Ethical Cases

 (Loewenberg, Dolgoff, Harrington)

1.  Discriminatory Practices and an Agency Employee

Several social agencies in your city, including the one for which you work, engage in discriminatory practices against minority group children. There is now a court case about this matter. Lawyers for the plaintiff have asked you to testify about specific instances of such discriminatory practices. You oppose these practices and repeatedly have spoken against them at staff meetings, but you hesitate to testify in court because (1) you are afraid that you may be fired if you testify against your agency, (2) you are not sure whether the confidential relationship you have with your clients permits you to reveal this information, and (3) you are not certain whether it is ethical for you to use agency records for this purpose.

2.  A Multi-problem Family

Pearl Konesky, social worker at the Downriver Consultation Center, wonders what her new clients, the Spinos, are like. According to the short application form filled out by Mildred Spino at the reception desk, she is 33 years old, married, a mother of three, and employed as a clerk. She 

wants help in arranging an abortion. Pearl is hoping that there will not be too many other serious problems because agency policy permits only time-limited services-no more than eight counseling sessions over four weeks. Before the first session is over, Pearl realizes that the Spinos are a multi-problem family, if there ever was one. The household consists of Walter Spino, age thirty-one, an alcoholic with no steady employment; Irma Spino, age fifteen, a school dropout and six months pregnant (according to her mother, Irma neither wanted an abortion nor was she ready to release her child for adoption); Irma's boyfriend, Mark Rehm, age eighteen, unemployed; Charlene Spino, age fourteen, severely retarded; and Sally Spino, age thirteen, expelled from elementary school because of repeated drug abuse. By ignoring all problems other than Mildred Spino's request for an abortion, Pearl can adhere to her agency's time-limited service policy. But can a social worker overlook the many other problems that this family presents? Is this ethical?

3.  Birth Control for Teenagers

Pam Welsh, a 14-year-old teen, is not getting along with her parents. After Pam ran away from home twice, her parents took her for therapy to a social worker. During therapy, Pam told her social worker that she is sexually active. She asked the worker for help in avoiding pregnancy. She is afraid of becoming pregnant, but she is even more afraid that her puritanical parents may learn of her sexual activities. Should the social worker help Pam obtain birth control pills, even though she knows that Pam's parents have taken a strong public stand against supplying them to teens? Is it ethical for the social worker to ignore the parents' values? Can she ignore her client’s request? To whom is she accountable?

4.  Taking on a Private Client

Christine Ross is the only MSW social worker in a remote mountain community where she staffs the county welfare office. Her friend, Kay Jordan, the principal of the county high school, has told her about a very disturbed student in her school. This student has lately engaged in some very bizarre behavior and Kay has no doubt that he needs professional help. Since the nearest mental health clinic is 130 miles away, Kay asked Christine to pro- vide therapy for this student. The student is not eligible for service from the county welfare department (which in any case does not provide therapy). Therefore, Kay asked Christine to take him on as a private client. Christine has never before provided therapy for this kind of very disturbed person, but she is willing to try Is it ethical for her to do so when there is no possibility of obtaining supervision?

5.  The Ethics of Team Practice

Timothy Land is a social worker in a day treatment program for deinstitutionalized persons. Professionally Mr. Land is respected by other members of the team and is viewed as a social worker of great promise who will move ahead quickly in his career. Clients in the program are assigned to treatment groups on the basis of the decision of the psychiatrist and the social worker. There is no written contract as to what is expected of either patients or of staff. Clients are never involved in decisions about group assignment or tasks. If a client does not fulfill the assigned tasks, he or she is typically labeled "disruptive" or "decompensating." These comments are written on the clients' charts.

Land questions the ethical aspects of these procedures. He feels strongly that social work ethics require client participation in all phases of the decision-making process. But Land is not certain to whom he owes primary loyalty and responsibility. Is it to the team? To the clients? Or to his career?

6.  An Autistic Young Adult

Since Gary's family has placed him in a hostel for autistic young adults, they have just about cut all contact with him. Recently they sent him a postcard, telling him that they would no longer be able to visit him regularly since they had moved to another state. The hostel social worker is aware that Gary misses his family greatly. He also knows that the family has not moved out of the city, but merely to another neighborhood within the city. Should he tell Gary the truth? What is the ethical thing to do?

 7.  Threats from Your Client

You have been treating Jason Conger, a severely disturbed person, for several months. In recent weeks he has become increasingly aggressive toward you, claiming (wrongly) that you are planning to harm him. Today he told you that if you do not stop persecuting him, he will get even with you by harming your child. You are very concerned since you know that Jason has been involved in the past in physically abusing children. Should you report this threat to the police? Should you arrange for a commitment to a mental hospital? Should you withdraw from this case? Or what should you do? What are the ethical dilemmas you must resolve before you can make a decision?

