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Report on Data from Working Group Survey 

What is this document all about? 

This summary paper is a description of what the Project Working Group (PWG) on Labour 

Mobility learned from its 2010 national survey on titles, definitions, and scope of practice for the 

counselling and psychotherapy profession. It begins by describing the survey, by giving a 

description of how it was distributed, and describing who responded to the survey. Then it 

reports on the analyses undertaken for accuracy and relevance. The paper then describes the 

overall results, as well as the commentary that was provided by the survey responders.  

The thorough and skillful statistical analysis on which this report is based was carried out by Dr. 

Todd Milford, Adjunct Professor, Faculty of Education, University of Victoria. An insightful and 

detailed qualitative analysis was carried out by Glenn Sheppard, Blythe Shepard, Lorna Martin, 

and Barbara MacCallum. The core work belongs to these scientists and scholars, and any errors 

or other shortcomings in this report belong to the PWG and our effort to summarize a great deal 

of information in plain language and in a small space. 

A Note About Terminology 

Throughout the survey, the term “profession” and “counselling” were used consistently as 

general, umbrella terms to describe the breadth and depth of more specific titles and actions used 

across the nation. The results of the survey confirmed that the use of the generic term 

“counselling profession” is clearly understood across Canada to be inclusive; it reflects a variety 

of specific counselling-related titles such as counselling therapist, psychotherapist, mental health 

therapist, clinical counsellor, career counsellor, conseiller d’orientation, and guidance counsellor, 

and many more. We know this unequivocably because respondents overwhelmingly agreed that 

the “definition of counselling” and the “scope of practice” presented in the survey was inclusive 

of them despite their personal use of more than 70 different specific counselling-related titles and 

more than 250 practice types.  

Why Do A Survey? 

The PWG wanted to know what level of agreement could be found across individuals and 

organizations in Canada for a definition of counselling and psychotherapy, and a scope of 

practice statement for the practitioners of counselling and psychotherapy. It is not crucial that 

every province and territory has exactly the same definition and scope—those things can have 

some differences that emerge from local professional practices, local regulatory struggles, and 

other influences. However, what is important is that provincial and territorial scopes and 

definitions can be compared to national definitions to see if they are substantially equivalent. 

When this equivalency is achieved, then labour mobility is enhanced. We might use different 
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words in different jurisdictions, but if we know, in advance, and up front, that they mean the 

same things, then we have one profession. 

In order to set this national benchmark, the PWG reviewed scopes of practice and professional 

definitions from all across Canada and throughout the world. The committee then crafted 

statements to be reviewed by regulators, associations, and individual professionals across the 

country. This was the core of the survey. The question was: Do these statements describe you 

and your organization? 

What, Exactly, Did the Committee Present to the Profession? 

TITLES 

 counselling therapist (BC, NS, NB) 

 psychotherapist (ON, BC) 

 mental health therapist (ON) 

 conseiller/conseillère d’orientation (QC) 

 Marriage and Family Therapist (QC) 

 Career Counsellor (NB) 

 orienteur (QC) 

 orienteur professionnel (QC) 

 psychoeducateur (QC) 

 clinical counsellor (BC) 

 Counsellor (QC) 

 Vocational Guidance Counsellor (QC) 

 

DEFINITION OF COUNSELLING 

Counselling is a relational process based upon the ethical use of specific professional 

competencies to facilitate human change. Counselling addresses wellness, relationships, personal 

growth, career development, mental health, and psychological illness or distress. The counselling 

process is characterized by the application of recognized cognitive, affective, expressive, 

somatic, spiritual, developmental, behavioural, learning, and systemic principles.  

SCOPE OF PRACTICE 

The counselling profession: 

 is attentive to and responds to diversity and inclusiveness; 

 works in the best interest of individuals, couples, families, groups, organizations, 

communities, and the public-at-large;  

 works in the domains of cognition, emotion, expression, somatics, human development, 

behaviour, learning, and interactive systems; 
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 promotes mental health by developing and enhancing: 

o personal, relational, sexual, career, and spiritual growth and well-being,  

o personal awareness and resources,  

o decision-making and problem-solving; 

 remediates or provides treatment for disorders in cognitive, behavioural, interpersonal, 

and emotional functioning; 

 applies specific and recognized evaluation and assessment methods; 

 may also include supervision, education, training, consultation, research, diagnosis, and 

referral. 

