
 
 
 

THINKING ABOUT ETHICS AND 
BOUNDARIES 

 
 
 
 

Peggy North-Jones, Ph.D., CFLE 
John Roope, M.Ed. 

Caregiver Connections 
April 2009 

 

 
 
 
 

���������� 
 
 

Let me give you my definition of ethics: it is good to maintain life and 
to further life.  It is bad to damage and destroy life. 

Albert Schweitzer 
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Definitions 
 
What is Ethics? 
 
Ethics is a branch of philosophy that focuses on the moral principles that should guide 
our decision-making behavior. 
It is a broad code outlining standards of conduct and obligations. 
 
Ethics seeks well-reasoned accounts of what should count as good and right behaviors.  
     
 Personal ethics:  Our personal standards of conduct; what we believe is right and 
wrongs. 
 
 Professional ethics:  Applied ethics that serve to help professionals decide what to 
do when they are confronted with a situation that raises eithcal questions and ethical 
dilemmas. 
 
 Organizational ethics:  The form of applied ethics that recognizes the impact of 
organizational factors and involves intentional use of values to guide decision-making in 
organizational systems. 
 
 
Ethical Fitness 
 
Understanding and feeling comfortable with using the tools of ethics – ethical analysis 
and ethical argument – so that you will know how to react when confronted with a 
problem that requires you to assess the ethical and moral consequences of your decision.   
 
Being proactive rather than reactive concerning ethical behaviors. 
 
 
A Model for Ethical Decision-Making 
 
I.  Identify the problem.  State it clearly and concisely.  (The problem is……….) 
 
II. Identify potential solutions to the problem. 
 
III. Evaluate the potential solutions and choose a preliminary course of action. 
 
IV. Decide on a course of action. 
 
V. Develop a plan for living with the ambiguities of ethical decision-making.  
(Adapted from Tarvydas, V.M. and Carroll, M.) 
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A Framework for Ethical Decision Making 
 
I. Recognize an ethical issue 
 
II. Get the facts 
 
III. Evaluate Alternative Actions 
 
IV. Make a decision and test it out 
 
V. Act and reflect on the outcomes 
 
 
 
Scenario #I 
In your work, you were involved with a family over an extended period of time. You got 
to know the family members well, and were frequently thanked for your helpfulness and 
support.  The relationship with all family members was professional and you never felt 
there were any issues with boundaries. 
 
Two years after your last contact with the family, you receive a letter stating that the 
grandfather in the family had died and left you $20,000 in his will.  You are still in the 
same position you were in when you worked with the family. 
 
What ethical issues are involved in the situation? 
 
What would you do? 
 What are your options? 
 How do you decide what to do? 
 
Scenario #2 
You have been in your work situation for a year.  A co-worker whom you have shared 
work activities with during the year, but have not formed a personal relationship with, 
looks ill to you.  She seems to be losing weight, looks extremely pale and you have seen 
her apparently sleeping in her car on the parking lot on three occasions when you have 
gone out of the building for lunch.  Today, you heard her in a bathroom stall crying.  She 
works with children and their parents out of the building. 
 
What principles are involved in this situation? 
 
What would you do? 
 
 
Scenario #3 
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You are at a neighborhood picnic one evening with your children. You are enjoying a 
glass of wine with your friend when a Board member from your organization comes over 
to talk to you.  In the course of the conversation, he mentions that he is having concerns 
about the morale of the organization, highly respects the work you do and would like 
your opinion of staff relationships and the general atmosphere of the workplace. 
 
What principles are involved in this situation? 
 
 
How would you handle the situation? 
 
 
Scenario #4 
You have been a consultant in your program for 12 years.  A new 
administrator/supervisor is hired.  Within a few months, new forms for record keeping 
are distributed.  She tells you during supervision, that she has discovered a way to make it 
look like more families are being served and more visits made than actually are.  It just 
involves presenting the numbers differently, she says.  She tells the staff at a meeting that 
there is a danger the budget will be cut and families and children will not receive services 
unless everyone cooperates and uses the forms in the  way she has told staff to complete 
them.  The 5 other staff members in the program agree to fill out the forms as she has 
asked and encourage you to do the same, for the sake of the children in the program.   
 
What principles are involved here? 
 
What would you do? 
 
Scenario #5 
 
You are an early education classroom teacher in a large metropolitan area.  Midway 
through the year, a new child enrolls in your class.  In an initial conversation with the 
father, you learn that he is recently widowed.  His wife was killed when hit by a drunk 
driver.  He tells you that his daughter had always stayed at home with her mother and he 
is concerned about trauma and separation issues.  Over the next few weeks, the child is 
frequently crying and clings to Dad upon arrival.  You are able to help both, and spend a 
lot of time with the child and talking with Dad.  He calls you daily from work to check on 
his daughter.  One Friday, the child brings you a pin which she says belonged to her 
mother and that she and her Dad wanted you to have because you have been so nice.  The 
next week, the father begins crying when he drops off his daughter.  He thanks you for 
your kindness and says without you, he would not be making it through what he is facing.  
He says he is having a small party for his daughter’s 4th birthday and nothing would mean 
more to him than your being there.  Do you think you should go? 
 
What ethical issues are involved? 
How will you decide what to do? 
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Never make difficult decisions alone 
 
Consider where you can seek guidance from: 
• Consult with experienced peers or supervisors 
• Contact Human Resources 
• Contact Legal Resources 
• Consult any relevant Professional Codes of Ethics 
• Contact agency Ethics Committee 
• Review relevant professional literature 
• Consult with your supervisor, your administrator or the Executive Director 

 
 
 
Reflections………. 
 
Ethical decision making involves a process of on-going learning. 
 
Evaluate your current level of ethical fitness. 
 
Frequently review your ethical operating standards and assess how they are impacting the 
work that you do. 
 
Always consult with a trusted peer or supervisor when faced with an ethical dilemma. 
 
Once you make a difficult decision, accept that you have done your best and give 
yourself support.  Take care of yourself! 
 
 
Professional Ethics Action Plan 
 

1. What did you learn today that was new? 
 

2. What personal actions do you want to take to further support your ethical 
behavior and decision-making skills? 

 
3. As a supervisor or coordinator, consider how you might use this information with 

your staff? 
 

 
 

Whenever two good people argue over principles, they are both right. 
Marie Ebner von Eschenbach 

 
 


