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 Kelly’s friend Rachael disclosed that she is involved in an amorous relationship with 

their married internship supervisor, Dr. Clinic, in the doctoral program in Counselor Education 

and Supervision. Rachael helped Dr. Clinic implement his Facebook account for use in his 

private practice. Even though Kelly asked about conflict of interest in their relationship, Rachael 

told her that she is not concerned because he will leave his wife after graduation. Dr. Clinic and 

Rachael have been seen publicly together at an off campus bar, despite Rachael’s admission of a 

self-controlled substance abuse issue. She has since failed to comply with obligations such as 

attendance in classes and meetings.  

Ethical Dilemma 

 The ethical dilemma in this scenario is if Kelly should report Rachael and Dr. Clinic’s 

unethical behavior. Besides personal disclosure and perception of impropriety, Kelly has no 

evidence of a sexual relationship between Rachael and Dr. Clinic. She may not want to falsely 

accuse an innocent party and wish to further investigate and gather evidence on her own. 

However, conducting an investigation is beyond her purview. 

If a formal report is made, the information would be out of Kelly’s hands. She may fear 

retaliation by her peers, supervisors or department. Moreover, how should Kelly determine when 

and to whom to report the behavior based on her limited experience as a student in Counseling 

Education? Is she to follow state law, institutional policy or ethical guidelines of the counseling 

profession? 

Conflicting Factors and Variables 

The first dimension of this ethical dilemma is that Rachael and Kelly are students. 

Therefore, are they responsible for upholding the ethical standards of a licensed counselor? At 
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East Carolina University, students must conduct ourselves as future counselors. Students in 

Counselor Education and Supervision programs are held to the same ethical standards as 

professional counselors. 

Other dimensions come into play when a student and instructor enter into a sexual 

relationship. The student may be grade seeking and manipulating the instructor.  Dr. Clinic may 

fear reprisal of negative consequences in his job if he stops the relationship with Rachael.  

In amorous relationships between a counselor and supervisor, manipulation and 

exploitation may be involved. The instructor may exploit the student by using the power inherent 

in his or her position. Rachael may be unable to discontinue the relationship with Dr. Clinic for 

fear of future grades, licensure supervision or other retaliation.  

There are conflicting factors between the academic and counselor relationships in this 

scenario. Kelly has several different reporting choices such as law enforcement, licensing boards, 

the school or department, and state or national professional associations such as the American 

Counseling Association (ACA). 

 Looking at this dilemma from a multicultural perspective, different cultures define 

ethical behavior different ways. For example, it may be acceptable for people to take multiple 

partners in personal relationships in certain cultures. It also may not be unethical to enter into 

amorous relationships in supervisory roles. Dr. Clinic and Rachael’s cultural background needs 

to be taken into account when determining an appropriate course of action in this case. 

Complicating matters are other issues of questionable ethical behavior by Dr. Clinic and 

Rachael. The first is ethical use of the internet for counseling purposes with Dr. Clinic’s 

Facebook page for use in his private practice. Rachael’s admission of a substance abuse problem 

and later being seen at a bar may be another violation of the ethical code of conduct. 
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Proposed Action 

Kelly should begin deciphering this ethical dilemma and resulting action by 

administering the seven step model of Ethical Decision Making outlined by Forester-Miller and 

Davis (1996). After identifying the problem at hand, this method recommends consultation with 

a law professional and then the ACA code of ethics. Next, Kelly should analyze the problems at 

hand and come up with potential courses of action with resulting consequences. Finally, an 

appropriate course of action is chosen and implemented. 

Decision-Making Model 

In the Ethical Decision Making process, Kelly needs to first identify the problem. This 

particular ethical dilemma is a combination of ethical, professional and legal issues that need to 

be separated out. 