An online survey (English and French) was developed and circulated to all counselling and 

counselling-related organizations in Canada. The survey asked a number of demographic 

questions and then presented the titles, the definition, and the scope of practice, and asked 

respondents to rate their agreement. 1,462 individuals or organizations participated in the survey 

from all provinces and territories of Canada.  

Why did the committee ask questions about the survey respondents? 

People differ, and these differences matter to us. So when the results show that there is a 

diversity of thinking and perspective, we want to do much more than just acknowledge the 

difference. We also want to know, for example, which part of the community owns what part of 

the diversity. By asking about demographics and professional attributes we can link responses to 

where people live, where they work, to the background they bring to the profession, as well as to 

the key dimensions of diversity such as sex and age. 

When we have information about respondents, we can report on more than our diversity. We can 

say something about who owns what part of the diversity. 

A First Look at the Survey: Counting Things 

Analyzing a survey allows us to see agreement and differences, sameness and diversity, by 

counting things—how many of this, how much of that. Beyond this, we can start looking at 

smaller bits of the survey, and that takes us into comparison, which means statistical analysis. 

But before that comes the bare bones of the results. 

The following lists only highlights key results. To keep things as straightforward as possible, 

numbers are given strictly as a count, or, at most, given as percentages where a sense of 

proportion seems helpful. 

 46 Organizations responded to the survey 

 1,416 Individuals responded to the survey 
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 There were respondents from every province and territory 

 322 men (22%) and 1,026 women (70.2%) responded to the entire survey; 113 (7.7%) 

started the survey, but didn’t finish. 

 54.6% were between 41 and 60; 21.1% were under this, 16.8% were over this age. 

 982 (69.4%) worked in the city, 255 (18.0%) were suburban, 309 (21.8%) rural, and 55 

(3.9%) worked in remote areas. 

 156 (11.0%) were members of visible minorities, 98 (6.9%) had disabilities. 

 57 (4.0%) people who self-identify as aboriginal responded 

 When asked to self-identify as members of a group, respondents answered more than 250 

different ways ranging from “old white guy” to “Persian” to “gay” to “trauma specialist” 

and all stops in between. 

 1,231 (86.9%) respondents went to school in Canada; 299 (21.1%) in US; 92 (6.5%) 

elsewhere 

 199 (14%) have BAs, 919 (65.0%) have Masters degrees, and 127 (9%) have doctorates 

 There were more than 80 kinds of degrees at the Bachelor level and 51 kinds of degrees 

at the Masters level checked off, and another 205 degree titles at the Masters level under 

“other”. There were 76 different answers describing Doctorate degrees. 

 2,720 courses and training events were significant enough to respondents to be 

specifically mentioned by the respondents. 

 25.8% of respondents had been in practice 5 years or less; and 15.5% had been in practice 

more than 20 years. 

 595 (42.0%) respondents were in private practice; 397 (28.0%) worked in schools and 

universities; agencies and health care settings accounted for most of the rest. 

 76.6% said they worked most frequently with adults; youth 20.3%; children 11.9%. 

 818 (57.8%) said they practiced general mental health counselling; 423 (30.0%) said 

family and marriage; 282 (20.0%) indicated addictions; 222 (15.5%) career; 171 (12.1%) 

school-based; and 138 (9.7%) post-secondary. There were 259 suggestions for other 

practice types. 
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 Respondents checked off 38 of the different national associations listed, with CCPA 

getting the most mention. 

 More than 70 different preferred professional titles were provided outside of those listed. 

Of those listed, Registered Psychotherapist, Counselling Therapist, and Clinical 

Counsellor were the most popular. 

Typical or Diverse? 

Facts stand on their own. Facts can be interpreted, and they can be combined to draw inferences, 

and when doing this we must be careful not to either go beyond the facts, or to go to conclusions 

that are not supported by a combination of logic and fact. 

