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Abstract

     It has long been thought that counselors should not establish secondary relationships with clients under any circumstances.  Increasingly, this position is being challenged in light of perspectives that take into account the contextual nature the counselor-client relationship.  A review of the literature is presented followed by a suggested ethical decision-making model specifically created to aid the counselor in assessing the risks and benefits of a secondary relationship for the client.   

Non-sexual Dual Relationships:  Managing an Ethical Dilemma  

     There is universal agreement that it is never permissible for a counselor to become sexually involved with a client (Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 1998). The American Counseling Association's (ACA) Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997), section A.7.a, also makes it clear that sexual contact with a client is a violation of the ethical code and the standards of practice set for counselors.  Specifically, the code requires counselors to avoid these forms of dual relationships.  From a legal perspective, in the State of Connecticut it is a felony offense for a mental health practitioner to engage in sexual contact with a client or a former client.  The Connecticut state stautes and similar statutes in other states, prohibiting counselors from engaging in sexual contact with clients, were enacted to protect clients from exploitation and potential for harm that such contact can bring. 

      Less definitive is the nature of appropriate professional action when the issue is forming a non-sexual secondary relationship concurrent with, or subsequent to, the counseling relationship.  The lack of clearly defined parameters regarding non-sexual dual relationships leaves decisions regarding the formation and nature of such relationships to the counselor's discretion (Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 1998).  The purpose of this article is to examine the issues related to non-sexual dual relationships and offer a decision-making framework to determine appropriate action regarding secondary relationships. 

Divergent Perspectives on Dual Relationships   

     St. Germaine (1993) suggests that involvement in some form of relationship connection outside or beyond the therapeutic setting as the key component of a dual relationship.  Bader (1994) defines a dual relationship as one where a "therapist and his or her client engage in relationships of distinct and differing purposes during therapy or during a reasonable period of time following the termination of the therapeutic relationship" (p. 64).  McRay, McMinn, and Meek (1998) similarly define a dual relationship as "the combination of a professional, fiduciary relationship with a second, significantly different relationship - whether concurrent or sequential" (p. 142).  Examples of such relationships might  include social, financial, business, religious, or personal relationships with current or former clients.   

       The traditional belief has been that dual relationships should be avoided and never fostered.  Most professional codes of ethics warn of the potential hazards of dual relationships.  They caution against forming a dual relationship and warn of the potential for the exploitation of clients and the potential for impairing the therapist's objectivity (Corey, Corey & Callanan, 1998).  Borys (1994) stated that "boundaries are critical to protect patients welfare and thereby promote effective treatment" (p. 267).  Pope and Vasquez (1991) argue that there are multiple factors that make dual relationships problematic.  First, dual relationships may serve to impair the counselor's judgment and thereby compromise acting in a manner that best meets the client's needs.  Second, a relationship formed as an adjunct to the counseling relationship increases the potential for conflicts of interest.  Third, given the power differential and the possible vulnerability of the client, the formation of a secondary relationship can, at times, become exploitive and as a result cause great harm.  Forth, secondary relationships can distort and compromise the professional nature of the counseling process (Pope & Vasquez, 1991).  Although the ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997) does not forbid the formation of a secondary relationship with a client, it does  suggest that such relationships should be avoided.  Section A.6.a of the Code contains the following guidelines for counselors regarding the issue of dual relationships:  

"Counselors are aware of their influential positions with respect to clients, and they avoid exploiting the trust and dependency of clients.  Counselors make every effort to avoid dual relationships with clients that could impair professional judgment or increase risk of harm to clients.   When a dual relationship cannot be avoided, counselors take precautions such as informed consent consultation supervision, and documentation to ensure that judgment is not impaired and no exploitation occurs" (p. 2).    

It would seem, given the language of the ACA Code of Ethics and Standard of Practice (1997) and positions taken by some authors, that the counselor should avoid entering into dual relationships if it is at all possible.  It is also implied that entering into a secondary relationship increases risk of harm and holds no benefit for the client.  

     As the counseling profession has called upon itself to serve a wide range of diverse clientele and new models of service delivery have been developed, the traditional position on dual relationships has been challenged.  Bograd (1993) contends the profession needs to look beyond the right or wrong nature of dual relationships and that those who believe that dual relationships should always be avoided are not grounded in the practical aspects of some clinical settings.  Further, there are some authors who disagree that dual relationships are even detrimental to a client's well-being and suggest that the act of avoiding dual relationships may actually detract from the counselor's ability to work effectively with some clients.  Lazarus (1994a) argued that, in certain cases, the counseling relationship should be extended beyond the guidelines established in professional codes of ethics.  This position is based on the believed that such extensions of the counseling relationship can enhance therapeutic effectiveness.  Lazarus stated, "... certain well-intentioned ethical guidelines can be transformed into artificial boundaries that serve as destructive prohibitions and thereby undermine clinical effectiveness" (Lazarus, 1994a, p. 255). 

