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Chapter 1

Imagine having a caring connection with someone, where they are free to 
share their struggles and hopes with you. Where trust anchors the 

relationship, embraces vulnerability, and enables flourishing. Therapy 
often feels like that—a space where people can find strength, hope, and a 
way forward. Therapy helps people process pain, learn to trust, and discover 
joy. They learn not only to cope but also to heal and thrive. Therapy often 
feels like that—a space where people can find strength, hope, and a way 
forward.

Ethics guide our caring connections with others, an invaluable compass 
keeping us on the right path, making sure we care responsibly without causing 
harm. Most of us take our professional responsibilities seriously. We care 
deeply about our clients, holding their stories, pain, and struggles with respect 
and empathy.

We care even when external pressures from insurance companies, 
workplace demands, societal expectations, financial constraints, and 
family obligations and internal pressures, such as self-doubt, anxiety, past 
traumas, perfectionism, and fear of vulnerability—try to steer us off 
course.

This book reminds us of the ideals that first inspired us to help others. 
While life can get busy, staying true to these ethics can help us navigate 
through it all, including when making tough decisions. For example, how 
might we navigate a situation when a client’s trust may hang in the balance, 
especially when the right course of action isn’t immediately clear? These 
challenging moments define our practice. They remind us that what we do or 
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4	 CARING WITHOUT HARMING

fail to do can transform lives. Whether helping someone choose life over 
despair, supporting a teenager in finding their way, or affirming someone’s 
humanity, our ethical choices create profound impacts. However, ethical 
awareness isn’t just about knowing right from wrong; it’s about being present 
and thoughtful in every decision. It’s about asking the hard questions: What’s 
truly best for my client? Am I considering all points of view? We’re human. We 
have limited knowledge and perspectives, and we all have days when stress or 
fatigue cloud our judgment. Our ethical responsibilities include recognizing 
and addressing these moments.

WHAT DO I DO NOW?

Let’s be real—being a therapist is tough. We don’t just deal with paper-
work and appointments but with people’s lives. And sometimes, those lives 
throw us curve balls that would make even the most experienced therapist 
pause.

Imagine this: you stare at an insurance form, knowing the diagnosis code 
that gets your client coverage describes a condition that your client does not 
have. But without it, they won’t get the help they desperately need. Or you 
face a heart-wrenching situation—a client confides that they suffered domes-
tic abuse almost daily, but their spouse is a police captain. What do you do 
then? These aren’t just hypotheticals. Therapists face these dilemmas every 
day and so many others like them. That nagging question troubles our sleep if 
we’re able to sleep: “What do I do?”

We constantly balance our desire to help with our profession’s inescapable 
constraints—ethical guidelines, legal obligations, time constraints, insurance 
companies looking over our shoulders and at times denying coverage for what we 
know must be done, and our personal limitations. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed 
and to wonder if we’re “good enough” to handle the weight of these decisions. 
That’s why continuously sharpening, strengthening, and deepening ethical 
awareness is vital. Rather than memorizing a rulebook with step-by-step direc-
tions on what to do and what not to do, we focus on deeply understanding how 
our choices impact our clients, colleagues, the communities we serve, and our-
selves. We concentrate on asking the tough questions.

•	 What’s truly in the best interest of my client in this specific situation?
•	 How could my actions or inactions impact the public?
•	 Am I letting personal biases or external pressures cloud my 

judgment?
•	 Do I have the training necessary to meet my client’s needs?
•	 Do I have any blind spots about my own limitations?
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ETHICAL AWARENESS: A JOURNEY OF GROWTH 
AND RESPONSIBILITY

Ethical awareness serves as a trusty compass that guides us through our adven-
turous journey. It doesn’t demand perfection or omniscience. Instead, it 
equips us with the tools to tackle tough questions, make decisions rooted in 
human rights, and care for clients without causing harm. Ethical awareness 
requires staying curious and being both a responsible professional and caring 
human being.

Every day in our work, we make choices that have ripples. Ethical awareness 
encourages us to be mindful of the various effects of our actions. We consider 
the impact of both what we do and what we choose not to do. It gently reminds 
us that we are accountable for the paths we take and those we avoid. While it 
may be tempting to cling to quick certainties and believe we have everything 
figured out, ethical awareness urges us to reflect more deeply. Ethical 
awareness nudges us to pause and ask, “Is there another way?” It encourages 
us to think critically and creatively to find solutions that are effective, kind, 
and just. We all have our quirks, our blind spots—it’s what makes us beautifully 
and painfully human.