One inference that can be drawn from this set of facts is that the survey draws on the thoughts 

and opinions and ideas of a wide diversity of people. There is diversity on almost any dimension 

you care to mention: age, location, social identity, professional identity, educational background, 

practice specialization, and client base. 

While we don’t know how the identifiers listed above cluster together, if we assume that they are 

all equally probable, then we can imagine a typical survey respondent. That person is a female 

between ages 40 and 60 who works in a city, has multiple and complex identities, and studied for 

her profession in Canada to a master’s level with an identifiable specialization. She has been in 

practice for between 5 and 20 years, works with adults doing general mental health practice, and 

sees herself as a psychotherapist, counselling therapist, or clinical counsellor. 

We all know that this “typical” person is really just a composite of all respondents, not a real 

person. But thinking about this “typical respondent” might be useful because it gives an intuitive 

sense of one dimension of our data set. This typical profile illustrates some central tendencies 

around which there is a rich range of diversity. 

We all know that unique individuals make up our various professional communities, and our 

survey respondents represent all the range of difference and diversity across those unique 

individuals.  

When it comes time to ask whether particular subgroups responded differently to the survey, 

such a question is answered statistically by asking whether that subgroup showed the same 

diversity (variance) and same typical answers (central tendency) as the entire set of respondents. 

Did “Non-Completers” and those who completed the entire survey differ? 

Whether those who did only part of the survey differ from those who answered all the questions 

is a crucial starting point for evaluating how to interpret the survey because we need to know 

whether to include them or not ( remember there were 113 of them). If they are a “different 
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group” then all we know is that their responses are not the same as the larger group. We can 

know in what ways they differ, but we cannot know why they differ. But we do know that if 

these folks are a different group then it is not fair or accurate to include their responses with the 

others in the same analysis.  

We were very pleased (and relieved!) to find that that the non-completers did not differ from the 

completers. This is a truly statistical question because it asks “What is the probability that we are 

dealing with two different groups?” The details of the comparison show that the groups appear to 

differ in some ways, but not in any systematic way, and not in ways that cannot be accounted for 

by random variability. From a mathematical standpoint, the groups are the same. 

Think twice? How come? 

We asked respondents to look at the definition of counselling and at the scope of practice for the 

counselling profession and to record their level of agreement with it before looking at it as it was 

presented to them element by element and then after examining and rating it part by part they 

were once again asked to rate it for their level of agreement In this way, we could capture both 

first impressions and “sober second thought”, perceptions which sometimes differ. We believe 

that this approach may have increased the reliability of the results. As the tables at the end of this 

commentary show, responses from these two points of view did not differ in any way that cannot 

be accounted for by chance variation. 

However, this is still a crucial point of validity for our survey because it shows that the 

respondents not only gathered a first impression of these statements, but that they thought 

through the statements, and having considered them, maintained their endorsement. We can be 

assured that the survey results hold up under scrutiny and review. 

Did those who agree with the definition and scope differ from those who disagree? 

This is a crucial question because, although there was strong overall support for the definition 

and scope presented, there was also disagreement. If that disagreement is common to a particular 

group, then that group is either left out of these crucial identifiers, or they at least see themselves 

as outside these identifiers. 

Language. The language of the respondents (French or English) created no difference in the 

data. Overall responses were the same. 

Education. In terms of probability, education made a difference on agreement, a difference 

larger than one would expect just from random variation. One in ten responders with a doctorate 

indicated some level of disagreement, whereas only one in eighty master’s educated respondents 

indicated disagreement. How this is to be interpreted is, of course, open to opinion. However, it 

occurred to the PWG that doctorally prepared practitioners are a minority group, and a group 
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schooled in critical analysis and hierarchy. It is not surprising that they would show a higher rate 

of disagreement, but comforting that they still showed, as a group, over 90% support for the 

statements. 

Age of Clientele. At first blush, it appeared that the age of your clients also made a difference. 