       In some cases the counseling setting and context within which the counseling relationship is formed may serve to frame the nature, and in some cases the requirement, of what is referred to as an extended counseling relationship.  Richards and Potts (1995) point to pastoral counseling as an example of where multiple and extended relationships exist as part of the very nature of practicing within a spiritual community.  Another dimension of extended counseling relationships that must be taken into account is when one considers the counselor's role in implementing culturally sensitive interventions.  Pedersen (1997) points out that the current tenor of the ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice is, in some ways, culturally encapsulated and bases its guidelines for appropriate professional practice on what would typically be associated with a Euro-centric world view.  He argued that there are some cultural contexts within which fostering and engaging in dual relationships is very appropriate and even necessary.  "Dual relationships by themselves are neither absolutely wrong or absolutely right in all cultural contexts" (Pedersen, 1997, p. 25).   Madden (1998) argues that given the departure of contemporary models of counseling and psychotherapy from early psychoanalytic therapeutic perspectives, where dual relationships were forbidden, it is time for the mental health profession to "rethink the underlying moral and ethical rationale for the rules in this area" (p. 133).  

     There are, then, two divergent perspectives regarding dual relationships that emerge from the review of literature.  The first position embodies concern over the possible negative effects that a non-sexual secondary relationship may have on a client or former client.  The second postion embraces the need for flexibility within the counseling relationship so that the counselor is free to engage the client in a multi-relational manner for the purpose of enhancing the effectiveness of the counseling process.  Each of these perspectives find its base within a particular philosophical context that we find equally compelling and therefore choose not to argue for or against either position.  What is clear, however, is that if one does choose to engage in a secondary relationship one must be very clear about the purpose that relationship will serve.  Further the counselor must be able, with some degree of forseeability, to determine the degree to which a secondary relationship may harm or exploit the client.

Dual Relationships and Client Exploitation  

       According to Corey, Corey, and Callanan (1998) the ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice addresses the issue of dual relationships from the perspective of ensuring that the client is protected from exploitation.  The presumption that the non-sexual dual relationship automatically implies exploitation may not hold in every case.  Tomm (1993) draws a distinction between the exploitation of a client and the nature of some dual relationships.  Exploitation, in the context of a professional discipline, is defined as taking "advantage of one's professional relationship to use, or abuse another person"  (Tomm, 1993, p. 7).  Although dual relationships do tend to increase the complexity of the clinical interaction, such relationships alone need not be automatically construed as exploitative in nature.  It is not thought to be the duality per se that constitutes an ethically problematic situation, rather it is the counselor's exploitation of a client, or the client's exploitation of the counselor, that must remain as the central focus (Tomm 1993).  

       Brown (1994) maintains that the problem resides in three complex aspects of the dual-relationship issue.    

"First is the failure of the mental health professions to appreciate the power of the dynamics of the therapeutic relationship in the social and political context.  Abuses in power are enabled by a culture that is tolerant of powerful players in a dominant hierarchy .  The second problem is the difficulty with which mental health professionals view their respective codes of ethics.  Codes of ethics are not meant to forbid counselors from human connections, but rather are designed to stimulate counselors' thinking about what constitutes an ethical decision or action.  Third is the perception that mental health professionals have about ethics in general.  Ethics are not integrated into professional practice, but rather are viewed as an add on - something to worry about or ignore totally (pp. 276-277).

Herlihy and Corey (1997) extend the issue further.  They call on members of the counseling profession to recognize that multiple relationships are an issue for virtually all mental health practitioners and, given our multicultural society, the complex nature of dual relationships cannot, and in some cases should not, be avoided.  The standard of engaging in on-going practice of self reflection combined with supervision and consultation are primary safeguards against harm to and exploitation of the client.  "Multiple role relationships challenge us to monitor ourselves and to examine our motivations for our practice" (Herlihy & Corey, 1997, p. 160).  Gottlieb (1993) suggests that avoiding all dual relationships across the board is neither reasonable nor clinically responsible practice and that counselors have a responsibility to assess the potential risk to the client on a case-by-case basis.  

 Assessing the Risks and Benefits of the Dual Relationship
      An important component of self-monitoring professional behavior is the form and content of the process in which one engages in to ensure ethical practice (see ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997), sub-section A.6.a.).  This is especially true when confronted with the possibility of entering into a dual relationship.  Such a process should have a series of specific reference points against which one can determine the possibility for exploitation or potential for harm to the client.  According to Bograd (1993) the skilled counselor recognizes the potential for dual relationships to exist, applies systematic knowledge to understanding "these multiple layered connections" (p. 16), and assesses how they can operate within the boundaries of the counseling profession without exploitation.    

