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Updating psychotherapy training:
equality and diversity issues in
psychotherapy training
The profession must be much more sensitive to those from ethnic minorities
who commit to psychotherapy training, says Eugene Ellis. Our business is the
human condition. We have the tools.

Psychotherapy is rooted in an ethosand devotion to the common good.
It asks us to examine the processes
of self-deception that perpetuate
individual unhappiness and social
structures that are inequitable and
oppressive. Yet psychotherapy
has for the most part been a white,
privileged profession, hence training
and treatment has focused on this
populat ion.

Inequa l i t y and insens i t i v i t y
The most obvious area where this dilemma
is seen is in relation to race and ethnicity.
Inequality of access for black and minority
ethnic (BME) communities is a well-
recognised reality for many psychological
therapy services (Edridge, 20041). The
insensitivity of UK mental health services to
ethnic diversity is also an enduring problem
(Bowl, 20072). There is little research with
regard to the BME training experience but,
anecdotally, BME students are more likely to
drop out of courses, change their training
provider more often and take longer to
qualify as psychotherapists.

It is my belief that psychotherapy and
psychotherapy training institutions have
the potential and capacity to bring to
fruition the good intentions that underlie

the common good ethos inherent in
psychotherapy theory and ideals. There
is uncertainty about how the profession
can bring this about, but it must start
with the initial training of therapists and
the networks that support continued
professional development.

At the heart of these issues is the question
of whether or not there needs to be
conversation about race in training. It is
often imagined that there is no need. We
take our avoidance of the conversation
as a measure of our progress and
enlightenment, which is telling in itself.
It does nothing however to increase
sensitivity to ethnic diversity.

Sel f -exposure and sel f -
e x a m i n a t i o n
Training in the psychotherapy and
counselling profession requires self-
exposure and self-examination in order
to establish an inner robustness and
confidence to hold similar processes in
our clients. In a training environment, a
BME person's reflection on the impact
that racial bias has on their inner lives and
how this has organised their identity can
lead to others on the training confronting
these issues for the first time. This can
result in silence owing to uncomfortable
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feelings and/or a lack of confidence in
facilitating a continuing conversation.
It's like a huge hole has opened up in the
floor and somehow it becomes the BME
student's fault. They can then choose
either to say nothing more because it's
too painful, and focus on just getting
their qualification, or to insist their voice
is heard, get labelled as the troublemaker,
and risk not making it to the end of the
course because they are worn out by the
fighting.

I responded to the needs of these students
by offering student support groups,3 which
have been running in north London since
2009. Their aim is to support students in
navigating their course as a black or Asian
person without feeling that there is no
place for their particular inner turmoil in
the field of psychotherapy and counselling.
The group connects students with the
parts of the psychotherapy and counselling
profession that can, and do, respond to their
and their clients' issues of internal distress.
Some of the students who attended have
given their narratives on video.4 Here are
some excerpts:

Jitesh: "There were some frustrations on the
course and I needed to take it somewhere else.
The questions had always been there. You go
there with a lot of hope that perhaps this place
will be different but there is the realisation that
it reflects all the other institutions and that was
a disappointment."

Nicole: "The college felt like a microcosm of
what was going on in the outside world. You
have hope, but your issue of race and culture
is sidelined."

Rena."/ have always found it difficult to find
my voice and I was finding it increasingly
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