Having clients who are either very young or very old made your probability of disagreeing 

statistically detectable. However, when examined in detail, those working with children and 

seniors were so few in number that the pattern could not be discerned. The problem is the 

statistical equivalent of enlarging a photograph. As you “blow up” or enlarge a smaller and 

smaller part of the picture, the image gets fuzzier and fuzzier. Still, it is comforting to know that, 

once again, this group was very supportive, just not as supportive as the overall respondents. So, 

we can state that there was very high agreement with the core concepts presented in this survey 

across all groupings of the respondents, however, some groupings appear to be slightly less high 

in their approval than some others. 

What we learned. We can say that, as groups, those with doctoral education and those who work 

with the far ends of the lifespan are supporters of the definition and scope, but not as strongly 

supportive as the typical respondents. 

At this point we need to keep in mind that we are asking statistical questions, and such questions 

apply to populations and samples, and the answers to such questions cannot be applied to 

individuals. 

However, it is one thing to find very few out-and-out differences. What about trends and 

predictions? Anything there? 

Can the results be predicted from any of the demographics or other identifiers? 

In the entire collection of responses to the survey there is a lot of diversity, as we have seen. And 

we know that there was a range of responses to our question about agreement with the definition 

and scope of practice statement, a five point range from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

Most of the answers were in the “agree” range, but there was still room for some variation. The 

statistical question we can ask is: Does the diversity in the respondents account for some of the 

variability we saw in the responses? 

We saw a series of very interesting and informative connections! 

Being from the territories. Being from the territories made your support for the definition 

stronger than your support for the scope of practice statement. These were not big differences, 

about three percentage points, but they could not be accounted for by chance. Giving meaning to 

this difference is a matter of interpretation and opinion, and one speculation the PWG entertained 

is that this result makes sense because in a remote area you need a solid professional identity, 
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and at the same time, not having a city’s range of resources, your scope of practice can become 

very large.  

Age of practitioner. Those in their thirties and those in their fifties differed in their support for 

the definition, with the younger group showing more variability. And, importantly, while these 

groups differed from each other, neither of them differed, in a statistical sense, from the overall 

group of respondents. Again, it is not possible to attach any definitive meaning to this. One 

speculation from the PWG was that it is not surprising that a younger group of practitioners 

would show a bit more range in their responses. 

Being remote or not remote. When taking a second look at the definition of counselling, strong 

endorsement continued for all groups, but those working in remote settings were detectably 

likely to dampen their agreement, while those in non-remote areas were likely to agree even 

more with the definition. This pattern did not show up for the scope of practice statement. 

Education. Masters prepared responders liked the definition, but not as much as the doctorally 

trained responders did. However, the situation was reversed for the Scope of Practice, with the 

doctors being less agreeable. These differences were small, again less than three percentage 

points, and in the context of high overall agreement. 

Being part of a national association. The problem of “how much can you blow up this picture 

before it becomes too fuzzy?” showed up on this comparison. Being part of a national 

association contributed to the scatter in the data, but there was no statistically discernable pattern 

to this variability. 

No difference is news, too. What province you come from, whether there is statutory regulation 

in your jurisdiction, and years of practice—none of these makes any difference. There were weak 

trends for private practitioners to be more supportive of the scope of practice, and for creative 

arts practitioners to be especially supportive of the definition, but neither of these was large 

enough to reveal any detail. 

Overall, the definition of the counselling profession and the scope of practice of that definition 

received very strong support. 
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The Core Statistical Results 

Level of Agreement with Definition (First view) 

 Frequency Percent with 

Missing 

Percent Without 

MIssing 

Missing 243 16.6  

Strongly Agree 601 41.1 49.3 

Agree 538 36.7 44.2 

Neither agree nor disagree 48 3.3 3.9 

Disagree 29 2.1 2.4 

Strongly Disagree 3  .2 .2 

Total 1462 100.00 100.00 

Level of Agreement with Definition (Second view) 

 Frequency Percent with Missing Percent without 

Missing 

Missing 263 18.0  

Strongly Agree 617 42.2 51.5 

Agree 492 33.7 41.0 

Neither agree nor disagree 47 3.2 3.9 

Disagree 38 2.6 3.2 

Strongly Disagree 5 0.3 .4 

Total 1462 100.00 100.0 

Level of Agreement with Scope of Practice (First view) 

