
Social Work Ethical Decision Making Model
Name: ______________________________________  Date: ________________________________

Identify the problem and contributing factors

What is the primary ethical issue(s) you are facing?

What factors are contributing to this problem?

Identify involved persons and institutions

Who are the people involved in the issue(s)? List down all parties involved directly or indirectly?

What institutions are involved in the issue(s)?



Identify decision-makers

Who should be involved in the decision-making process? Decide who needs to be a part of the 
decision-making process. This typically involves individuals who hold critical roles or have important 
information related to the ethical issue.

Identify relevant values

What values are essential to each individual or institution involved? This may include values based 
on personal beliefs, culture, or institutional norms.

Person/Institution 1:

1.

2.

3.

Person/Institution 2:

1.

2.

3.

Person/Institution 3:

1.

2.

3.

Identify goals and objectives

What objectives do you believe, if achieved, may help resolve the problem? Define the goals or 
objectives that, once attained, might help to address or minimize the ethical issue. These could be 
changes in behavior, policy, or understanding



Identify alternative intervention strategies and targets

Brainstorm alternative strategies that could be effective in resolving the ethical dilemma. Also, 
consider the target(s) of these interventions - the individuals or aspects most likely to benefit from or 
be impacted by the strategy

Alternative strategy:

Targets of intervention:

Assess the effectiveness and efficiency of alternatives

Evaluate each strategy on the potential to achieve the set objectives. Assess the effectiveness (how 
well it solves the issue) and efficiency (how it makes the best use of resources)

Strategy 1:

Pro(s): Con(s):

Strategy 2:

Pro(s): Con(s):

Select the most appropriate strategy

Select the strategy that best aligns with the anticipated results and resources while causing the 
least harm and most benefit, given the ethical issue(s) at stake.

Selected strategy: Reasoning:



Implement the strategy selected

Develop a clear action plan detailing the steps of implementation, the timeline, and who will be 
responsible for each task.

Action plan:

Timeline:

Responsibilities:



Evaluate the results and identify additional problems

What were the outcomes of the strategy implemented? Did it solve the initial problem or raise any 
new issues?

Evaluation of results:

Additional problems identified:



Reference:

Dolgoff, R., Loewenberg, F., & Harrington, D. (2005). Ethical decisions for social work practice. 
Brooks/Cole – Thomson Learning.

Additional notes

Ethical assessment screen

After finishing the template, reflect on the following questions:

Identify your own relevant personal values concerning this ethical dilemma
Identify any societal values relevant to the ethical decision to be made
Identify the relevant professional values and ethics
What can you do to minimize conflicts between personnel, societal, and professional values?
What can you do to minimize conflicts between your client’s, others’, and society’s rights and 
interests?
Have you considered and weighed both the short and long-term ethical consequences?


	Evaluation of resultsRow1: The strategy helped address the initial ethical dilemma by ensuring the client's safety while maintaining transparency about confidentiality limits. The multidisciplinary team provided valuable insights, and the safety plan was well-received by the client. However, it raised new issues around the client's trust, as they felt conflicted about the disclosure. Despite this, the intervention minimized immediate harm and provided a structured approach for ongoing support.
	Additional problems identifiedRow1: The client felt betrayed by the disclosure, leading to a potential breakdown in the therapeutic relationship and reluctance to open up in future sessions.



While immediate safety was addressed, there are concerns about the client's ability to maintain safety without continuous supervision or intervention.



Crisis intervention services may have limited availability or follow-up capacity, potentially hindering long-term support and care.
	Additional notesRow1: To rebuild trust, it's important to continue engaging the client with empathy and understanding, addressing their concerns about confidentiality and offering reassurance about the purpose of the intervention.



Regularly reassess the client's risk and emotional state, adjusting the safety plan as needed, especially if new stressors or triggers arise.





