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Introduction 

The first step in the evolution of ethics is a sense of solidarity with other human beings. 

~Albert Schweitzer 

 When consulting with others in the profession concerning an ethical dilemma, as 

counselors one of our first steps should be to comprehend the situation and context fully. First, 

the authors determined that a foundational step in assessing the dilemma is understanding the 

dynamics at play between Sofia, Anna, and William. The components we will attend to are: (1) 

acculturation and (2) cross-cultural supervision. 

Literature Relevant to Ethical Dilemma 

The first point of connection between Sofia and Anna intersects in their shared cultural 

backgrounds, both as international students and citizens from the same “non-English speaking 

European country.” Sofia matriculated through the Master’s program (and is now a doctoral 

candidate in that same program) that Anna entered. For both individuals, issues of adjustment to 

culture and norms in the United States may be a factor. Aspects of adjustment to a different 

culture occur culturally, socially, academically, and in counseling utilization (Mesidor and Sly, 

2016). Because of the many components to consider when assessing acculturation in 

international students, this process may take longer than expected – especially when adding in 

adjustment to a Master’s program, as was the case with Anna. Acculturation is important to 

consider in a counselor’s training because it can be a predictor of success. Kissil, Davey, and 

Davey (2015) found that an increase in acculturation (based on perception of prejudice) tended to 

accompany an increased rate of counseling self-efficacy. In essence, if a counselor-in-training 

feels accepted and valued, she feels more a part of the culture, and her counseling self-efficacy is 

likely to be higher. This can be mostly tied to having a culturally-competent supervisor. 
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Estrada, Frame, and Williams (2004) define cross-cultural supervision as the “analysis of 

contents, processes, and outcomes in supervision in which racial, ethnic, and/or cultural 

differences exist between at least two members of the client-counselor-supervisor triad” (p. 310). 

When considering the cultural competence of a supervisor, a major error that may occur is 

assuming race or cultural differences need to be addressed early on as the supervision 

relationship develops. Timing of this conversation is crucial in not only creating a space for open 

and honest dialogue, but also having the rapport developed to support the emotions and tensions 

that will arise (Estrada, Frame, and Williams, 2004). Moreover, supervisors of male students also 

tend to ask more of their opinions, which leads to the male supervisees providing more 

suggestions during dialogue; adversely, female students tend to not get asked their opinion as 

much, and do not provide as many suggestions as their male counterparts (Granello, 2003). A 

combination of supervision style, multicultural discussion, and gender and age, if left 

unaddressed, may work against international female graduate students. Incompatibility can take 

many forms and affect the supervision process, especially in decreasing the supervisee’s 

willingness to receive feedback (Hein, Lawson, and Rodriguez, 2011). To counteract these 

effects, a culturally-competent supervisor must build a stronger working alliance by assessing the 

supervisee’s level of acculturation and create an environment for multicultural discussions, and 

decrease role ambiguity by making supervision expectations clearer (Ng and Smith, 2012). 

The dynamics continue compounding as multiple roles are introduced. When multiple 

roles occur, they often surface without explicit instruction and potentially can be distressing; 

even with the possibility of growing if the individual does (and is able to) engage with the 

process (Dickens, Ebrahim, and Herlihy, 2016), the process is still uncomfortable and difficult to 

navigate – for the supervisee and supervisor. Juggling multiple roles while adjusting to a 
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different culture sometimes results in less than ideal coping strategies. Woo, Jang, and Henfield 

(2015) discussed the importance of self-directed strategies (e.g. self-reflection, being up-to-date 

on supervision literature, and operating from culturally-sensitive supervision models), 

networking with other international graduate students, and having mentors from your home 

country in assisting with acculturation. However, in the absence of those, a student may seek 

alternative means of alleviating discomfort and handling stress.  