 Frequency Percent with 

Missing 

Percent without 

Missing 

Missing 
272 18.6  

Strongly Agree 
631 43.1 53.0 

Agree 
484 33.1 40.6 

Neither agree nor disagree 
43 3.0 3.6 

Disagree 
26 1.8 3.3 

Strongly Disagree 
6 0.4  .5 

Total 1462 100.00 100.00 
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Level of Agreement with Scope of Practice (Second view) 

 Frequency Percent with 

Missing 

Percent without 

Missing 

Missing 
285 19.5  

Strongly Agree 
607 41.5 51.6 

Agree 
488 33.3 41.4 

Neither agree nor disagree 
45 3.2 3.8 

Disagree 
29 2.0 2.5 

Strongly Disagree 
8 0.5 .7 

Total  1462 100.00 100.0 

 

The results, taken together, show consistently over 93% agreement, and always less than 4% 

disagreement. This is a remarkable expression of near-consensus, demonstrating that while our 

places of work, job titles, ages, modalities, and client bases show an amazing diversity, we have 

a rock-solid core identity as a profession. 

This is far more than just exciting. It is a crucial anchor-point for our profession because it 

allows us to assert that we are not a collection of identities, but, rather, we are one 

profession with the capacity to embrace diversity.  

Going Beyond the Numbers: Listening to the Voices 

Why did we ask the respondents say about their thoughts and feelings? 

We left many opportunities throughout the survey for respondents to tell us about their thoughts, 

feelings, ideas, reactions, and creative responses. We think it’s crucial to do this because a 

survey focuses responses on a set of options, and that process necessarily restricts the expression 

of personal subjectivity. Opening up to commentary adds richness and depth of connotation to 

the responses we received. 

We are very fortunate to have experienced expert qualitative researchers on our committee. 

These researchers went through every comment, word by word, and line by line, not only hearing 

what was said, but also identifying themes and categories of feedback. 

What did we hear back from the counselling and psychotherapy community? 

Qualitative data sets are big, and to make the results manageable and meaningful, we need to 

bring the results together into a collection of themes. Here is a sampling of some common 

themes what we discovered by listening to our respondents. 
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For some respondents we were not clear about the kind of material we asked them to review. 

Some respondents commented on the definition and scope as being insufficiently specific, 

whereas the idea behind such statements is to provide for maximum inclusiveness, as well as a 

starting point for defining particular activities and specializations. We have learned to make this 

very clear in the future. In other words, we wanted to present a definition and scope in which the 

maximum number of professionals would find a place for their practices and professional 

orientations without suggesting that any one of them should engage in all those services or adopt 

all orientations. 

Some respondents liked the connotation, but not the expression of it. Many comments indicated 

agreement in principle, but suggested other wording, or other grammatical structures. 

Some respondents disliked words with medical connotations. Whereas the material presented is, 

we think, very relational and process-oriented, there were also words like “diagnosis” and 

“disorders” that carried an unwanted connotation of a medical model for some. 

Some respondents thought they might be required to do everything within the definition and 

scope. Whereas the intent of the definition and scope was to include the breadth and depth of the 

profession, some of the commentary showed that respondents were thinking that such definitions 

would require them to fulfill all possible dimensions of a therapist role. 

The definitions of some words makes a difference. There were many thoughtful comments about 

how different the definition and scope could be, depending on how the words were defined. 

“Spiritual”, “expression” and “mental health” are three examples of words that led to questions 

and comments about their definitions. 

Summing Up 

Forty six organizations and 1,416 individuals responded to a survey intended to validate a 

definition of counselling, a set of titles, and a scope of practice for the counselling profession as 

a whole. The result was a near-consensus provided by respondents representing a wide range of 

ages, modalities, specializations, roles, locations, and educational backgrounds. 

The establishment of this level of agreement within our profession can now provide a strongly 

endorsed foundation for building ethical codes, standards of practice, registration standards, and 

governance models that define a profession with national identity and mobility. 


