
The only advice I have received from my brother has 
been ‘play the game’. I take that to mean say yes, 
when you don’t mean it, be agreeable if you’re not 

in a position of power or just don’t rock the boat. But I knew 
from an early age that such acquiescence wasn’t in me. To 
quote Norman Mailer, I didn’t want a ‘slow death by conformity 
with every creative and rebellious instinct stifled’.1

My people were Martin Luther King Jr, Bill Hicks,  
John Pilger, Banksy, Alex Gibney, Frederick Douglass, 
Frederick Exley, Anzia Yezierska, Arthur Miller, Wei Jingsheng, 
Gay Talese, Kate Chopin and many others. People who 
really observed and asked questions; mainly ‘why?’ in the 
face of injustice, pompousness and the pain caused by 
nonsensical rules and laws. 

This sense of having been wronged often makes its way 
into counselling. It is the desire for understanding, answers, 
new pathways and the knowledge that as a client you are 
not the first person to find the world odd, unfair and 
unflinching in its stupidity, bias and cruelty. Being one to 
one with a stranger can act as a refuge that stabilises a 
client and gives them faith that the things they have seen, 
felt and been a!ected by are real, and not a sign they have 
become detached from the world.

Connecting again, whether you are neurodivergent, 
introverted, depressed, anxious, lost or disappointed, is an 
essential first step. Having someone to o"oad to provides 
validation and perspective – basic things those around you 
don’t always think to give, or worse still, respond to with 
balderdash like ‘it is what it is’.

Philosophers have looked at mankind in di!erent  
ways. Schopenhauer saw ‘human existence not as grand 
tragedy but squalid farce, with men and women writhing  
in the grip of appetites that are both pointless and 
insatiable…’2 This, at least, teaches us to make merry  
when we can, and avoid greed.

Descartes thought ‘humans were unique hybrids, in 
which rational minds volitionally moved brute matter, 
making them something quite di!erent from parrots and 
apes’.3 Freud was said to be the ‘prose-poet of the heart’s 
desire to break… Someone who brilliantly exposes the state 
of the psyche when it is at its most minimal and besieged’.4    

‘Besieged’ is a fascinating word which can illuminate our 
plight at times. We feel barricaded in, stuck, close to a 
position of surrender. We feel at the mercy of stronger 

forces that do not have the sensitivity, consideration or 
discernment to understand our di#culties.

Do we ‘play the game’ so as not to stand out and appear 
di#cult or awkward? Do we ‘play the game’ because it’s 
easier? Do we ‘play the game’ because it’s just the way the 
world is built and not everyone can have choices? It’s sad 
those questions even run through our minds. That we don’t 
enjoy every minute of every day. That we often feel weighed 
down by a lack of money, a faulty boiler, a broken relationship, 
a sense that the world is on a kamikaze path of faith in AI 
and plutocrats. How do we run from this or at least have a 
modicum of control? What can counselling provide that 
flouts the new norm, the rickety and revised status quo 
showcased by tech giants and surveillance states?

I find ‘it is what it is’ and other such expressions feeble 
because they accept contemptible new norms and 
templates in front of us. They assume that change is 
beyond us and that challenging wrongs is futile.

Schopenhauer made several good points and 
suggestions, and in many ways preceded Slavoj Ži%ek. The 
aesthetic and ascetic were uppermost in his mind – beauty 
(art, music, contemplation) and simplicity (manual labour) 
there to transcend the ugly elements of our consciousness, 
which, in the 21st century, has been imprinted and 
infiltrated by small, psychopathic men on the world stage 
with no care for human life or achievements.

Historical progress isn’t a steady line or incremental 
upward curve, Schopenhauer recognised. Our underlying 
reality is, instead, a!ected by chaotic will. Ži%ek took this 
one step further, by being ‘against progress’.5 In other words, 
if progress is defined by a parochial few with sneering, 
mocking and divisive attributes, it is time to firmly stop 
playing the game and co-operating.

Beauty and simplicity at least pull us away. They turn our 
minds into heavenly instruments and have us sink into wonder 
and genuine momentum. When engaging with clients in 
person, I consider this a form of private contemplation and 
I’m grateful they’re keen to sit opposite me rather than 
stare through a screen. I consider this embodied presence 
vital if we are to continue truly sharing as a human race.