The insight provided is not presented to excuse behaviors that occurred leading up to 

Sofia’s request for advice. However, to provide appropriate feedback and solutions, the authors 

sought context for what may have influenced the behaviors. Understanding perspective makes 

sure everyone is heard, all issues are addressed, appropriate measures are taken. Plus, when felt 

heard and understood, people are more likely to receive and follow advice or constructive 

feedback. Furthermore, the presence of an ethical dilemma does not automatically mean there 

was ill-intent or neglect in some way; rather, dilemmas often arise because one is considering a 

best course of action – not just for the professional but for all parties involved. The emergence of 

an ethical dilemma simply means that a different course of action, thought, method of 

communication, or framework needs to be considered. Thus, this paper aims to address Sofia’s 

concerns by incorporating knowledge of cross-cultural supervision, dissecting the issues at hand, 

and applying ethical codes and decision-making to arrive at an appropriate solution.  

Identification of the Dilemma 

The case study presents significant information regarding different aspects of the 

dilemma, but the overarching issue seems to be the effectiveness of supervision and how to 

address issues in the different relationships.  This issue presents in Sofia and Anna’s supervision 

relationship as well as Anna and William’s; yet, both relationships present with different 
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supervision problems, which will be deconstructed in the upcoming paragraphs. Because of 

Sofia’s uncertainty on how to proceed and deciding to seek faculty support gives her perspective 

primary consideration during this process.  

 One of the biggest concerns for Sofia is William and Anna’s supervisor/supervisee 

relationship.  Due to William being “overloaded with clients and having ‘so many supervisees’,” 

Anna has not received weekly supervision. This creates space for negative ramifications, some of 

which are evident. First, William is not aware of how Anna is handling the site and her clients, 

which means he cannot guarantee their well-being. Additionally, Anna’s frustration with 

William’s lack of guidance, challenges with clients, and lack of local support have led to her 

venting on social media. This raises concern for Sofia as she reads through Anna’s posts and 

witnesses her referencing them as “crazy” and discussing her “unhelpful” supervisor. Even 

though Anna wrote the posts in her primary language, this reaction sheds light on the stress Anna 

may be enduring and potential future ethical issues.  

 Initially, Sofia prompts Anna to consider how her cultural differences affect her 

communication with Sofia and William. Though Sofia encourages Anna to speak with William 

regarding her concerns, Anna shuts down Sofia’s recommendation to speak to him about her 

client cases and supervision support moving forward. From the case study, it seems that Sofia 

attempts to reconcile some of the supervisory issues by communicating with William about 

Anna; however, she was dismissed after giving a generic and unsubstantiated evaluation about 

Anna’s clinical performance. William does admit to being too busy for weekly supervision but 

claims he will attempt to rectify this moving forward. This leaves Sofia uneasy and seeking 

faculty assistance because Anna needs appropriate supervision; despite her intentions, Sofia and 

Anna’s relationship also contains implications to address.  
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 Sofia and Anna’s relationship is a multiple-role relationship without clear 

boundaries.  Since Sofia empathizes with Anna’s situation – having left their home country to 

complete the same Master’s program – Sofia felt compelled to support Anna’s transition after 

Anna reached out. However, as they both progressed through their respective programs and 

changes within the relationship developed, neither Sofia or Anna established boundaries 

considering these changes. This boundaries and expectations conversation was especially 

necessary as after Anna requested the Sofia’s original practicum placement and for Sofia to be 

her supervisor.  

Anna’s concerns stem from her frustrations with the stress of meeting with clients 

combined with the lack of support from William. This has motivated Anna to briefly discuss her 

concerns about William with Sofia, yet she was not ready to receive and act on Sofia’s 

suggestions. Instead, Anna requests additional time to meet with Sofia, who is already struggling 

to confront the dynamics of their relationship and the need for boundary clarification to foster 

healthy growth for both students as a counselor and supervisor.  

