parents, and deserves the full rights of confidentiality except when 

http://www.cosca.org.uk/


   

they are at risk of harm to themselves, to others or from others. The rights of all the above 
competent children to access confidential counselling should not be diminished. However, 
in the spirit of working in partnership with parents and others and in the interests of good 
practice, consent should be sought from parents of children for the counselling to take place 
except when it would jeopardise the safety and well-being of the child or the child does not 
wish their parents to be informed. 
 
In situations where, in the counsellor’s judgement the child may be at risk of significant 
harm, the counsellor should pursue a course of action that is in the best interests of the 
child. Ideally, this would be done in partnership with the child but he/she should be informed 
that the counsellor will inform third parties where a risk of significant harm has been 
identified. The child must be made fully aware of this before entering into a counselling 
relationship. In assessing the level of risk and the consequences of breaching 
confidentiality, the counsellor should make maximum use of supervision and access a 
second professional opinion. Only necessary information would be shared with relevant 
third parties in the above extreme circumstances and with the full knowledge and 
communication with the child.  
 
The above good practice approach to counsellors working with children and young could be 
applied to the GP context and the delivery of medical treatments and interventions without 
the need to change the age of consent for these from 16 to 18. 
 
The following court case may prove useful and relevant to the Committee’s inquiry into the 
rights of ‘Gillick competent’ children and young people to medical interventions and 
treatments without their parents’ knowledge or consent: Axon, Regina (on the Application 
of) v Secretary of State for Health and Another: Admn 23 Jan 2006. The following link 
provides more detailed information about the case in front of the High Court of Justice in 
London and the upheld decisions: https://swarb.co.uk/axon-regina-on-the-application-of-v-
secretary-of-state-for-health-and-another-admn-23-jan-2006/  The conclusions of the 
judgment which cover England and Wales are set out in paragraphs 153 to 155 of the 
judgment and the circumstances in which a medical professional can provide advice and 
treatment on sexual matters to a young person without parental knowledge and consent are 
set out in paragraph 154 of the judgment.  
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