8.  An Interracial Marriage

Chris, age 28, has many problems. Until now he has coped with them, but now he has a problem that is too big for him to handle alone. Chris has fallen in love with Amy and wants to marry her. The problem is that both of their families are vehemently opposed to this interracial marriage-Chris is a white Anglo, while Amy is a Vietnamese-American. The social worker to whom he has turned for help sees nothing wrong with an interracial marriage. She herself is white and has a Native American daughter-in-law. Should the worker share this information with Chris and help him deal with the prejudices of his and Amy's family? Is it ethical for the worker to talk about her own values?

What if this worker felt that interracial marriages made for many difficulties in our society and in this community in particular? Should she share with Chris the problems that her son and daughter-in-law have encountered? Is this ethical?

9.  Getting Help for Clyde Lukke

Clyde Lukke voluntarily entered Sunnyside Psychiatric Hospital on Wednesday afternoon. He complained of severe depression and was afraid that he might commit suicide. The admitting psychiatrist diagnosed his case as depression, recurrent. The usual treatment at Sunnyside for this diagnostic category is two to three weeks hospitalization, followed by long-term intensive individual therapy and medication.

Five days after admission, Angela Mennikke, the floor social worker, was notified by the business office to prepare the patient for discharge. Ms. Mennikke was surprised since discharge orders are usually discussed by the floor staff before they are entered. Rarely is discharge an administrative decision. Upon inquiry she learned that Mr. Lukke's HMO benefits are limited to one week of psychiatric hospitalization. She also learned that this HMO, like many similar organizations, reimburses only for time-limited group therapy, not for individual therapy.

Should the social worker prepare a routine discharge and let the HMO staff worry about how to help Lukke? Or should she take an advocate stance to ensure that Lukke will get the treatment he needs? What is expected in this situation from a professional social worker who wants to engage in ethical practice?

10.  Who's to Know?

A local psychologist has just completed a battery of intelligence tests for a teenager with mental retardation served by your agency. You have learned that this boy's test results are just above the score required to continue services for him and his family. Your supervisor, concerned about what will happen if services are cut off, asked you to suggest to the psychologist that she report a slightly lower score, thus ensuring that the agency could continue to provide services to this client.

11.  A New Friend and Peer Consultation

Last night social worker Mark Sussna met Valery Aylon at a party at a friend's apartment. In the course of the evening they discovered that they shared many interests. It was almost a case of "love at first sight." Mark made a date to meet Valery the following evening. Today one of Mark's colleagues discussed a complicated case with him. Mark soon realized that the client being discussed was his new friend, Valery Aylon. What should he do? Should he tell his colleague to consult with someone else? Or should he keep silent so that he can find out more about Valery, information which will help him determine whether they are really suitable? Or should he terminate his friendship with Valery? (Note: Peer consultation is the accepted practice in this agency so that confidentiality is not an issue.)

12.  One Job or Two?

Joseph Leggio is a 25-year-old man with mental retardation. He has no living relatives and is able to live in protected environments in the community. Alice Patella, a social worker, recently placed him at a board and care home run by Mrs. Collins, a person with whom Alice has had a long relationship. Mrs. Collins has been supportive of the clients placed in her home, something that is found infrequently. Alice just discovered that Mrs. Collins-who needs the money-has not been supervising the clients placed in her home. Instead, she has hired a discharged psychiatric patient to monitor the residents while she works part-time in a local store. Alice knows that Mrs. Collins needs the income and her assistant, the discharged patient, needs both the extra money and the sense of accomplishment from performing the job. What would you suggest Alice do?

13.  Health and Safety, or Housing for the Poor

Amelia Pena is a social worker employed by an agency whose mission is to develop housing that is desperately needed for poor persons. Ms. Pena is a member of a special committee of staff and board members set up to review the situation that results from the discovery that some of the homes being renovated have lead paint problems. If the agency undertakes to remove the lead paint in order to ensure the safety of future residents, the agency will not be able to offer this new housing to the poor since the purchase price will be prohibitive. But if the lead is not removed, the agency will be morally and legally liable for any resulting damage. The agency does not have sufficient resources to do both-remove the lead and build the housing.

14.  Who Makes Social Work Decisions?

In the Whitehurst Children’s Agency, the social work staff is supervised by Gloria Tabaka, a licensed social worker who is an excellent teacher and supervisor. When Ms. Tabaka has to be away from the agency, whether for a few hours or a day, the only person she trusts sufficiently to act for her is the office manager, Monica Monteleone, who is not a professional social worker nor is she trained in any human service. When Ms. Tabaka is not present and cannot be reached, the staff must go to Ms. Monteleone for decisions about the clients. Admittedly, Ms. Monteleone does know a great deal about many things, but the social work staff is not sure whether social work decisions should be made by a person who has not been certified. Today while Ms. Tabaka is away, you have to make a deci- sion about an emergency child welfare situation that needs your super- visor's approval. Ms. Monteleone disagrees with your recommendation and instead suggests an option which you feel is not professionally defensible. What should you do?