 As Anna’s supervisor, Sofia acquired additional responsibilities outside of their social 

interactions, and needs to take the steps to inform Anna about how this affects their relationship 

and educate her about what is appropriate. Due to the power differential and Sofia’s 

responsibility as a supervisor, she needs to take the initiative to address any concerns she has 

about being able to execute her job duties. Failure to properly implement these supervisory 

responsibilities inhibits both Anna and Sofia as students, and though it may be difficult to 

address some of the concerns due to the cultural connection and empathy she has for Anna’s 

situation, Sofia needs to remember she needs to be accountable as a supervisor despite the dual 

relationship.  Furthermore, Sofia’s influence as a supervisor gives her the ability to fill in some 
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for what William is failing to provide and challenge Anna to confront her struggles with him 

while providing guidance on a plan of action. Lastly, as a doctoral candidate in the same program 

as Anna, Sofia has the power to bring the situation to the faculty and ask for support if actions 

are being made without seeing a positive change.   

 Depending on the course of action taken by Anna, Sofia, William, and the department 

faculty (if necessary), this scenario can have both ethical and professional implications. 

Additionally, three moral principles – as established by Forester-Miller and Davis (2016) –

influence our next steps in assessing this ethical dilemma. First, nonmaleficence applies to the 

Anna’s clients and the level of supervision she receives from William and Sofia. All have a 

responsibility to the client’s needs (or supervisee) to provide services that aren’t 

harmful.  Second, the importance of fidelity is especially vital for the student professional 

development. Despite the realities of being short-staffed or having too many clients, these 

commitments must be upheld to progress students’ learning and maintain the partnership 

between the university and site.  Finally, beneficence plays a role because Sofia and William 

both need to discretion to decide about the good for the site’s clients but also the needs for the 

individual, Anna. Exploring the dilemma with the above principles considerations as our 

framework, we transitioned to a more critical analysis necessary for ethical decision-making.  

Using the Proposed Model 

Identify the problem. Problems exist a dual relationship between Anna and Sofia. 

Cultural considerations between academic and professional responsibilities. Sofia’s execution of 

her counselor responsibilities. Anna’s use of social media to vent about work related concerns. 

William’s inadequate supervision practices. Organizational practices and expectations between 

school and site.  
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Apply the ACA Code of Ethics. After determining that the problems identified centered 

on the supervisory relationship, we decided to focus on the Supervision, Training, and Teaching 

section of the code. Below are the top standards we connected to the dilemma and why:  

a) F.1.A. Counselor Supervision and Client Welfare: There are two points of 

consideration concerning supervision and client welfare. First, the standard 

specifies that supervisors are obligated to monitor the services provided by 

supervisees. According to the scenario, it is unknown if Sofia is monitoring 

Anna’s services. William has already stated that he has not met with Anna and 

felt she was doing “fine” and that he was not able to provide weekly supervision 

with Anna. Second, the supervisor is charged with providing professional 

development to the supervisee. Anna cannot receive this professional 

development because she is not even receiving weekly supervision. 

b) F.2.B. Multicultural Issues/Diversity in Supervision: Multicultural considerations 

do exist within relationships between Sofia and Anna and William and Anna. 

Sofia should address how their shared European heritage and cultural differences 

shape their counseling and academic experiences. These differences should be 

explored and evaluated to determine where challenges may lie and how they can 

be resolved. The cultural differences also exist in supervision between William 

and Anna. As stated above, William should be aware that differences exist and be 

competent enough to broach and address those issues. 

c) F.3.A. Extending Conventional Supervisory Relationships: Counseling 

supervisors are required to clearly define and maintain ethical professional, 

personal, and social relationships with their supervisees. This specifically pertains 
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to Sofia and Anna and their interactions on social media. Establishing formal 

expectations of social, professional, and academic interactions is necessary. 

Severing their social media connections could enhance the establishing of 

boundaries, but at a minimum the appropriate precautions are needed to ensure 

that judgment is not impaired and that no harm occurs.  

d) F.6.A. Evaluation: The evaluative practices of Sofia and William warrant 

monitoring to ensure that they are providing feedback to Anna. It is assessed that 

Anna is not receiving feedback from either supervisor. An immediate inspection 

of the evaluation process between Anna and William should be conducted to 

ensure that Anna is being evaluated properly. 

e) F.7.G. Student-to-Student Supervision and Instruction: Students who assume 

supervisory roles assume the responsibilities of a counselor educator and 

supervisor. Thus, since Sofia is operating as a counselor supervisor and must 

adhere to the same ethical and best practices standards as any other counselor 

educator.  

