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How to Approach 
Colleagues with 

Ethical Concerns
Safer Society

21 February, 2024
J. DiGiorgio-Miller, D. D’Orazio, J. Levenson, B. Palmer

• Framing the issue
• Identifying ethical dilemmas
• Ethical decision making & difficult 

conversations 
• When collegial resolution is not 

possible
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First, Do No Harm

What is “Ethical Behavior”?

Doing the right thing when it will cost you more than you want to pay
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HARM

Ethics in the helping professions
Aspiration to help
Obligation to do not harm
Failures happen

example
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Harm, Vulnerability, Repair 

Ethical Professional Behavior is a Collective Activity

Uphold trust and credibility of the profession

Vulnerable parties damaged by unethical professional behavior

Bystander intervention  imperative
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Do no harm
Resolving Ethical Dilemmas Walk the talk

Compassion, generosity, dignity, action, 
accountability

24/7/365 commitment to learning 
Moral compass not moral outrage
Cautious about polarity

Curious about strong emotion

United by similarities not divided by differences

Resolve interpersonally when appropriate

Beware of  Bias
Ok to question in-group, please do!

Consult

Self-care
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Self

• Professional persona

• Self-monitor 

• Self-care

• Invite feedback

• Seek consultation

• Take accountability

Other

• Peer monitor

• Give feedback

• Ask: Curiosity and interest

• Offer consultation

• Follow up

Collective

• Broaden scope

• Professional groups

• Board & committee 
involvement

• Mentoring

• Publications

• Media interviews

Enhancing Ethical Behavior
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Jill
Identifying ethical dilemmas

What are some of  the 
ethical issues you see 

with colleagues?

• Dual relationships 
• Boundaries
• Competence
• Confidentiality
• What does a “Release of Info” mean 

• Consent to share what, when, why, 
how, with whom? 

• May or Shall?
• Allows or Requires?

• Other?
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2.10 Unethical Conduct of Colleagues
(a) Social workers should take adequate measures to discourage, prevent, expose, 
and correct the unethical conduct of colleagues, including unethical conduct using 
technology.
(b) Social workers should be knowledgeable about established policies and 
procedures for handling concerns about colleagues’ unethical behavior. Social 
workers should be familiar with national, state, and local procedures for handling 
ethics complaints. These include policies and procedures created by NASW, licensing 
and regulatory bodies, employers, agencies, and other professional organizations.
(c) Social workers who believe that a colleague has acted unethically should seek 
resolution by discussing their concerns with the colleague when feasible and when 
such discussion is likely to be productive.
(d) When necessary, social workers who believe that a colleague has acted unethically 
should take action through appropriate formal channels (such as contacting a state 
licensing board or regulatory body, the NASW National Ethics Committee, or other 
professional ethics committees).
(e) Social workers should defend and assist colleagues who are unjustly charged with 
unethical conduct.

https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English/Social-Workers-
Ethical-Responsibilities-to-Colleagues

The most common things I hear about 
other SOTX providers…

There is no path to 
successful completion.

When I ask my 
counselor what I need 

to do to graduate 
from treatment, I 

can’t get a straight 
answer with specific 

things to do.

My SOTX provider says I 
have to remain in 

treatment for the length of 
my probation.

I can’t trust my counselor 
because I feel like when I’m 
honest it’s used against me.

My counselor hired me to 
do some work
Gave me a job

Paid me OR Bartered

A client told me (x3)…..

I had a sexual relationship 
with my probation officer

My treatment provider 
tried to hug and kiss me, 

and it was really 
uncomfortable

I had a sexual relationship 
as a teen with a person 10 
years older, who supervised 
me in a summer job, and 

that person is now a 
juvenile treatment provider 

in another state.
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What should we do?

• What are the competing ethical issues?
• Client confidentiality
• Who is the client?
• Client consent
• Client’s right to self-determination
• Possible unintended consequences to client, 

self, and others?
• Duty, obligation, responsibility to “report” – to 

whom & how?
• What else?

Becky
Ethical decision making & 
initiating difficult 
conversations

What should be done now 
that I find myself in this 
situation?

What could have been done 
to have prevent this?

Are there things I should 
pay attention to prevent 
the progression of a 
sticky situation?
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1. Recognize an Ethical Issue
2. Get the Facts
3. Evaluate Alternative Actions
4. Make a Decision and Test It
5. Act and Reflect on the 

Outcome

General Framework for 
Ethical Decision Making

Velasquez, Moberg, Meyer, Shanks, McLean, DeCosse, André, & Hanson (2009)

• Clearly state the problem/conflict (be sure to note ethical and legal codes 
specifically)

• Generate a list of possible things you might do to solve the problem/conflict
• Based on your evaluation of alternatives, select the solution or course of action 

that is most likely to solve the problem in the best possible way

Ethical Decision Making Worksheet

 Create a detailed, step-by-step plan 
for implementing the solutions you 
choose, including how you would 
evaluate the solution’s effectiveness

1. Clearly state the problem/conflict (be sure to note ethical and legal codes specifically)
2. Generate a list of possible things you might do to solve the problem/conflict
3. Based on your evaluation of alternatives, select the solution or course of action that is most likely to solve 

the problem in the best possible way
4. Create a detailed, step-by-step plan for implementing the solutions you choose, including how you would 

evaluate the solutions effectiveness
5. Have you discussed problem/conflict with supervisor or colleague?

REMEMBER TO DOCUMENT---

• Problem
• Possibilities
• Course of Action
• Plan

Ethical Decision Making Worksheet

|
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What should we do?

• Competing ethical issues:
• Duty, obligation, responsibility to 

“report” – to whom & how?
• Client confidentiality
• Client consent
• Client’s right to self-determination
• Possible unintended consequences 

to client, self, and others?
• What else?

Ethical Responsibilities

Consider how you may gently and respectfully offer 
consultation to colleagues as a means of improving 
their skills, enhancing treatment effectiveness, and 
diverting ethical complaints.
Incorporate ethical principles into your training and 

encourage other organizations, agencies, and state 
entities to do the same.

Janet
When collegial consultation 
does not resolve the matter
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Purpose of  the COE

23

• Presents a framework for making professional
• decisions
• Is developed based on a consensus of members
• within a profession
• Since association membership is highly valued
• and contributes to professional success, the
• potential for formal disciplinary action
• represents a powerful force in encouraging
• adherence to ethical standards of conduct
• Matter of your personal and professional responsibility

Process of  Filing a Complaint
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• File out form from on the bottom of the website
• Include as many details as you can to support your complaint
• Include specific codes that may have been violated
• Understand the complaint will be given to the subject in totality
• The subject has 21 working days to respond, if not may lose membership in ATSA

26

• The committee meets to see if the threshold for a violation is made
• If so, a variety of interventions can be recommended from individual therapy, supervision, more 

training, etc. 
• The subject and or a supervisor gives the chair regular updates.
• The committee may also recommend removal of the membership for the subject.
• The chair presents the board with the recommendations for a violation and the board discusses it and 

votes to pass with the same or modified recommendations.
• The complainant and the subject are informed of the decisions of the board, not the details.
• The new COE has an appeal process.

CONSULT
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• An essential part of upholding the ethical values of helping professions is to 
acknowledge and appreciate our successes

• Thank you for all the hard work you do!
• It does make a difference in countless lives

Questions?
Comments?

28


