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Let’s face it, tackling ethical dilemmas is a sensitive  
subject that can make even the most seasoned  
therapist a tad uneasy. But hey, we’re therapists!  
Navigating emotional minefields is part of the job  
description, isn’t it? As students, we were led to believe 
that ethics in therapy is a black-and-white a�air, as clear 
as a freshly cleaned glass pane. 

 Fast forward to real-world practice, and suddenly we’re squinting through  
foggy windows trying to discern shapes in varying shades of gray. “The  
Therapist’s Compass: Navigating Ethical Dilemmas in Mental Healthcare” is more 
than just a guide—it’s your lifeline in those foggy moments. Designed to provide 
actionable tools and thoughtful frameworks, this resource offers a structured 
approach to untangle ethical knots and find your footing when moral quandaries 
throw you off balance.

This document is provided for informational purposes only and should not be considered as legal, business, or tax  
advice. It is recommended that individuals seek guidance from their own attorney, business advisor, or tax advisor  
regarding matters referenced in this document.

Danielle Rose (Dani) Allen, MSW CTRC (She/Her)

Dani Allen is the Clinical Outreach and Development Manager for Belongly. At Belongly 
she is responsible for engaging in outreach and marketing efforts to establish  
collaborative alliances with mental health practitioners who can gain value from the 
Belongly community while supporting clinical referrals for therapists and facilitating  
networking connections. She offers specialized knowledge on mental health subjects and  
the requirements of therapists and creates valuable downloadable content and resources 
for existing and prospective members of the Belongly Community.

Disclaimer: We’re Therapists, Not Lawyers!
Look, we’re in the empathy business, not the courtroom. This guide is intended as a toolkit for navigating ethical 
dilemmas as caring, well-intentioned therapists. While we’ve done our homework to provide you with accurate 
and helpful guidance, we’re not offering legal advice. For that, consult your legal eagles. Consider us your friendly 
neighborhood therapist pals, just trying to help you soar without crashing.
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The Gray Areas: The Stu� They Didn’t Cover in School

Let’s demystify the types of ethical dilemmas you’ll likely meet in the 
therapy room. Trust me, these aren’t your grandparent’s ethical  
quandaries.

Patient Confidentiality vs. Public Safety: What do you do if a client divulges plans 
to harm themselves or others? You’ve got to weigh the principle of confidentiality 
against the need to protect safety.

Critical Question: At what point does the risk to public safety outweigh the  
importance of maintaining client confidentiality?

Dual Relationships: Ah, the age-old question of whether it’s ever okay to be friends 
with clients. Dual relationships can muddy the therapeutic alliance and create  
conflicts of interest.

Critical Question: How might this relationship muddy the therapeutic waters and 
compromise your objectivity?

Cultural Sensitivity: Ethnocentrism is a slippery slope. How can you ensure that 
you’re respecting a client’s cultural background while avoiding stereotypes?

Critical Question: Am I adequately equipped to treat this client, or is a culturally  
specialized therapist better suited for them?

Informed Consent and Autonomy: You can explain everything to a client, but do they 
fully comprehend what they’re consenting to?

Critical Question: Has the client been given all the information needed to truly give 
informed consent?

Scope of Practice: We can’t be all things to all people. Recognizing when to refer a 
client to another professional is crucial.

Critical Question: Is treating this issue within my scope of practice, or does the cli-
ent need more specialized care?



Your Ethical Toolkit - Navigating Through the Fog

So you’ve found yourself in an ethical bind. Before you start sweating, grab this  
conceptual toolkit of frameworks and theories to navigate your way through.

1. The Four Pillars: The Backbone of Ethical Decision-Making 

• Autonomy: Making sure your client is the captain of their own ship. 
Critical Question: Did the client have all the info needed to make an informed choice? 

• Beneficence: You’re in this to do good. Don’t forget that. 
Critical Question: Does this decision benefit the client without any conflicts of interest? 

• Non-Maleficence: No harm, no foul, right? 
Critical Question: Could this choice potentially harm the client or others? 

• Justice: Fair is fair. 

Critical Question: Is everyone being treated fairly and equitably here?

2. The Philosophical Trio: When Life Isn’t So Simple 

• Virtue Ethics: It’s not just what you do; it’s who you are. 
Critical Question: What virtues are guiding your decision-making? 

• Utilitarianism: Sometimes you’ve got to look at the bigger picture. 
Critical Question: Have you considered the overall well-being of everyone involved? 

• Deontology: Rules can be comforting, but also constraining. 
Critical Question: Are there specific guidelines directing you, and do they conflict with 
any other principles?

3. Relational Ethics: The Soft Skill Secret Weapon 

• Mutual Respect: Understanding goes both ways. 
Critical Question: Have you considered the client’s viewpoint? 