Ethical awareness compels us to be honest and open about our imperfections 
and to learn from them. We find the courage to say, “I don’t know, but I’m 
willing to find out.” We view our colleagues as partners on this shared journey, 
not competitors. We recognize the importance of self-care and make sure we 
don’t just talk about it. We acknowledge when we’re running on empty or 
when emotions like fear, anger, or sadness cloud our work. Ethical awareness 
reminds us to be gentle with ourselves, to step back when necessary, and to 
seek support without hesitation. Let’s embrace ethical awareness as a lifelong 
journey where we continuously learn, grow, and strive to be the best versions 
of ourselves. We commit to being there for our clients and ourselves with 
integrity, heart, and soul.

Navigating Ethical Codes with Care and Creativity

Imagine ethics codes as a trusted map, guiding you through the ever-changing 
landscape of therapy. While knowing these codes inside out is essential, 
remember that they’re just the starting point, not the entire journey. Consulting 
ethics codes feels like engaging in a deep and rich conversation with a wise 
mentor. Codes inform, guide, and prompt us to think deeply about our ethical 
responsibilities. However, these codes do not offer a one-size-fits-all solution. 
We recognize each client as a unique individual with their own story, strug-
gles, and strengths. We see and listen to them as they are, trying to make them 
feel seen and heard.
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We recognize that many factors, including our perspectives, cultural 
backgrounds, and theoretical orientations, dynamically influence every 
situation. We embrace this complexity with ethical awareness, rather than 
reducing it to a simple checklist of ethical codes. We remain present, thoughtful, 
and creative in our approach. We avoid following a code reflexively or 
mechanically; instead, we consider the nuances of each situation, taking into 
account the client’s context, our biases, and the ever-changing circumstances.

Codes can help us avoid obvious pitfalls and highlight fundamental values 
and concerns. They can inspire us to strive for excellence and point us in the 
right direction. However, they can’t show us the exact path to take or the best 
way to navigate the twists and turns of each client’s journey. Ethical decision-
making involves a dynamic process where we view codes as just one part of the 
equation.

A thoughtful, active, and creative approach brings these codes to life. 
Combining our knowledge of ethics codes with empathy, compassion, critical 
thinking, and a willingness to learn, we can make informed decisions that sup-
port our clients’ well-being. So, let’s approach ethics codes with a curious and 
open-minded spirit, recognizing that they’re a valuable resource but not the only 
guide on our journey. By embracing the complexities and nuances of each situ-
ation, we can provide care that’s ethical, deeply human, and compassionate.

Beyond the Letter of the Law: Embracing Ethical 
Responsibility

Think of laws as the basic traffic rules of our profession. They’re essential for 
safety and order, but following them doesn’t guarantee a smooth or meaning-
ful journey. It’s like focusing solely on avoiding speeding tickets while forget-
ting the importance of being a courteous and attentive driver. Sometimes, we 
might be tempted to look for loopholes in the law, convincing ourselves that 
we’re in the clear as long as we’re not technically breaking any rules.

Ethical awareness challenges us to aim higher. It reminds us that our 
responsibility goes beyond checking boxes and avoiding legal trouble. It’s about 
doing what’s right, even when no one is watching, even when it’s complicated, 
and even when it’s costly. Let’s be honest—focusing only on legal minimums 
leads to a “just enough to get by” mindset. It can make us lose sight of the heart 
of our work—helping people. Driving with the emergency brake on feels like 
you’re technically moving but missing out on the open road and the joy of the 
journey. Ethical awareness helps us recognize when our legal obligations and 
ethical responsibilities pull us in different directions. It encourages us to be 
mindful of these tensions and find ways to honor our ethical values while 
working within legal boundaries. We strive to be both skilled drivers and 
compassionate companions. We entered this profession to make a positive 
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difference in people’s lives, so let’s not allow a narrow focus on legal compliance 
to overshadow the deeper purpose, heart, and soul of our work.

Conscientious, Dedicated, Skilled, and Caring 
Therapist Are Still Fallible

All of us can—and do—make mistakes, overlook something important, work 
from a limited perspective, reach wrong conclusions, and hold tight to cher-
ished misguided or biased beliefs, some of them downright wrong. We 
acknowledge the barriers between us and our best work, but we may miss or 
underestimate them. We must question ourselves: What if I’m wrong about 
this? Is there something I’m overlooking? Could there be another way of 
understanding this situation? Are there other possibilities? Can I develop a 
more creative, effective, better way of responding?