Determine the nature and dimensions of the dilemma. Of the five moral principles 

established by Forester-Miller and Davis (2016), nonmaleficence, fidelity, and beneficence 

emerged as points of focus. As discussed earlier, these three principles take into consideration 

client welfare, student professional development, and how the need to support those areas should 

be evaluated in conjunction with each other. 

Generate potential courses of action. 

a) Establish boundaries and expectations between Sofia and Anna. 

b) Conduct an advising meeting with Anna to address concerns. 
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c) Conduct a progress meeting with William to address concerns.  

d) Remove Sofia as Anna’s supervisor. 

e) Remove William as Anna’s site supervisor. 

f) Allow the situation to evolve further before intervening.  

Consider the potential consequences of all options and determine a course of action. 

a) Establish boundaries and expectations between Sofia and Anna: After Sofia 

discusses the situation with faculty, she attempts to address them with Anna. 

Anna may not receive the feedback well, or the conversation worsens the 

situation. 

b) Conduct an advising meeting with Anna to address concerns: During this 

meeting, concerns about Anna’s adjustment to her training and coping with 

stressors should be addressed; a recommendation would be for Anna to seek 

additional counseling services. Anna may feel singled out and her privacy 

betrayed, because of Sofia mentioning the social media posts. This course of 

action does not consider William and his impact on the situation. 

c) Conduct a progress meeting with William to address concerns: During this course 

of action, we recommend that appropriate department faculty address concerns 

with Anna’s supervision with William. William could perceive this as an overstep 

and be defensive. He could also retaliate on Anna for not approaching him first, 

and on Sofia for “going over his head.” This could potentially result in a severing 

of the partnership between the department and the site. 

d) Remove Sofia as Anna’s supervisor: Removing Sofia as Anna’s supervisor could 

allow them to continue their social relationship with clearer boundaries. 
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Adversely, it may damage that relationship and ruin the trust they’ve established 

with each other. The greater implication is that it could lead to Anna leaving the 

program and potentially returning to her home country. There is also a missed 

opportunity for both individuals to lean into the friction to grow professionally. 

e) Remove William as Anna’s site supervisor: If William is removed as Anna’s site 

supervisor, there may be no other supervisor to replace him. This could impede 

Anna’s successful completion of her practicum.  

f) Allow the situation to evolve further before intervening: Though Sofia has 

consulted faculty for advice on how to address this situation, Sofia can allow the 

situation to evolve to see if it corrects itself. Currently, there are concerns in how 

Anna is handling her client load and other stressors, which may impact her client 

welfare and progression through the program; so, there is space to for Anna to 

self-correct. However, Anna may not have the awareness to address these 

concerns on her own. 

Proposed Ethical Action 

Considering the complexity of the issues at hand, there are several actions that need to be 

taken to resolve the situation. We propose four unique measures that will be completed in 

sequence. These measures will ensure that Anna is allowed an opportunity to grow in her role as 

a counselor and as a student of counseling. Additionally, they will allow Sofia the opportunity to 

grow concurrently in her role as a supervisor by making her an integral part of the educational 

process for Anna. Finally, these measures will set appropriate parameters to decrease the 

likelihood this type of ethical dilemma and set clear consequences if the issues were to persist. 

The measures are outlined below: 
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Step 1: Sofia provides Anna with education about boundaries. This includes both her 

boundaries with Sofia, her doctoral supervisor and William, her site supervisor. The lack of 

boundaries between Anna and Sofia is a significant factor. Due to this, a discussion about 

boundaries is the first step in resolving this situation. Ideally this conversation would have 

happened once Anna and Sofia entered a dual-role situation, and not after an issue had already 

arisen. This could be corrected in the future by more active participation by the faculty in the 

preparation of their supervisor/supervisee pairs. According to the documentation, Sofia was 

simply placed with Anna due to her having experience with Anna’s practicum site and site 

supervisor, William. Even in the case that the faculty were unaware of the friendship between 

Anna and Sofia, it would have been wise to consult her and the other doctoral supervisor to 

ensure that there were no conflicts with dual relationships before finalizing supervision 

assignments for the master’s practicum.  

