Chapter Summaries

CHAPTER SEVEN
Group Work: Ethical and Legal Considerations


This chapter provided readers an understanding of the ethical responsibilities of group workers.  A second aim of the chapter was to make readers aware of legal issues that need to be considered when conducting groups.  Group counselors are responsible not only for protecting the welfare of each individual group member, but also for ensuring that the group as a whole functions in a way that benefits everyone involved.  All of the major ethical issues that pertain to individual counseling also apply to group work, but these issues can be more complex in group work due to significant differences between the two modalities. In addition, ethical issues that are unique to group work, such as the screening of potential group participants and outside-of-group socializing among members, need to be addressed.  

Chapter 7 is organized into four main sections.  The first section presents a brief overview of ethical codes and other guidelines that exist for group practitioners.  The second section addresses pre-group issues, examining the ethical considerations that go into preparing to lead a group.  Foremost among these issues is the competence of the group leader.  Counselors who are thinking about forming and leading a group need to have adequate training, experience, and qualifications, as well as multicultural competence.  Counselors also need to understand how to avoid malpractice, which is a legal consequence of lacking competence.  Careful planning, recruiting members, pre-group screening, and ensuring the informed consent of members also are important steps that need to be completed prior to the formation of a group.  

The third section of the chapter focuses on ethical and legal issues that arise during the life of a group. These issues include dealing with confidentiality and privileged communication, establishing and maintaining boundaries, minimizing risks, dealing with diversity, handling premature withdrawals from the group, and ending a group in an ethically sound manner.  

Counselors who are engaged in group work should be fully familiar with the contents of the ACA code and both sets of ASGW guidelines. The authors recommended that group workers who conduct psychotherapeutic groups familiarize themselves with the ethical guidelines of the American Group Psychotherapy Association and National Registry of Certified Group Psychotherapists (2000).  

As a group leader, you have a myriad of ethical responsibilities that affect every aspect of your work with groups, from the planning stage through termination and follow-up.  Written guidelines that can assist you include the ACA Code of Ethics (1995), and three publications of the ASGW:  the Best Practice Guidelines (1998a), the Principles for Diversity-Competent Group Workers (1998b), and the Professional Standards for the Training of Group Workers (2000).  Although these guidelines are helpful, they cannot substitute for your sound, clinical judgment.

The planning phase of a group begins with determining that you have the competencies needed to lead the group in question.  Lack of competence can lead to malpractice lawsuits.  Other pre-group tasks include addressing a number of planning issues, recruiting and screening potential members, and securing informed consent to participate in the group.  There are special considerations in planning for groups comprised of children and adolescents or mandated clients.

Ethical and legal issues that need to be attended to during the life of a group include explaining confidentiality and privileged communication, maintaining privacy of records, managing boundaries, minimizing risks, practicing with sensitivity to diversity, handling premature withdrawals, and termination and follow-up.  Again, groups comprised of minors or mandated clients raise unique ethical and legal considerations. 


Taken together, all these ethical and legal issues paint a picture of the complexities and ambiguities involved in conducting group work.  It may be helpful to keep in mind that ethics committees, licensing boards, and courts of law do not expect you to do a perfect job or never make a mistake.  Rather, the expectation is that you exercise due diligence – by keeping your knowledge current, documenting carefully, seeking consultation and supervision as needed, and using sound professional judgment.  The following Web Sites provide additional information relating to the chapter topics.