15.  Obey the Law or Help?

Daphne Ranesco, a social work student, will graduate next week. Today one of her clients, Harry Plimkin, called distraught saying he has become violent with his wife and that he wants help. He tells her he has much respect for her since she has been very helpful to him, especially in con- trolling his temper. He wants to see her privately for a few sessions because he does not trust anyone else at the agency to help him in this emergency. State regulations do not allow social workers to practice privately until they have had two years of post-graduation profession experience under supervision. Does an emergency such as this one justify breaking the law? Is the prevention of violence more important than abiding by the law?. What are Daphne's options? What ethical considerations must be considered for each option?

16.  No Other Way to Gather Resources

You are employed by a rural County Department of Education, which has no funds available to help Tom Bishop, your homebound young client or his family to purchase a cheap computer and modem which would enable him to communicate with many learning facilities and with other teenagers. Torn is desperate for activity but cannot travel out of his house because of his physical disabilities, which resulted from a diving accident. You have already asked your colleagues if they know how you might gather these resources, but no one had any helpful suggestions. Tom and his parents have now given you permission to advertise his needs on the electronic network. In your e-rnail message you identified your client by gender, age, and a general description of his physical problems, but you did not use his name nor indicate the specific nature of his disabilities. Is this a responsible and ethical use of information? Can your client be recognized in a relatively small and sparsely populated area? What are the ethical issues involved when you use an electronic network to gain needed resources for your client?

17.  A Reporter After Death

A year ago when you were employed by St. Paul's Family Center, you served as social worker of Nicholas Karros, who had been experiencing problems on his job that affected him and his family, About eight months ago Nicholas was killed in an altercation at a local bar. You heard later that he had been the innocent victim. Roberta Frei, a reporter for the local newspaper, approached you yesterday to ask for information about Nicholas because she heard he had been abusive to his wife and children. Ms. Frei wanted this information as part of her preparation for an article on local domestic violence. What should you do? Does the Code of Ethics protect dead persons? What ethical issues are involved here?

18. A Peaceful House in a New Land

Your client is a recent immigrant and has many traditional cultural values. Referred by her physician, she has been having headaches and difficulty with her husband, who is very critical of her housework and of her care for their children. She believes that the woman is responsible for a peaceful house and should put up with her husband's criticisms. In fact, she is proud that he only criticizes her and does not slap or hit her when she does things incorrectly. Your goals as the social worker differ. You think she should protect herself, gain some independence, and be more self- assertive. Should you continue to work with this person? If not, why not? If yes, why?

19.  How to Be Fair?

Your community is in the midst of an annual enrollment period for qualified aging persons to obtain tax-supported inexpensive transportation. Not every applicant will be accepted because only limited funds are available. As you help older persons fill out applications, you know some persons are needy but not providing all the income information in order to qualify. Should you confront them? Should you inform the authorities?

20.  Insider Trading

Recently Mr. Wellington, a friend and neighbor, approached you in the supermarket. You were pleased to see him. Some years ago he helped your parents several times when they were late on mortgage payments by loaning them money free of charge. He tells you that his nine-year-old child has been "acting up" and driving his wife crazy. They went for an initial interview at the local mental health clinic where you serve as the executive director and learned that it would be approximately one month before their son could be seen on a regular basis. Could you do anything to move up the appointment? What should you do?

21.  A House in a New Development

You are employed in a social agency and have developed a very positive relationship with a client, Chip, a very successful real estate agent who is appreciative of the help you have been able to provide for him. You and your wife are interested in buying a house in a new development where construction has been unable to keep up with the demand for new homes. However, you have less of a down payment than is needed, and you also are not high on the waiting list to get into this desirable area. When you asked Chip about these two problems, he responded by telling you that he would be glad to move you up on the waiting list and would arrange for a loan for the difference in the down payment. Is there a difference between being moved up on the list and accepting the loan which you will repay? What are your choices?

22.  Christopher, Stella, or Clients?

Garnet Hinckley, a social worker in private practice, is exceptionally conscientious and an excellent practitioner, but she works too many hours and too many days because her family needs money for expensive medical care for her son, Christopher. At the same time, she is driven to provide service to her clients who have difficulty paying fees. She feels she is not paying enough attention to other family members. Her daughter, Stella, has often complained that she misses her and would like her to be home when she arrives from school in the afternoon. However, if she is home when Stella wants her to be, she will lose part of her clientele and further reduce her income. To whom does Ms. Hinckley owe priority loyalty?