This initial discussion about boundaries needs to happen between Anna and Sofia, and 

Sofia needs to be clear about her current role as Anna’s supervisor. In their discussion Sofia 

needs to ensure that her and Anna are meeting for at least an hour on a weekly basis, and 

preferably in person. Additionally, Sofia will advise Anna on how to approach a conversation 

with William about their boundaries. Knowing that Sofia has done this in the past, and that Anna 

was less than receptive to Sofia’s suggestions about how to initially resolve the conflict with 

William, this could be a difficult conversation. Fortunately, this is an excellent opportunity for 

Sofia to assert some authority as Anna’s supervisor and ensure that she is well prepared for this 

discussion with William. Ideally, she would role-play this interaction with Anna several times 

until the point where Anna feels that she can successfully talk to William about their boundaries.  
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Step 2: Anna discusses her boundaries with William during their supervision.  

 Seeing as William is not providing Anna with regular supervision, she may need to seek 

him out and schedule a specific time to meet with him. Anna will share her feelings of frustration 

with William and attempt to resolve her negative feelings concerning their relationship. If, 

during the course of their discussion, she feels that she is unable to do this, she will attempt to 

resolve the situation to the point where she will be able to complete her practicum assignment 

and still receive weekly supervision. Ideally, William will be receptive to this discussion. If not, 

additional measures may need to be taken in Step 4.  

 This step is necessary to provide Anna the room to grow. It is likely that she will 

encounter more situations in her professional career that require her to be upfront and 

confrontational with someone, even when she does not want to. Additionally, assuming this 

conversation goes well and Anna and William are able to establish a more productive 

supervisory relationship, it will establish a large amount of credibility for Sofia in Anna’s mind.  

Step 3: Anna meets with her advisor officially to discuss problem resolution with Sofia 

present. We will assume that the program in which Anna and Sofia are enrolled has some form 

of official problem resolution meeting. For the purposes of this paper we will refer to them as a 

Student Modification/Intervention and Learning Experience (SMILE) meeting. The overarching 

purpose of this meeting is to provide Anna with support from the faculty, and to make sure that 

she is informed that they are concerned for her well-being as well as the quality of her practicum 

experience. It is important that Sofia is present at this meeting to further solidify her role as a 

supervisor, and to provide relevant context to the situation if necessary.  

 During the SMILE meeting, Sofia and the faculty member should begin by informing 

Anna of their concerns. They would state that it has come to the attention of the faculty that 
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Anna is having a difficult experience at practicum, may not be handling it well, and that the 

faculty is interested in helping her to persevere through this problem. If appropriate within the 

context of the conversation, Sofia could take this opportunity to address any multicultural 

concerns, and share her unique viewpoint. At this point they would also address Anna’s 

comments on social media. This will likely be a delicate conversation, as they do not want to 

make Anna feel that they are trying to interfere with her right to free speech. This should be 

handled from the perspective of professional behavior within the field of counseling, in addition 

to addressing how it affects the reputation of the university. 

Step 4: The practicum coordinator within the department will meet with William about 

Anna and her practicum experience. As a final step, a member of the counselor education faculty 

will meet with William to discuss Anna’s irregular supervision and whether this site is still an 

appropriate practicum environment. We feel that this meeting is best conducted between William 

and the practicum coordinator instead of William and Sofia. While Sofia may be competent in 

addressing these concerns with William and ensuring that Anna receives regular weekly 

supervision, because of the history of their supervisory relationship, we felt that the meeting 

would be best handled by the program faculty. In her SMILE meeting, Anna should be informed 

about this meeting and given an opportunity to discuss her thoughts or voice concerns. If, after 

all things are said and done, Anna is still not receiving regular supervision, it may be necessary 

to change her practicum placement in order that she can still compete the required number of 

hours and not be required to repeat the course.  
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