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Ethical and Legal Considerations and Organizations for a Developing Counselor
Ethical and Legal Viewpoint

The Idaho Counseling Association is an organized community of human development professionals that work in various settings. They are made up of not only professional counselors who have earned at least a master’s degree, but also associate members (who work in a mental health related field), retired counselors, and students in training. This provides input and perspectives from various ages, specialties, and experiences. The ICA promotes training, peer conferences, offers updates on current issues and volunteer opportunities (ICA, 2017). All of these are beneficial to a new counselor, to help guide them and furnish a support system through their journey. 
A counselor is always required to adhere to their code of ethics. Even in volunteer and pro bono work they are held to the standard of professional counselors. Counselors are encouraged to participate in volunteer work for their community. This not only serves their community but can help build relationships and good rapport within the counseling community.
When working with clients, self-disclosure can prove to be a useful tool when used appropriately and sparingly. A counselor’s priority is to treat and help their client, not waste valuable time discussing their own life. At the proper time though, “self-disclosure can build trust, foster empathy and strengthen the therapeutic alliance between counselor and client” (Bray, 2019). Bray goes on to note, this tool should be used cautiously. It is crucial to know when sharing personal information is appropriate, which can be learned through time, supervision, and training. Counselors should weight the risks and benefits prior to disclosing to a client. It can be beneficial for a counselor to share personal information, when it allows a client to relate to and trust their counselor, therefore enabling the client to open up and truly divulge what is on their heart and mind. For example, a counselor who has shared a similar experience of loss might reveal that, which conveys they understand and are being authentic. Sometimes being vulnerable allows those around them to feel able to do the same. At the same time, the counselor does not need to tell their client that they understand how he or she feels. Humans experience similar events uniquely. A client’s feelings are completely their own. If the counselor–client relationship is to be successful, it is imperative the client place faith in their counselor’s ability to help them, and the client feels they are in a safe and confident place. 
 Zachery R. Taylor (LCP) shared with the author, Bethany Bray, some insightful wisdom, “we must remember there’s a difference between showing patients our psychological scars versus our psychological wounds” (Bray, 2019). The counselor should never make their clients feel as if the client needs to care for or empathize with them. Counselors should be free from unresolved emotional or mental issues prior to engaging with clients professionally, and seek to quickly resolve any issues that may arise (GCU, 2021).
For a client to feel this safety and comfort with their counselor, the counselor must remain objective. The counselor must create an atmosphere of openness and respect. Philip Baron (2015) discussed the advantages of cybernetics during client sessions. He refers to the counselor as a conversational architect. The way a counselor walks into the room, their body language, posture, eye contact and facial expression all serve meaning. Ideally, they will signify respect, curiosity, and active listening. If done correctly, the counselor can steer the conversation to learn more about situations and discover solutions. Clients seek treatment to overcome issues or develop personal growth. That cannot be achieved if the counselor doesn’t remain objective or becomes too emotionally involved with a client’s circumstances.
Counselor’s need to be in a solid place emotionally, mentally, and spiritually to be the most effective with their client. Establishing a good work-life balance as to not get burnt out mentally or physically is necessary. Not only can working too many hours be difficult on home and personal life, but the counselor can also become mentally and emotionally drained, especially with some of the sensitive content that arises during their therapeutic sessions. The counselor cannot be effective when they are weighed down by their job and not taking time for themselves, to breathe, exercise, find enjoyment and continue personal growth. Spiritual reflection can aid in providing a counselor with an inner calmness and self-awareness to enable them to continue helping their clients.  A quiet nature walk is a simple way to attain this time to breathe the fresh air, admire the beauty in the earth, get exercise, all while supplying an environment conducive to spiritual growth. Counselors can encourage their client to recognize their various support groups, including religious and spiritual, and use them as a resource (ACA, 2014). 
This ties into fundamental dispositions required by a counselor. Counseling demands patience. Counselors will have a wide variety of clients, some of whom might overshare, others who might need encouragement to speak and open up. Regardless of the challenges the client is facing, healing takes time. The counselor needs to continually provide encouragement and promote self-empowerment. The counselor must also be accepting of their client beliefs and not impose their own values onto the client. They need to provide non-judgmental feedback to the client, that motivates them to work on their goals. At the same time, a counselor can show empathy for their clients regarding their troubles. This reinforces that the counselor truly cares and desires to help them. They should do this in a respectful manner, without becoming emotionally involved (GCU, 2018).
Professional Organization Review
The American Counseling Association provides many benefits to its members. These benefits include special rates on insurance, free publications and job search tools, access to mental health resources, and continued education. The resources are the equivalent to having a personal mental health help library at your fingertips. There is an array of categories and access to books, journal articles, training, practices, competencies, etc. In additional to these benefits, the ACA is a network of mental health professionals striving to grow, learn, and stay current on policies and practices together. Annual conferences are held, as well as conference educational sessions (ACA, 2022).
