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An Ethical Problem Solving Process 
 

1.  Identify the Situation Requiring a Decision 
 

•  What is the issue and who is affected by it (client, child, 
family, community, therapist)? 

 

•  Put simply, think in terms of  
Impact to client  
Impact to Community  
Impact to Self 
 

•  Identify whose problem it is. Is it your client’s, yours or both 
yours and your clients? 

 



2. Identify Components of the Situation 

•  Practice issues—What would be the most practical, efficient 
thing to do? 

•  Ethical issues—What would be the “right” (ethical) thing to 
do? 

•  At this point, take time to refer to advice and guidance 
offered in your ethical body’s code, such as UKCP or BACP.  

What does the law dictate? 
What actions are prohibited? 
What actions are required? 
What are people entitled to? 

 



3. Reflect on the Person You Are 

•  How would you describe the best ethical self that you bring to 
this work? 

•  How would you describe the values you have learned in your 
life? 

•  What values do you bring because of your cultural traditions, 
spiritual beliefs, gender, and age? 

•  Do you find that you identify more easily with the client, 
child, the family, or the community? 

•  Do you prefer to have rules to follow, or would you more 
often say “It all depends”? 



4. Reflect on the Person Your Client Is 
 

•  How would you describe your client in terms of vulnerabilities 
and strengths? 

•  Would your client benefit from being part of the decision-
making process? 

•  Does your client have a right to be involved in the decision-
making? 

•  What are your client’s values and values of their community? 

•  Will your client have reactions to the decision? 
If so how will you manage these? 

 



5. Explore Possible Alternatives 
Write down possible courses of action. Even some apparently 
silly ones. Think wide and without censor. Notice what 
emotions come up as you allow yourself freedom in thinking. 
•  What are the implications of each decision you could make 

on the client, children, families, community? 
•  What are the costs and advantages of each possible decision?  
•  What are the implications of not doing anything? 
•  Consider each of these alternatives in terms of  

Universality 
Justice 
Publicity 

 



6. Assess Priorities and Claims 
 

• What are the priorities of different ethical decisions?  
 

• How could alternative decisions be justified? 
 
7. Resolve the Dilemma 
 

•  What is your final decision? Is it a clear one, or a compromise? 

•  If your decision must be communicated to the client or to 
someone else, how will you do so? 

•  What personal consequences will you have to live with? 



8. Evaluate the Outcome 
 

•  Was the outcome what you hoped for? 

•  Did you consider all the relevant factors? 

•  Would you do the same again? 

•  What have you learned that will help you with your next 
ethical dilemma? 

•  Are there any changes required to your literature, contract, 
policy? 

•  How will you prepare for the next time? 