 Legal issues in problem identification. State law delineates potential conflicts regarding 

law and the American Counseling Association’s Code of Ethics (21 NCAC 68 .0503). If a 

counselor is guilty of violations against the code that conflict with state statute, the conditions of 

the law prevail. Rachael may be in violation of the law and not the code of ethics that counselors 

follow. The law is the ultimate authority, however. Therefore, Kelly should consult with a legal 

representative, cohort mentor or ombudsman as a first step in deciphering her obligation and 

duty to disclose any potential ethical or legal violations. 

North Carolina state statutes outline the responsibility of supervisors to supervisees in the 

counseling profession (21 NCAC 68 .0512). By law, supervisors must steer clear of dual 

relationships. Dr. Clinic is clearly in an influential station as it relates to Rachael. The law 

implies that there may be exploitation that causes harm to the supervisee and clients. 
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Further, state statute summarizes competence issues in the substance abuse counseling 

field (21 NCAC 68 .0503). In the competence statute, a substance abuse professional must 

acknowledge impairment resulting in competency delinquency due to the use of alcohol or drugs. 

If Rachael is having issues due to substance use, it could potentially cause harm to clients and 

she may not be able to practice professional counseling with sufficient skill and safety. 

The competence statute also states that the substance abuse counselor who is aware of 

unethical behavior by another professional has a duty to report the violation to the North 

Carolina Substance Abuse Professional Practice Board. This law clearly states that Kelly has an 

obligation to make a report to the Board. 

 ACA Code of Ethics. Next, Kelly should apply the American Counseling Association’s 

Code of Ethics (ACA, 2005). One recommendation would be for Kelly to call the ACA’s Ethics 

Committee for advice and counsel in determining a course of action. 

 The Code of Ethics clearly outlines responsibilities of counselors, supervisors and 

educators in Section F. A sexual relationship within supervisory roles is strictly prohibited (ACA 

F.3.b., 2005). Due to the power differential in their relationship, Dr. Clinic may not be able to 

seek a relationship with Rachael even after termination of their academic relationship (ACA 

F.10.c., 2005). 

 Also in Section F, peer relationship responsibilities are described (ACA F.6.e., F.9., 

2005). Educators in the counseling field should make sure that the rights of peers are held in 

esteem. It is not clear that Dr. Clinic holds this ethical tenant with both Kelly and Rachael. 

Rachael may get special treatment as a result of the sexual relationship. He would not be able to 

adequately evaluate Rachael’s performance as he may be biased in her favor. 
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 The Code of Ethics describes professional and student competence as it relates to 

impairment (ACA C.2.g., F.8.b., 2005). A professional counselor or student should be aware of 

his or her own signs of impairment. In this scenario, Rachael may need to work on becoming 

aware of her own problems, as with her own substance use, and seek help for those problems. If 

she cannot see impairment in herself, she is not competent to provide services to others. 

 There may also be possible violations of Section A in the ACA Code of Ethics as it 

relates to the use of technology in counseling (ACA A.12.a., A.12.g., A.12.h., 2005). Dr. Clinic 

is using social networking on the internet for his professional practice. Issues of confidentiality 

and informed consent may arise when using technology for counseling purposes. 

Dimensions. Kelly’s third step is to establish the nature and dimensions of the ethical 

dilemma. The nature of the therapeutic relationship is one that involves fidelity and 

nonmaleficence (Kitchener, 1984). Fidelity requires that a counselor will satisfy obligations and 

a client can trust in the counselor’s loyalty. Rachael is not fulfilling her obligations to attend 

classes and meetings. If she is not displaying fidelity as a student, will Rachael be able to 

demonstrate this ethical principle as a licensed counselor? Dr. Clinic is not displaying fidelity 

because he is not being loyal to his wife. Therefore, it can be said that he may not display such 

ethical behavior to a client. 

Nonmaleficence is the idea that a counselor should do no harm. It can be argued that the 

sexual relationship between Rachael and Dr. Clinic is causing harm to others. If they are not able 

to exhibit fidelity, it can cause harm to the mental health of others.  

