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Objectives

Participants will be able to:

1. Understand the history and context for ethical, rural social work practice.

2. Identify how rural social work practice presents increased ethical risks in five 

(5) major areas.

3. Improve and advance social workers’ understanding of ethical responsibility in 

rural communities.

4. Apply ethics in a rural community that maintains the unique nature of the social 

worker “relationship” with clients, colleagues and the community.



History of Ethics for 

Rural Social Work Practice

 Establishment of the Rural Social Work Caucus in 1972

 Increased attention since 1990’s due to scholarship in addition to the 1993 NASW 

Code of Ethics which included principles on nonsexual dual relationships

 Emergence of understanding rural communities: Poverty, employment

 2009 NASW Rural Social Work Policy Statement



2017 Code of Ethics Preface

“Ethical decision making is a process. In situations when conflicting 

obligations arise, social workers may be faced with complex ethical 

dilemmas that have no simple answers. Social workers should take into 

consideration all the values, principles, and standards in this Code that are 

relevant to any situation in which ethical judgment is warranted. Social workers' 

decisions and actions should be consistent with the spirit as well as the letter of 

this Code.” 



Six (6) major areas for increased risk of 

ethical dilemmas

1) Dual or Multiple Relationships

2) Practice Competence

3) Confidentiality

4) Anonymity and Self-Disclosure

5) Ethical Issues with Colleagues

6) Technology



1. Dual or Multiple Relationships
 What are dual relationships?

 Having more than one type of relationship with a client or a colleague. Examples of dual 

relationships include inviting clients to family or social functions like weddings or dinners.  

They also include transacting business with clients or their close relatives

 Why is this a problem?

 Relationships of this type may easily create confusion about the nature of the worker/client 

interaction, specifically whether or not the social worker is a helper or a personal friend.  

 When confusion about the professional relationship between worker and client occurs, 

there is increased potential for either harm or exploitation of the client. 



1. Dual or Multiple Relationships

 Received greatest attention in literature

 19.5% of violations for rural social work are boundary related (Daley & Doughty, 

2006)

 52% of the boundary violations were for dual relationships

 Typically think of “slippery/loose boundaries” and problems with maintaining 

boundaries between personal and professional

 Can be sexual or nonsexual in nature

 “Corruption” is a term that can be used often when dual relationships are leveraged 

in exchange for resources



1. Dual or Multiple Relationships

 NASW COE 1.06 Conflicts of Interest

 1.06 (a), 106 (b), and 106 (c) consist of social, family, or business 

relationships and exchanges in which there is potential for harm or 

exploitation of the client due to a dual relationship

 Exchanges with clients involving barter also create the risk of exploitation 

and dual relationships and are addressed in section 1.13 (b) of the Code 

(NASW, 2017)



Case Example: Dual Relationships 

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?.  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



2. Poor Practice Competence

 Study identified “poor practice” as the 

area of greatest difference between rural 

and urban social workers

 Poor practice comprised 27.1% of the 

ethical complaints against rural social 

workers

 Refers to failures in meeting accepted 

standards for clients in areas



2. Poor Practice Competence (1.04)

 Using methods that violate 

generally accepted standards of 

practice

 Refusal to use viable, evidence 

based and acceptable techniques 

(i.e., telehealth)

 Use technology services in a 

competent manner



Case Example: Poor Practice

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?.  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



3. Confidentiality
 Difficult to maintain client confidentiality in a small, rural community

 Primary concern is how to maintain confidentiality in this challenging environment 

that respects the problems the clients may be experiencing and seeking help.

 Strategies identified in literature suggest using

 Skilled judgment regarding scheduling and maintenance, 

 Informed consent that may help reduce the risk of confidentiality violations in 

rural practice,

 Train clients on how to manage health information with family and friends to 

minimize risk



Case Example: Confidentiality

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?.  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



4. Anonymity and Self-Disclosure

 The need for rural social workers to adapt to the 

norms of personal relationships in the rural 

community to gain the necessary acceptance to 

practice effectively

 Formal professional credentials are not as readily 

accepted in rural compared to urban communities



4. Anonymity and Self-Disclosure

 If a rural social worker is not open enough about self while living in a small, rural 

community, it potentially raises issues with either competence (Code section 

4.01) or misrepresentation (Code section 4.06)

 On the other hand, if the social worker is too open with self-disclosure, this may 

raise the question of private conduct versus professional conduct (Code section 

4.03) or affect the worker’s level of competence (Code section 4.01)



Case Example: Anonymity and Self-

Disclosure

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



5. Ethical Issues with Colleagues

 Little attention has been paid to the effects that the same kinds of relationships 

have on ethical practice with professional colleagues

 Relationships that rural social workers have with other community members may 

impact the ability to develop trusting and open relationships with their colleagues 

and supervisors, including inherent dual relationships as with clients.

 NASW Code of Ethics address social workers’ ethical responsibility to colleagues and 

practice setting responsibilities in Sections 2 and 3.



5. Ethical Issues with Colleagues

 Section 2.01 (b) of the Code indicates that unwarranted negative criticism of 

colleagues should be avoided. 

 Section 2.02 identifies us to be wary of issues that arise regarding the maintaining 

of confidential information shared by colleagues particularly in the course of 

seeking peer consultation

 Section 2.11 ethical obligation for social workers to address the ethical conduct of 

colleagues, seek resolution, provide assistance, and take appropriate action 

through formal channels 

 Sections 3.01 (d), 3.03 and 3.07 rural social workers who have responsibility for 

evaluating the performance of others or who serve as administrators 



Case Example: Ethical Issues with 

Colleagues

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



6. Use of Technology

 Evolution of Technology

 Addition to NASW Code of Ethics 

specific to Technology

 Problems with how technology is 

used and possible compromises that 

may occur.

 Additional clauses added to Code of 

Ethics related to Technology follow



6. Use of Technology

 1.03 Informed Consent 

 G may be a barrier as many rural towns don’t have the lines or availability 

to connect by smartphone, etc. For example, even if services are offered 

at the community health center,



Case Example: Technology

 Insert case example and have small groups apply ethics in presentation Teri 

and will do, but for recorded module, I can insert a test question?  I will 

create these if everyone is on board.



What Increases Risks 

for Ethical Violations in 

Rural Practice?

How Can I Decrease Ethical Risks 

in Rural Practice?

Multiple types of relationship 1.) Minimize multiple relationships

For example, do not socialize with someone personally 

whose family member is seeking your services

2.) Set clear, appropriate and culturally sensitive boundaries 

Increased client contacts in arenas outside 

of work

1.) Minimize contact outside of work.  For example, go to a 

different gym or exercise at home, shop at another grocery 

store or if only one, shop at a different time

Peer consultation within the community 1.0 Peer consult through technology with someone not from  

the community, establish an urban consultation network
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