23.  But I Don't Like Him

Joe Sirocco appeared for an initial interview with Marti Holmgren, social worker in the Mt. Everest Counseling Center. He explains what is bothering him. As he talks, Ms. Holmgren feels more and more negative toward him. Eventually, she tells him she can't accept him as a client, although she will help him find another therapist. Mr. Sirocco asks why he is not being accepted. Ms. Holmgren responds that her case load is too full at this time. Was she justified in giving this answer? Should she have told Joe Sirocco the real reason for her decision?

24.  Must There Be No Relationship?

Arthur Baker has been a client of Anton Forsyte for about six months. Mr. Baker feels that Mr. Forsyte has been very helpful to him and, in fact, the relationship has been very friendly. Mr. Forsyte admires Mr. Baker and enjoys his sense of humor, courage, and problem-solving ability They also share many common interests, including music and art. But the time has come for terminating the relationship because all Mr. Baker's problems at home and work seem to have worked out well. Mr. Forsyte would like to continue the friendship but wonders at what point he can do so in terms of the Code's prohibitions against dual role relationships. When does the client role end? When can they be friends? Is there a time limit?

25.  It All Depends on the Code and How Social Work Is Defined

Dr. Curtis Worley is a licensed social worker in private practice with extensive credentials, professional training, and a thriving private practice. At one point, he became interested in Eastern philosophies and mysticism, meditation, uses of herbs, and other alternative treatment methods. As he became more educated in these methods, he gradually began to intro- duce them into his practice. Some patients felt his work was appropriate and helpful. Some even were "worshipful" of his personality and skill. Others believed these new approaches were not helpful and discontinued treatment. One of these latter persons complained to the State Licensing Board that Dr. Worley is unethical and no longer practicing social work. To date, there are no reports of personal harm being done to patients. You are a member of the board and are being asked whether you believe his behavior is ethical.

26.  To Report or Not Report a Crime

Lindsey Robertson has been seeing Tom Bland at the Big Bend Psychiatric Outpatient Center. She was told early during his treatment that Mr. Bland had been tried and found not guilty of embezzlement. Later, he told her that he actually had committed the crime ten years ago. Ms. Robertson decided not to report these facts to anyone because she thought no one can be retried for felony crimes when he is found innocent at trial but later found to have actually committed the crime. Is her assumption correct? Does it make a difference that the worker-client relationship is occurring in a mental health setting?

27.  The Whole Truth  ... ?

A social worker is trying to find an adoptive family for a child. A potential adoptive family has been found. The birth mother was a heroin addict, was malnourished, and the child was born in distress but has now recovered. If you tell the entire story, you believe the family will not adopt the child. You believe that if you don't tell the whole story, they will adopt the child. How much should you tell? Is not telling "all the truth" ethical?

28. You're Needed in Bayville

A social worker was attacked and killed last week at a community out- reach program serving mentally ill persons in Sayville. You found this especially unnerving. Even before the death you worried because you heard that from time to time guns were fired in the neighborhood, although no one had been injured. The agency is a subunit of an over- all citywide system of services for this group of people. Your supervisor talks with you and explains that your skills and experience are needed at the outreach site because the death left mainly relatively inexperienced social workers employed there. You don't want to go. What should you do?

29.  The Foundation Has Its Own Priorities

Southside Advocacy Center has a long history of service to the people of the southern part of the city. In fact, the agency is beloved by many per- sons. The center receives large grants from the Anon Foundation that enable the agency to exist. The foundation, because of its own agenda, asks the agency to move its operation to the southeast, another poor community. It is impossible for the center to serve both neighborhoods, and there has been a clear indication the foundation has developed a special concern-for whatever reason-about the southeast section. They regret having to make the demand but insist they must do so. Both neighbor- hoods need and deserve help. The southeast section, perhaps, may need help more because the support extended there over the years has been limited. To whom does the agency owe loyalty? Its continued existence? To the south community? Southeast?

30.  Regina Has Cancer and Her Parents Can't Agree

Regina Benson is a three-year-old with terminal cancer who needs palliative care until her expected death. The hospital wants the child to go home to die among her family members. When Susan Blank, social worker, discusses the situation with Patty and Carl Benson, Regina's parents, Mrs. Benson wants Regina to come home for her last months but Mr. Benson is adamantly opposed. He feels the situation will be destructive to their other children. They simply cannot agree. When Susan Blank checks with the hospital administrator, he says the insurance company will pay and the hospital would keep the child until her death. What are Ms. Blank's ethical options in view of the father's adamant position? What is best for the child? For the family? For the insurance company?
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