Time to reclaim the soul of counselling. Time to show 
Gen Z and others why they’re often despondent: technology. 
Otherwise, we become digitised vessels no longer in tune 
with nature. 
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T hird-party enquiries are a familiar feature in private 
practice, yet they raise complex ethical questions. 
By third-party enquiries, I mean contact that is 

initiated by someone other than the potential client,  
asking about therapy or even trying to book a session  
on another adult’s behalf. Usually the enquirer is a partner,  
a parent concerned about their adult child, a friend  
who is worried, or an employer o!ering to fund therapy. 
Sometimes these enquiries include an entire mental  
health history, plus information on what the potential  
new client’s problems are and what they will need to  
work on in therapy, according to the sender. 

Many therapists will recognise the tension here,  
and I admit that I bristle in response to such enquiries. 
Sometimes I even feel protective of the non-existent client, 
and I might catch myself thinking: ‘I can see who or what the 
problem is here.’ That’s when I remind myself that my goal  
is not to be obstructive, but to maintain ethical boundaries 
and perhaps even to educate the enquirer about why this  
is not the best way forward.

 To help with this, I have a copy-and-paste response that 
I send in reply to such enquiries. It states that I cannot book 
appointments, give information or engage in therapeutic 
discussions on another person’s behalf. Depending on the 
nature and tone of the enquiry, I might add a few additional 
sentences. Where the enquiry appears to come more  
from a place of concern, rather than a desire to control,  
I might acknowledge that I understand how hard it can  
be for the person in question to reach out. Sometimes  
I include links to my blog posts where I’ve talked about  
this in more detail, but I try to keep my response to an 
absolute minimum. 

What’s interesting is that I keep getting third-party 
enquiries, despite having a disclaimer on my website 
explaining my position, despite having written blog posts 
and articles on the topic, and despite having discussed the 
issue on the radio and in talks. This persistence indicates 
that there is a gap in public understanding about the  
ethical constraints within which therapists work.

Of course, not all third-party enquiries come from a 
negative place, and sometimes the potential client might 
have asked for help in reaching out to a therapist. Therapy 
begins long before the first session, and the way contact  
is initiated sets the tone for agency and ownership.  

If someone else takes the lead, it can subtly undermine  
the client’s sense of choice and control before therapy  
has even started. As therapists, we sit at the intersection  
of ethical principle and lived human behaviour, and that  
is rarely tidy. While our ethical frameworks emphasise 
autonomy, consent, confidentiality and clear contracting, 
we work with human distress, which does not always  
lend itself neatly to ethical flowcharts. 

We can understand that someone first considering 
therapy might feel overwhelmed, ashamed, frightened,  
or unsure about how to reach out. In these cases, the third 
party is often acting out of genuine care, or they might  
not feel able to refuse, where the potential client might 
have asked them for their help in drafting the initial email. 
Ethically, this is where things become nuanced. We are  
not obliged to ignore the reality of psychological barriers 
simply because the enquirer is not the client. However, 
acknowledging those barriers does not mean bypassing 
consent or autonomy. A careful response can validate the 
concern while still making it clear that any next step must 
come from the individual themselves.

A more contentious issue is whether to respond at  
all to such enquiries. I know some practitioners who  
have adopted a policy of non-response, arguing that any 
engagement risks collusion or boundary erosion. There is 
ethical justification for this position, particularly when 
enquiries are intrusive, persistent or framed in a way that 
undermines the client’s autonomy. However, non-response 
can also be experienced as rejecting or dismissive, 
especially by people who are worried and unsure where 
else to turn. Most of all, it does nothing to teach the 
enquirer about why this is so inappropriate. From an  
ethical perspective, the question is not simply whether  
we are allowed to reply, but what the impact of our reply,  
or lack of it, might be.

Ultimately, working ethically with third-party  
enquiries requires more than a template response.  
It requires reflection on power, agency and the ways  
in which therapy can be shaped before it even begins.  
Clear boundaries protect clients, but thoughtful 
communication protects relationships and the reputation 
of our profession. It also educates the public, even if, or 
maybe especially when, the same question lands in our 
inbox repeatedly.  
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“Working ethically with third-party 
enquiries requires a little bit more 

than a template response”
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