




The ETHICS Model 

� The ETHICS Model is a theoretical grounded ethical decision--making model that 

integrates multiple theoretical perspectives such as utilitarianism, moral relativism, 

and moral absolutism. 

� Utilitarianism - counselors consider how actions may lead to the greatest good for 

the highest number of people 

� Moral Relativism - counselors consider the ethical courses of action be 

conceptualized within a societal context 

� Moral Absolutism - counselors consider ethical dilemmas with a deontological 

framework by prioritizing rules over consequences 



U tili tarianis m 

� Using this perspective, mental health practitioners prioritize the consequences of a 

course of action rather than the manner in which the consequences are achieved. 

� The ETHICS model uses utilitarianism as the driving perspective in considering the 

various outcomes and benefits that might result in resolution of the ethical situation. 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



Moral Relativism 

� Using this perspective, ethical actions are held to the industry standard practices 

which consider the multicultural context of a situation. 

� In the ETHICS Model, moral relativism seeks to encourage assistance from others in 

the field to determine how the industry standards apply to a situation. In addition, 

it suggests that mental health professionals educate themselves using literature 

relevant to the ethical situation in question. 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



Moral Absolutism 

� Using this perspective, suggests that mental health professionals approach dilemmas 

which prioritize rules over consequences. 

� The ETHICS Model utilizes this deontological framework when considering liability 

and what actions in an ethical dilemma would serve to increase or limit the 

professional' s exposure to liability. 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



Why this model? 

� The ETHICS Model is a theoretically grounded ethical decision--making model that 

draws from the latest relevant literature in ethics, AC.A:. s suggestions for good ethical 

decision--making models, and includes updates in the ACA Code of Ethics (ACA, 

2014). 

� This model incorporates three perspectives that allows for a shared focus on 

consequences and liability, as well as individual and societal good, while encouraging 

further education. The ETHICS Model is appropriate for all levels of practitioners 

and can be used with a variety of situations. 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



ETHICS Model Steps 

� Evaluate the dilemma 

� Think ahead 

� Help 

� Information 

� Calculate risk 

� Select an action 



Evaluate the Dilemma 

� To identify and evaluate the ethical dilemma in a situation, mental health professionals 

should first identify possible courses of action moving forward (options) and then thoroughly 

review what codes might be relevant to that course of action. 

� However, a code may either support one option and may be violated by another. ... 

Example: C.2.g indicates that counselors do not provide professional services when impaired; 

however, not providing services may result in a violation of A.12 which states that counselors do 

not abandon clients (ACA, 2014a). 

Thus, a counselor must ensure that their options are those of a reasonable and prudent nature 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



Evaluate the Dilemma 

Example: A.5.a - the code clearly mandates that sexual counselor--client interactions 

are prohibited. Whereas, A.6.a - advises counselors to consider the risks and benefits of 

providing counseling to those with whom they have had a previous relationship. 

This leaves it up to the counselor to determine whether entering into a counseling 

relationship is ethical. This is when the codes may not be a clear and consistent about 

an ethical course of action, a decision--making model is necessary. 

An ethical dilemma is where no ideal course of action exists ..... 



Evaluate the Dilemma 

Three Potential Categories of Actions 

� Course of action may exist where no codes have been violated - no ethical dilemma 

exists and there is no need to apply the ethical decision--making model 

� Course of action may exist where the option violates codes and there are no codes to 

support the course of action -in this case, the course of action should not be 

considered 

� Course of action may exist where codes are simultaneously supported and violated by 

the course of action - in this case, proceed to the rest of the ETHICS model to 

determine which course of action is most ethical 



Think Ahead 

� Evaluation of each option independently to determine all foreseeable repercussions, 

both positive and negative 

� This utilitarian perspective seeks to encourage the greatest good for most clients 

� Avoids action that may cause harm - principles of nonmaleficence and beneficence 

alignment 

� Acknowledges all constituents or stakeholders with whom the course of action may 

affect (counselor, client, colleagues, and profession) 



Thinking Ahead 

� Outcomes of each possible action should be systematically evaluated in relation to all 

potentially affected constituents 

� Counselors should think of the advantages and disadvantages of each option 

� Assessment of each outcome lends support for a particular action, or against it 

� Counselors must examine the forest in addition to the trees in the forest 

Ling & Hauck, 2016 



Help 

� Moral relativism perspective points to receiving help from consultants which 

encourages consultation relative to industry standard practices 

� Attempt to determine what most counselors will do and courses of action that 

involve societal and multicultural context 

� Important to distinguish between receiving help and receiving a decision from the 

consultant which moves the responsibility from the counselor to the consultant 

Example Question: "What should I do?" to "In this situation, does this aspect of the 

code apply?" 