Ideals of ethical behavior are inherent in academia as well. The American Association of 

University Professors’ Statement on Professional Ethics (2009) delineates moral behavior by 

professors (AAUP, 2009). Specifically, the statement says that professors must treat students 
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with respect and safeguard the learning process by avoiding exploitation. Dr. Clinic may have 

exploited Rachael, violating an ethical code in academia. In the East Carolina University Faculty 

Manual (ECU, 2013), amorous relationships between supervisors and supervisees is strictly 

prohibited. Depending on which school, Dr. Clinic may have also violated a faculty code of 

conduct. 

 Choices and consequences. Following the thorough examination of the issues at hand, 

Kelly should generate potential courses of action and consider the potential consequences of 

each. She could do nothing and ignore the situation completely. In this choice, Kelly may 

potentially suffer consequences herself. Failure to report is a violation of both the law and the 

ACA Code of Ethics. Kelly may be responsible for future teaching of and participation in 

unethical behavior or student exploitation by Dr. Clinic. Rachael may learn that she can act 

unethically with minimal to no consequences and continue to act as such with clients when she is 

licensed. 

Kelly could also handle the situation herself and urge them to cease the unethical 

behavior. Although she already discussed the potential violations with Rachael concerning the 

relationship with Dr. Clinic, Rachael denied any wrongdoing. In this choice, Kelly could warn 

Dr. Clinic and Rachael more strongly about these boundary infringements. She may advise them 

to seek legal counsel and call the ACA Ethics Committee to be sure that their behavior is ethical 

and legal. As a consequence to choosing this route, Kelly may fear retribution by either party 

involved. Kelly should be aware that Dr. Clinic and Rachael may not diminish their rendezvous 

and other unethical behaviors, or may even attempt to hide them. 

A third option is for Kelly to follow the advice of legal representatives and the ACA 

Ethics Committee by making a formal report. Although she may face obvious or covert 
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retaliation by Dr. Clinic, Rachael or even the department, Kelly may rest easy in the knowledge 

that the situation is out of her hands. If an investigation is conducted by the proper authorities, 

they may find that there was no evidence of ethical boundaries crossed. 

Evaluate appropriateness. After highlighting the consequences, Kelly selects a course 

of action and evaluates it for appropriateness. Kelly chooses the reporting option as the most 

viable for her professional career. In evaluating for appropriateness, she applies three tests as 

suggested by Stadler (1986) (Foster-Miller & Davis, 1996). The first test is to determine whether 

the choice is fair. Kelly decides that reporting is fair since she would also report in the same 

situation if different people were involved. 

The next assessment of appropriateness is testing for publicity. Kelly contemplates 

whether she would want her name in the news as a whistleblower. Even though there may be a 

negative association with telling, Kelly tells herself that she can defend her position thoroughly 

to anyone questioning her choice. 

The last question Kelly should answer is of universality. If another counselor were in a 

similar situation, would Kelly endorse the same action? Kelly determines that since she is secure 

in the rationale of her decision to report, that she would recommend reporting to another 

counselor. 

 Implementation. The final step in the Ethical Decision making process is for Kelly to 

implement the most appropriate course of action and appraise the results. Since she determined 

reporting is the best action to take for all parties involved, Kelly decides to follow through with 

the decision. 

Professional Interventions 



ECU Ethics Competition               9 

 The professional interventions that Kelly should prescribe to are to first consult with legal 

representatives and the American Counseling Association’s Ethics Committee. Other sources of 

consultation could be members of the university outside of their department and the ethical code 

of conduct for academic instructors. These authority figures can circumvent the doubts or 

uneasiness Kelly may face when determining which laws or ethical codes were violated and 

whether to make a formal report. Then Kelly would brainstorm the appropriate choices in the 

matter and assess the consequences in each. For her own wellbeing, both personally and 

professionally, Kelly should choose to report. The reporting option offered the least amount of 

consequences and was most appropriate in this matter. 

 Being faced with ethical boundary issues is a complex and complicated matter. It should 

be handled with the utmost care in order to put the safety of clients first, yet not to defame an 

innocent party’s character. By following and prescribing to the Ethical Decision Making model, 

this arduous task becomes more clear and easier to navigate. 
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