Careful and thorough documentation of all actions, consultations, and decisions made is essential for both ethical transparency and legal protection.
	What is the primary ethical issues you are facingRow1: The primary ethical issue I'm facing involves balancing client confidentiality with the need to protect the safety of a vulnerable individual. A client has disclosed potential harm to themselves or others, and I must decide whether to break confidentiality to prevent harm.
	What factors are contributing to this problemRow1: Several factors are contributing to this issue: the severity of the client's threat, the potential consequences of inaction, the legal requirements regarding duty to warn, and the ethical responsibility to respect client confidentiality while ensuring their safety and the safety of others.
	Who are the people involved in the issues List down all parties involved directly or indirectlyRow1: The client



Me



The client's family or caregivers



Other professionals
	What institutions are involved in the issuesRow1: The social service agency



Healthcare or mental health privders



Legal and law enforcement systems



Ethical oversight bodies
	Text1: 
	0: 
	1: 

	Who should be involved in the decisionmaking process Decide who needs to be a part of the decisionmaking process This typically involves individuals who hold critical roles or have important information related to the ethical issueRow1: Myself 



The client



Supervisors or senior social workers



Mental health professionals



Legal counsel
	1:  Personal values
	2: 
	3: 
	1_2:  Institutional norms
	2_2: 
	3_2: 
	1_3:  Culture
	2_3: 
	3_3: 
	What objectives do you believe if achieved may help resolve the problem Define the goals or objectives that once attained might help to address or minimize the ethical issue These could be changes in behavior policy or understandingRow1: 1. Ensure client safety – take necessary steps to prevent harm to the client or others, while respecting their dignity.

  

2. Clarify confidentiality boundaries – communicate clearly with the client about limits to confidentiality in case of safety concerns.



3. Collaborate with professionals – work with mental health providers and legal advisors to navigate the ethical dilemma within established guidelines and laws.
	Alternative strategyRow1: One strategy could be to work with the client on a safety plan, ensuring they have coping strategies and support contacts. Another option is consulting with a multidisciplinary team, including mental health professionals and legal advisors, to evaluate risks. 
	Targets of interventionRow1: Referring the client to crisis intervention services can provide immediate support, while educating the client about confidentiality limits ensures they understand potential disclosures related to safety concerns.
	ProsRow1: The strategy promotes a collaborative approach, ensuring the client's safety while respecting their autonomy and involving professionals with relevant expertise.
	ConsRow1: It may strain the therapeutic relationship if the client feels betrayed by the disclosure or intervention.
	ProsRow1_2: N/A
	ConsRow1_2: N/A
	Selected strategyRow1: Consulting with a multidisciplinary team 
	ReasoningRow1: This approach ensures that the decision is well-informed, balancing client safety with confidentiality, while also involving professionals with legal and clinical expertise.
	Action planRow1: The action plan involves assessing the client's risk on Day 1, followed by a consultation with the multidisciplinary team (social worker, supervisor, mental health professional, and legal advisor) on Day 1-2 to discuss the dilemma. 



By Day 3, a safety plan will be developed with the client, ensuring coping strategies and emergency contacts are in place. The client will be educated about confidentiality limits on Day 3, and if necessary, a referral to crisis intervention services will be made by Day 4-5. 



Continuous monitoring and follow-up will occur thereafter to ensure the client's safety and adjust the plan as needed.
	TimelineRow1: 1 week.
	ResponsibilitiesRow1: Social worker (Chloe Smith) is responsible for assessing the client's risk, consulting with the multidisciplinary team, developing a safety plan, educating the client about confidentiality limits, and making referrals to crisis services if needed. 



The supervisor provides guidance on ethical and legal matters and supports decision-making. 



The mental health professional offers expertise on the client's condition and helps assess the need for intervention. 



The legal advisor ensures that all actions align with legal obligations, particularly regarding confidentiality and mandatory reporting. Each role ensures a collaborative approach to protect the client while adhering to professional and legal standards.


