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Statutory Regulation for Genetic Counsellors

Genetic Counsellors are the only constituent group of the BSHG not to be regulated. In the past, nurses working as genetic counsellors had and maintained professional registration through the nursing professional bodies (e.g. NMC). The genetic counselling profession has undergone extensive changes over the last 10 years in the UK such that many genetic counsellors now enter the profession having completed the Masters in Genetic Counselling without a nursing qualification. Genetic Counsellors now have a distinct scope of practice and these may no longer fall within the nursing standards such that the profession of genetic counselling may now be seen as a “stand alone” profession.

In 2001, the AGNC voted to embark on our own voluntary registration process, establishing the Genetic Counsellor Registration Board (GCRB) and a Masters level assessment process of registration. As part of this rolling process, experienced genetic counsellors, on completing their own registration, have trained as assessors, allowing increasing numbers of genetic counsellors to submit their portfolios. Since 2002, nearly a third of the profession is now registered.

It has always been our goal that our voluntary process of registration will become statutory. In 2006, the GCSRSG (Genetic Counsellor Statutory Regulation Steering Group) was formed. After a review of options, the HPC (Health Professions Council) was confirmed as the regulatory body most suited to our profession. Over the last 18 months the GCSRSG have met with the HPC and drafted an application form. As part of this process, we have gathered information to demonstrate our scope of practice, body of knowledge and evidence based practice. Along with the GCRB, we have defined the Genetic Counsellor Code of Conduct, Disciplinary Procedure (in progress) and Standards of Proficiency.

The reasons for statutory regulation of genetic counsellors:

1. Patient safety

2. Protection of the title “Genetic Counsellor”

3. Ensuring the maintenance and development of quality and standards of the profession

4. Enhancing status of the profession

In February 2007, the Government published a White Paper* on the regulation of non-medical health professionals. In this White Paper, the Department of Health confirmed the expansion of the HPC to include existing and emerging professional groups. We were delighted to find our profession named in the White Paper as a profession that could be eligible for HPC regulation. However, the White Paper named several existing professions including counselling and psychotherapy that will be prioritised. In November 2007, the Extending Professional Regulation Working Group was formed (one of seven working groups established by the government following the White Paper to deal with various aspects of professional regulation). This group will develop criteria to determine which professional groups should be prioritised for regulation. 

The AGNC are aware that the journey towards statutory regulation is going to be long. Even once we achieve approval by the HPC, the Secretary of State has to approve legislative changes in order for us to be regulated by the HPC. Since the formation of the HPC in 2002 (from the CPSM) nine groups have been approved (i.e. they meet the HPC criteria), but none are yet regulated by the HPC awaiting legislative approval. Regulation has been high on the government agenda, following the Shipman report, but the work has focussed on developing the processes and we now hope this will move towards increased regulation for non-medical health professions. Recent correspondence from the DH Health and Social Care Regulation Department has indicated we are unlikely to achieve regulation before 2011.

Ongoing tasks of the GCSRSG:

· Maintain a visible profile to ensure regulation of genetic counsellors is prominent on the agenda. Continue to pursue a meeting with the DH Health and Social Care Regulation Department. 

· Submit the first draft of our HPC application form to the HPC for initial feedback. Continue working towards establishing the evidence and professional practice to satisfy the requirements of the HPC ready for our window for application.

· Await the published report from the Extending Professional Regulation Working Group in December 2008.

· Continue to explore options for joint applications to the HPC or joining other existing groups within the HPC (such as Clinical Scientists). While the HPC considers all professions irrespective of their size, the legislative changes required for our profession and the HPC work involved as a stand-alone member may be prohibitive such that joint membership may be required.

· Support the GCRB implementation of the Disciplinary Procedure and ongoing registration of genetic counsellors within the UK.

Implications for Genetics Departments:

Managers must be aware that genetic counsellors employed without the entry level criteria (and not registered as part of the grandfather clause closing date for submission March 2008) may not be able to join the HPC or continue working under the title genetic counsellor once we achieve regulation by the HPC.

It is essential we continue to develop our voluntary register, implementing a code of conduct and disciplinary procedure and we hope all departments will continue to support genetic counsellors to demonstrate their competence through the registration process.

For further information, please see the following websites:

http://www.hpc-uk.org/
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Policyandguidance/Humanresourcesandtraining/Modernisingprofessionalregulation/ProfessionalRegulationandPatientSafetyProgramme/index.htm
Updates will continue to be available through the BSHG newsletters and the AGNC website.
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*White Paper “Trust, Assurance and Safety – The Regulation of Health Professionals in the 21st Century”
