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Dear Ethics Helpline

Having recently graduated as a counsellor, | am now employed part time in
my local church. Recently the pastor referred a woman to me for
counselling, who had taken up quite a lot of his time. She had been to other
counsellors too, and changed churches quite a lot, and wanted to talk about
why she didn’t have many friends ,and how she felt churches had let her
down and not supported her as well as she had hoped.

Because she seemed to need lots of support | said she could phone me
between sessions if necessary. | gave her my mobile phone number, as |
wanted some distance between work and home. However she was able to
get my home number from the church directory, and began ringing me
frequently, often at times when | was busy with my family. 1 felt increasingly
irritated by this, but didn’t say anything to her because | knew she could read
this as lack of care and support. The last time she rang my teenage son
answered the phone and yelled out to me “mum, phone for you”, and |
replied back, not knowing who it was, “take a message, I’'m busy right now.”
The client overheard this conversation, and has not addressed this to me,
but failed to turn up to our next appointment, and has gone to the pastor to
complain that | am not interested in her, and that she doesn’t think | am the
right person for her, and that | shouldn’'t promise things | can’t deliver on.
The pastor now wants me to tell him about how things got to this place.

How do you think | should respond to this? How much can | tell the pastor?
Should I call her back? And how can | stop it happening again?

Yours in hope,

“confused”

Dear “confused”

There certainly are a number of issues here for you to wrestle with. Tim
Bond (2010) suggests the way out of confusion is to approach issues
systematically. The first step is to produce a brief description of the
issue; this you have already done, and there are some questions you can
use as a self-check around this, such as

What information did you have when you accepted this referral?



Did you make an assessment of what you thought some issues might
be?

Are there any themes in the client’s history you need to be alert to?
Do you have sufficiently clear notes to gather this information?
Are you out of your depth?

Might there be some overlapping of counsellor/community
worker/pastoral care roles? If so, which “hat” were you wearing, and
does your employer appreciate this?

Have you taken this to supervision?

The second step is to decide whose dilemmaisit?  Yours, the clients, the
pastors or all of the above? When you have clarified this, the next step is to
consider all available ethical principles and guide lines. This will lead
you to your code of ethics.

Some relevant sections are
Relationships with clients. 1.
1.4.1.5.1.7 and 1.11 in particular are of relevance.

Clarifying roles and boundaries around relationships is particularly important
in a setting such as a church, or where the possibility for multiple roles
exists. Clear contracts with clients can help to address this so the client is
informed of what, and what is not expected of them and of you.

Clarifying the need for confidentiality and gaining informed consent is also
important in a setting such as yours, and a clear contract with the church can
help you to be clear about what your role is, for your client, and for the
church, as your employer.

Bond’s fourth step is to identify all possible courses of action, followed by
selecting the best course. This is a critical point, as it gives time for
reflection and considered judgment. Points 2 and 3 of the code, the
Relationship with the wider community, and Relationship with the counselling
profession and Colleagues are useful to clarify the issues and the possible
way ahead. This could include discussing the pros and cons of contacting
the client, and how to approach the pastor.

Having, with consultation of professional colleagues, decided on a course of
action and implementing this, the final step is to evaluate the outcome,



which can help to turn what has been a confusing and difficult situation into
reflective learning for future work.

Thank you for providing us with this dilemma, it's helpful to go back to
basics. If you are interested in reading more around this, you may want to
check out Tim Bond, (2010) Standards and ethics for Counselling in Action,
3" ed, London, Sage Publications.
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NEWS FROM THE REGIONS
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