      There are a number of ethical decision-making models that can extremely helpful in sorting through various dimensions of an ethical dilemma (see Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 1998; Sileo & Kopala, 1993; Kottler & Brown, 1992).  These models offer counselors a series of steps that, if followed, help to ensure that the legal and ethical elements of most counseling situations are taken into account in the decision-making process.  There are, however, major shortcomings of these models when issues of non-sexual dual relationships are involved because they do not offer specific parameters for addressing the complex elements that are often a part of the secondary relationship.                

     Gottlieb (1993), through a synthesis of the issues associated with dual relationships, presented a decision-making model for the specific purpose of assessing the potential risks and benefits to the client.  This model utilizes the tenets of role theory which holds that there are "inherent expectations about how a person in a particular role is to behave as well as the rights and obligations which pertain to that role" (Gottlieb, 1993, p. 41).  The model utilizes a matrix whereby specific  dimensions of the counseling relationship are assessed given a set of role related intensity factors that pertain to each dimension. This matrix is presented in Table 1.  The counseling relationship dimensions include: power, duration, and clarity of termination.  

Insert Table 1 about here

     Overlying each of these dimensions is an independent continuum of three intensity variables which increase as one moves from left to right across the model.  Associated with the power dimension is a set of intensity variables that address the power role held by the counselor in the relationship and describe this power as either low, mid-range, or high.  The duration of the counseling relationship dimension has the associated intensity variables addressing the length of time the relationship has existed.  These variables describe the duration of the counseling relationship as being either brief, intermediate, or long.  The intensity variables that pertain to the clarity of termination dimension address both future termination or, in the case of a former client, a termination that has already occurred.  They are described as being either specific, uncertain, or indefinite.  The value of Gottlieb's model is that it gives the counselor specific elements that convey the layers of complex relational factors that must be weighed in making an assessment of the risks of entering into a dual relationship.  

     To implement the model the counselor would first use the matrix in Table 1 to examine  and assess each of the dimensions and the associated intensity variables pertinent to a particular client.  Second, the counselor uses the decision tree depicted in Figure 1 to determine the level of potential harm or possible exploitation to a client given the nature of the current counseling relationship, the contemplated relationship, and level of role compatibility within these relationship contexts.  

Insert Figure 1 about here

     The reader should note two important aspects of model.  First, the left portion of the matrix is associated with lower risk of harm to the client.  Second, as one moves through the assessment process there is recurrent reference to the use of consultation.  Engaging in consultation is extremely important in making decisions regarding a secondary relationship.  Section H.2.b. of the ACA Codes of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997) directs the counselor to seek consultation when uncertain as to a particular course of action.  Engaging in ongoing consultation also helps to ensure objectivity and demonstrates that the counselor has attempted to act in good faith.  Further, if engaging in a secondary relationship is motivated out of an ethical commitment to cultural sensitivity (see ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997), sub-section A.2.b.), consulting with another counselor who possesses specific and indepth knowledge of the client's culture is strongly recommended.  Finally, the model assumes that it is proper to enter into a dual relationship only when the potential for harm to the client is assessed as being low.  It is recommended, however, that the counselor also assess and be able to document the potential benefit to the client likely to result from the secondary relationship.  According to the ACA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (1997) sub-section  A.1. a., it is the "primary responsibility of counselors to respect the dignity and to promote the welfare of clients" (p. 2).  This determination is best made through consultation with one's clinical supervisor or a Connecticut Licensed Professional Counselor.    

Conclusions
    The literature reviewed for this article suggests that discrepant views exist regarding the advisability of a counselor entering a dual relationship.  Where there is full agreement, however, is that dual relationships have potential for causing harm and possible exploitation of the client.  Therefore, a counselor contemplating initiating a secondary relationship during or subsequent to counseling must have clear and definitive indications that the secondary relationship will not be harmful or exploitive and that it will provide a degree of benefit to the client.  

     It is our contention that counselors must make a clear and careful assessment prior to extending the counseling relationship.  It is suggested that this assessment be done in a systematic manner utilizing the model presented in this article and through consultation with a Connecticut Licensed Professional Counselor and/or clinical supervisor.  

     As counselors seek to provide professional services to members of an increasingly diverse society, employing interventions that exist outside the parameters of more traditional service delivery modalities will be necessary.  It is important, however, that counselors, in attempting to meet client needs, do so in an ethically responsible manner. 
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Dimensions for Assessing Dual Relationships
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Figure 1 

Decision-Making Flowchart for Assessing the Advisability of Entering a Secondary Relationship 
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