Help 

Four Categories for Questions for Consultation 

� Legal - legal questions involve how laws and regulations apply to a situation (may require an 
attorney) 

� Ethical - ethical questions relate to the interpretation of the ethics code (may necessitate an 
ethics board) 

� Clinical - clinical questions comprise how actions may affect the best interests of the client ( 
may involve a supervisor) 

� Risk management - risk management are concerned with exposure to liability (may require 
inquiry of a liability insurance company) 



Information 

� Consideration of literature, regulations, and law that pertains to the dilemma 

� Combine information with analysis of the other steps of the model 

� Staying up--to--date with the most current information 

� Moral relativism suggests that counselors educate themselves with current relevant 

literature, based on industry standard practices, within a societal and multicultural 

context 

� Review journal articles, previous ethics cases, and relevant laws/regulations in their 

own jurisdiction 



Calculate Risk 

� Moral absolutism perspective encourages following rules and avoiding harm over the 

consequences of each option 

� Important to calculate how each option may impact a counselor's exposure to 

liability and fulfillment of responsibility 

� Revisit the various stakeholders identified in the think ahead step - consider each 

stakeholder separately to begin to calculate the overall risk any option may create 

� Parsing out the risk allows for consideration of any option may simultaneously 

increase and decrease the exposure to risk for different stakeholders. 



Select an Action 

� Selection of the most ethical/least unethical course of action 

� Alignment with evidence gathered during all previous steps 

� Imperative for counselor to not make a decision until this step is reached 

� If all steps were taken, a decision should logically follow 

� If a decision is made prematurely, a risk of bias may arise blindsiding the counselor against 

evidence that supports alternative choices 

� Good ethical decision--making requires assessing the full impact of any actions taken, thus 

the ETHICS model gives counselors the tools to make an ethically informed decision that is 

defensible and in alignment with best practices 





Evaluate the Dilemma 

� The counselor is faced with multiple relationships 

� Each relationship must be examined with each course of action 

� Counselor is seeing Kris as a new client and can elect to provide counseling to Kris or provide 
a referral for Kris 

� ACA Code of Ethics - A.1.a suggests that the counselor has a primary responsibility to Kris 
the client; whereas, Sam is not considered a client, thus not a primary responsibility of the 
counselor 

� ACA Code of Ethics - A.6.a suggests that seeing Kris for counseling could be a violation of 
provision of services to the client due to the counselor having a distant relationship to the 
client 



Evaluate the Dilemma 

� ACA Code of Ethics - A.5.d prohibits provision of counseling services to friends 

with whom the counselor cannot remain objective which allows for the counselor to 

make a ref err al for Kris 

� ACA Code of Ethics - A.11.b prohibits referral based solely on counselor attitudes or 

behaviors which may violate the code in which the counselor would be basing the 

referral primarily on their needs, and the not the client's needs 



Thinking Ahead 

� Think ahead for the foreseeable outcomes for each option 

� Counselor sees Kris for counseling providing services as requested 

� Counselor sets up potential multiple relationship 

� Counselor may not be able to remain objective and separate feelings about Sam from 

counseling Kris 

� Counselor may face confidentiality issues if Kris and Sam rekindle their relationship 



Thinking Ahead 

� Counselor refers Kris, but risks Kris not following through with the referral and not 

receiving treatment 

� Kris may inquire as the reason for the referral 

� Counselor will need to consider the potential harm of either disclosing or not 

disclosing the reason for the referral 



Help 

� ACA Code of Ethics - 1.2.c which suggests seeking consultation when the most 

ethical course of action is unclear 

� Legal question - Are there any laws that would preclude a counselor from providing 

services to a second--degree friend? Seek help from a lawyer in the counselor's 

jurisdiction 

� Ethical question - Given that the code A.5.d states that counselors cannot provide 

services to a friend, would a second--degree friend fall under the definition of "friend 

or family member?" Seek help from the ACA ethics consultants since the code does 

not define friend or family member 



Information 

� Examine relevant literature 

� Consultation should occur 

� Consideration of crossing a boundary with a second--degree relationship 

� Consider best interest of client - no complication of a multiple relationship 

� Consider if objectivity can be accomplished for an objective treatment plan 

� Intake session - no treatment planned formed, so smooth transition to referral 

� Consider how the power differential may impact treatment 



Calculate Risk 

� Consider how potential courses of action increase or decrease the amount of risk the 

counselor assumes 

� Risk of accidental disclosure of confidential information 

� Consider referral for client to minimize exposure to risks 

� Eliminate the possibility of potential accidental disclosure of confidential 

information 

� Eliminate the possible harm to client due to a multiple relationship 



Select an Action 

Course of Action 

Based on the ETHICS steps analysis, the best course of action would be to make a 

referral for the client due to the counselor may not be able to remain objective and the 

risk of accidental disclosure is high. In addition, the multiple relationship is directly 

connected with the client's presenting issues and this negatively impacts treatment. 

Finally, the intake session allows for an easy transition to a referral since no treatment 

plan has been formulated. Although, the counselor cannot be assured the client will 

follow through with the referral, the counselor can take steps to ensure a successful 

referral by providing multiple referrals and checking to see if referrals were taken. 



Summary 

The strength of the ETHICS model allows for applicability to broad variety of situations 

and consideration of various theoretical perspectives in the decision-making process. It 

may be used within a variety of ethical codes and includes recent relevant literature. It 

provides clear instructions as to how to follow the steps outlined in the model. The 

ETHICS model is accessible to practitioners at all levels. Finally, the ETHICS model 

can assist practitioners in reaching a justifiable and ethical course of action when faced 

with a dilemma. 
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