The Importance of Self-Reflection in Ethical  
Awareness

It’s often easier to scrutinize the ethics of others than to take a good, hard look 
at our values, beliefs, and actions. If you frequently shake your head at the 
ethical lapses of those around you, it might be worth pausing to reflect on your 
practices. Focusing more on pointing out the flaws, mistakes, or ethical short-
comings of others rather than engaging in thoughtful self-assessment is a sign 
that we might be avoiding an essential part of our growth. We naturally notice 
when others miss the mark, but if we let that become our primary focus, we 
risk losing sight of our own journey. Challenging ourselves proves just as cru-
cial, if not more so, than questioning others.

Taking the time to reflect on our actions and decisions opens the door to 
new perspectives and opportunities for growth. It invites us to become more 
aware of our blind spots and to cultivate a more empathetic understanding of 
the complexities we all face. So, let’s embrace self-reflection with kindness 
and curiosity. By holding ourselves accountable, we can foster a more 
profound sense of integrity and authenticity in our work, ultimately enriching 
our relationships with ourselves and others. In this way, we can improve our 
ethical practices and inspire those around us to embark on their journeys of 
self-discovery and growth.

Embracing Uncertainty: Questioning Our Certainties

We often find it easier to explore topics that puzzle us, where we’re uncertain 
or doubting. But the more challenging—and ultimately more rewarding—
work is to question our deeply held certainties. What have we taken for granted 
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without critically examining it? We must question these assumptions, no 
matter how uncomfortable it feels. Our certainties can become like familiar 
landmarks, guiding our decisions and actions as if we’re navigating on auto
pilot. But what if these certainties distort our view of a new client or situation? 
Perhaps our go-to theoretical orientation leads us to interventions that worsen 
the problem or indirectly blames the client for their situation. Or maybe our 
confidence in our psychological evaluations blinds us to biases that could lead 
to tragic injustices.

Questioning our certainties requires us to seek out diverse perspectives and 
respectfully engage with those who disagree. It means actively searching for 
articles and books that challenge our assumptions, even if they make us 
uncomfortable. We must follow this questioning wherever it leads, even if it 
takes us into uncharted territories.

Navigating Ethical Dilemmas: Taking Responsibility

As therapists, we frequently encounter complex ethical dilemmas that need 
clear answers. We’re faced with overwhelming needs, conflicting responsibili-
ties, and limited resources. Our best efforts to navigate these challenges may 
lead us to conclusions contradicting our colleagues, friends, or professional 
organizations. Amid these complexities, we must make the best choices we 
can. We must take responsibility for our decisions, acknowledging that we can 
never shift this responsibility to others. We cannot escape these struggles—
they inherently form a part of our work. So, let’s approach these dilemmas 
with courage and humility. We should recognize that our decisions may not 
always be perfect, but we can strive to make them with integrity and compas-
sion. By taking responsibility for our choices, we can grow as professionals and 
provide the best possible care for our clients.

Embracing Social Justice: Acting with Courage 
and Compassion

We don’t exist in isolation. Our lives and the lives of our clients weave deeply 
throughout the fabric of society. As therapists, we’re called to be more than just 
mental health practitioners—we’re called to advocate and take action for 
human rights and social justice. This means opening our eyes, hearts, and souls 
to the painful realities and effects of discrimination, prejudice, and systemic 
injustice. We must acknowledge how factors like racism, nativism, ethnocen-
trism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, ableism, and other forms of oppression 
can lead to the suffering of individuals, families, and entire communities.

Instead of turning away from these hard, often harrowing realities, ethical 
awareness compels us to confront them with openness, courage, and 
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compassion. We must not remain passive, guilty bystanders. We must educate 
ourselves, challenge our biases, and actively work toward creating a more just 
and equitable world for everyone. This might involve advocating for policy 
changes, supporting marginalized communities, or using our voices to speak 
out against injustice. Remember, even small acts of courage and kindness can 
create ripples of change.

By embracing social justice as an integral part of our ethical responsibility, 
we can make a meaningful difference in the lives of our clients and contribute 
to a more just, compassionate, and humane world for all people. Perhaps we 
may even question our own failure to consider other forms of healing, such as 
indigenous contributions in our work.

This book won’t give you all the answers. We have no magic formula for 
navigating the complexities of ethical dilemmas. But it will give you some-
thing more valuable—a framework for approaching these challenges with 
thoughtfulness, compassion, and courage. It will empower you to find your 
answers, trust your instincts, and advocate for your clients in a way that aligns 
with your values.

Remember, you travel this journey in community with others. Together, we 
work to make a positive impact on our clients, the profession, and the world. 
We face challenges head-on, learn from them, and support one another in 
building a more empathetic and ethical practice.
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