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Relationship/interaction between Ethics, 
Boundaries, and Burnout 

 Adherence to boundaries without understanding 
ethics fosters both boundary errors and burnout 
risk. 

 

 Burnout enhances boundary mistakes. 

  

 Lack of strong boundaries increases the risk for 
burnout. 

 



ETHICS 

  Ethical principle establishes a higher standard 
of conduct than is required by law; a mental 
health and/or drug treatment provider must 
meet a higher ethical standard.   

 

 In all areas of life, ethics comprise the 
principles of morality, including both the 
concepts of what is “right” or “good.”   

 

 Ethics codes say that “we will give and not 
take.” 

 



ETHICS 

 Primary purpose of a code of ethics 
is to guide professionals in helping 
clients and families while behaving in 
a fair, respectable, objective, and 
humane way. 

 

 



ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

Personal values that guide moral conduct 
appropriate for work setting (telling the 
truth even when consequences may be 
personal and/or professional)  

 

Understanding the connection between law 
and ethics and feeling a responsibility to 
integrate both appropriately  



ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

 Understanding your agencies policies and 
procedures for client services (consistent 
collaboration with others, conflict of interest) 

 

 Awareness of personal needs/issues relevant to 
the provision of mental health care/drug 
treatment services to others (divorce, death, 
personal relapse) 

 



ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

 Understanding that the passage of time is necessary, 
but not solely sufficient when evaluating client 
relationships 

  

 Principle of “doing no harm” or “preventing harm”  

 

 Relevant prior education and training for your position 
and/or agency (credentials match job duties)  

 



ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

 Appropriately seeking supervision and/or consultation 
when needed. 

 

 Continuing education relevant to your profession, 
including connection to other mental health and drug 
treatment professionals (i.e., co-workers, supervisors, 
knowledgeable people in your field, etc.).  



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Dual or Multiple Relationships:  A 
situation where the professional 
(provider) functions in more than one 
role with the client.   

  



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Social / Friendships:  A situation where 
the professional (provider) decides that it 
is acceptable to see a client (or former 
client) in a social context or decides that it 
is acceptable to now “be friends” with the 
client. 

 



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Romantic / Sexual:  A situation where the 
professional (provider) begins to view the client 
as a potential romantic partner, fantasizes about 
the client, thinks about terminating treatment so 
that the relationship can “deepen”; engaging in 
a sexual relationship with client/other staff 
person. 



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Business / Bartering:  A situation where the 
professional (provider) engages in a 
business relationship or trading services 
(counseling) with a client who either cannot 
afford treatment or has a particular skill that 
you could benefit from.  



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Counseling to family or friends: A situation 
where the professional (provider): 

 

 agrees to “talk” with a family member or friend 
(on a regular basis) who really needs treatment 
but can’t or won’t seek it out; or 

  

 



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Confidentiality:  A situation where the 
professional (provider) conveys (either 
verbal or written) confidential information 
about a client to someone else (including 
other agencies) without explicit consent 
(written when the client is rational and 
sober) to do so.   

 



PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES 

 Gift Giving:  A situation where a counselor is appreciated 
for what she/he does.  Normally gratitude is expressed 
with a written note, verbal expression of thanks, or some 
small material token.  

 

 Most counselors feel that refusing such gifts would reject 
or insult the client. However, any type of gift giving 
should be carefully considered in advance. 

 



SELF-DISCLOSURE 

 Can the client gain the same benefit without self-
disclosure? 
 

 Will self-disclosure shift the focus onto you (and your 
needs being met) vs. keeping the focus on your client? 
 

 Should you self-disclose when the therapeutic 
relationship has been harmed in some way? 
 

 Should you answer a client’s personal question (about 
your past/present history with __) or is it more 
appropriate to address the client’s concern behind the 
question?  



POTENTIAL RISK FACTORS 

 Work is the primary source of emotional 
nourishment 

 

 Ignorance of personal vulnerabilities (or 
issues that could impair judgment)  



POTENTIAL RISK FACTORS 

 Personal stressors (i.e., illness, death of a 
loved one, financial problems, possible 
relapse, unresolved issues related to 
abuse/trauma, etc.)  



POTENTIAL RISK FACTORS 

 Allowing clients to be dependent on you 
as the provider 

 

 Isolating personally and professionally 

 

 



 

 

Questions / Answers 