• Engagement: Dive into the ethical mess; you might find some clarity. 
Critical Question: Are you actively engaging with the dilemma, or are you sidestepping it? 

• Environment: Context is king. 
Critical Question: How does the setting or social structure impact your decision? 

• Social Justice: Are you part of the solution or part of the problem? 
Critical Question: Is your decision inadvertently perpetuating systemic inequities?



Cover Your Bases - Practical Steps for Ethical Safeguarding

Look, we get it. Sometimes ethics is more of a high-wire act than a clear path. But let’s 
not forget, while we’re busy being ethical superheroes, we’ve got licenses to protect. So, 
here are some tangible, practical steps you can take to make sure you’re not only mak-
ing the best decision possible but also documenting it like a pro.

Documentation to Keep

Consent Forms: Always keep signed and dated consent forms that clearly outline the  
client’s consent to treatment, including any specific interventions or methods you’ll be 
using. 

Case Notes: Keep meticulous records of each session, detailing any ethical  
considerations or dilemmas that arose, and how you resolved them. 

Consultation Records: If you consult with other professionals for guidance, document 
the essence of the consultation—what was advised, who provided the advice, and how it  
influenced your decision. 

Emails & Communications: Save copies of any relevant email correspondence with 
clients, especially those that highlight their autonomy in decision-making.

Supervisor Feedback: If applicable, maintain records of supervisory sessions where  
ethical dilemmas were discussed. Document the advice given and actions taken.

Decision Framework: Create a document outlining the ethical framework or theories  
you applied to make your decision.

This document is provided for informational purposes only and should not be considered as legal, business, or tax  
advice. It is recommended that individuals seek guidance from their own attorney, business advisor, or tax advisor  
regarding matters referenced in this document.
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Practical Steps

Consult the Code: Before making any decisions, consult the Code of Ethics of your  
licensing body. [ APA ] [ NASW ] [ AAMFT ] [ ACA ] [ AMHCA ] [ NBCC ] [ AACC ]  
[ Other Ethics Codes of Major Mental Health Professions ] 

Seek Consultation: Talk to colleagues or superiors who can offer fresh perspectives or 
expert advice. 

Identify the Dilemma: Write down the ethical issue, being as specific as possible.
Apply an Ethical Framework: Use the frameworks and checklists provided in this guide to 
assess the situation.

Document, Document, Document: Always document your thought process,  
consultations, and any steps taken to resolve the ethical dilemma. 

Review with Supervision: If possible, go through your decisions and documentation with 
a supervisor for an extra layer of assurance. 
 
Maintain Client Transparency: Keep the client informed about any decisions that affect 
them, respecting their autonomy throughout the process. 

Audit Yourself: Periodically review past dilemmas and how you handled them to ensure 
consistent ethical practice.

This document is provided for informational purposes only and should not be considered as legal, business, or tax  
advice. It is recommended that individuals seek guidance from their own attorney, business advisor, or tax advisor  
regarding matters referenced in this document.
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Grow your practice and find
trusted help for clients you
can’t currnently serve.  

Introducing Belongly Referrals. The 

fastest growing, HIPAA-compliant, 

therapist-to-therapist referral network for 

mental health professionals.

Learn More
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Therapists,
finding 
new clients
is easy on 
Belongly.

Learn How It Works

https://www.belongly.com/belongly-referrals


Get published for free on the fastest growing content platform 
in the mental health industry today. 

Whether you’re just opening the doors to your private practice or have a thriving business 

to run, blogging and article writing are great ways to gain exposure and attract new 

clients. At Belongly, we’re inviting mental health professionals to submit their articles for 

distribution within our community and across our multiple channels.

Publish An Article

01. Boost your professional profile   02. Read by 10s of thousands of mental health professionals

03. Excellent SEO for your website

https://www.belongly.com/publish/


Belongly

The community for mental 
health professionals.

A free, secure space for mental health professionals to  collaborate with and 
meet new colleagues, support each other with referrals and stay connected 

to a trusted network of peers.

Join Today Learn More

Connect Collaborate

Curate Cultivate

Meet other psychologists, social workers, and 
mental health professionals who share your  

specialties, interests, and day-to-day challenges.

Consult on cases, securely discuss specific 
issues, and learn from a protected space. Help 

one another by giving and receiving 
professional support.

With Belongly, you can find and subscribe to 
the latest industry news, research, and curated 
articles you need to stay current and informed.

Grow your practice with referrals from the 
community, and develop your business with tools, 

advice, best practices, and continued training.

See who’s on Belongly Get Connected

Subsscribe To Publications Exchange Referrals

     Belongly is a secure private platform. Currently, we only accept US-based therapists.
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