One current and critical topic being discussed by the ACA is mental health care for veterans. Veteran’s health care is the responsibility of our national government. The Veterans Health Administration provides services to almost 9 million veterans. They have enacted the Veteran Choice Program to enable eligible veterans access to mental health professionals in their area, rather than strictly VA professionals. The ACA has been working with Congress and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs to increase available Licensed Professional Counselors, and Marriage and Family Therapist to veterans. Veterans make up a large population of those in need of mental health care and sadly, it’s estimated that approximately only half of returned military from Iraq and Afghanistan, that need help, actually seek it out (NAMI, 2022). 
The ACA has also provided updates on states in which bills are signed in support of the counseling compact initiative, which will allow counselors to practice across state borders, in other compact member states more easily. This will prove beneficial in enabling many counselor-client relationships to continue if a counselor were to relocate. Whereas currently, the relationship is typically terminated, and the counselor would refer the client to someone else. Ten states are needed to support this law funded by the ACA. Several states have already signed this bill in support. “Compacts provide a pathway for counselors to move seamlessly from one state to another through an agreement among states to recognize another state’s license” (ACA, 2022).
The ACA is an advantageous organization to be a part of.  It is the world’s largest association for professional counselors varying in certifications and specialties. Within the ACA there are divisions, regions, and branches, specific to location and area of interest. A counselor can reap the benefits, get involved, and stay on top of current events (ACA, 2022).
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In every group meeting we touch on informed consent, as it is such an integral part of the therapeutic process, and we occasionally have new group members. In Doug’s case where he was referred, possibly court mandated to attend these meetings, we had a separate chat prior to him beginning group, covering informed consent and possible limitations, per section A.2.e of the ACA Code of Ethics (2014). I want Doug to get as much as he can out of these group sessions, and it’s important he trust me, and hopefully agree to the process, even if he has to be there as terms of his probation. When Doug’s probation office requests some information from me regarding his progress and my opinion, I want to sit down with Doug and involve him in that process as well. I feel this will continue to build trust and foster autonomy, and not make him feel as if I was going behind his back. This complies with B.2.e of the ethics code, when possible, the counselor will inform the client prior to releasing personal information (ACA, 2014) Plus, early release would be great and Doug might be more inclined to try harder with a reward in sight if Doug was doing well. It would also be great to know if Doug finds group meetings helpful or get his input on the process, and maybe talk about what could specifically help him more. Were the situation a little different and Doug not mandated to be there, according to the HIPPA guidelines, probation officers are not considered a covered entity. Information can be shared between justice and health organizations, but a client’s right to privacy is pertinent. “HIPAA and 42 CFR Part 2 clearly do not preclude probation/parole agencies from engaging in information sharing projects with health organizations. They do, however, require agencies to be sensible and deliberate in how, when, and with whom they allow to access potentially sensitive PHI” (Matz, 2014).
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This is a very unfortunate situation to be in.  While I must face it now and make changes due to the budget cut, I most definitely want to address and try to supplement future funding. Corey et al., (2019) brings up the importance of influencing policy makers. Practitioners can rally together with the community to urge those in decision making positions to consider more funding in the future and implementing new programs to fill a void that might eliminate some of the counseling services needed. I want to take everything community members have suggested into consideration and let them know they are heard. It’s possible I see the community value in serving certain clients that the individuals do not. 
Per Section A.12 of the ACA Code of Ethics (2019) I cannot abandon or neglect any of our clients, nor do I want to. Section A.11 also explains we cannot terminate a counselor-client relationship until the client is ready or we have made appropriate referrals. Ultimately, I don’t want to cause harm to any or our clients. Organizing group therapy sessions for clients with relatable issues would be one of my first steps. There are some clients we can continue to serve in a group setting, without meeting with them one on one. While doing this, we can let them know if they are struggling and need to speak with a counselor individually, we will accommodate that need.  These groups could be for parenting issues, grief, substance abuse, or for children facing bullying and other peer issues. Our agency can also reach out to other organizations and make referrals for our clients where appropriate. We might have to space some sessions out farther, if certain clients seem to be doing well, but not terminate services with anyone without finding a group, resource, or other counselor to help them.
If this was in a private sector, funding would be different. At the same time, its important counselors don’t get burnt out and overwhelmed as self-care is a priority, according to the ACA Code of Ethics (2019). Once a full capacity clientele is reached, I won’t be accepting new clients, but would make referrals or suggestions to other professionals or organizations. 
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Despite the origination of various theories, theories still provide basic guidelines and a framework for organizing data. I like the analogy Murdock (2017) uses, comparing theories to road maps. There are different routes to reach the same destination, and different theories can prove useful in accomplishing the same goal. Along the way there may be detours or car trouble, and that’s okay, as long as the driver gets back on the right path. Having a navigator can often be helpful, or learning how to navigate for themselves. Cultural diversity may cause hiccups working with specific theories, and exceptions or new strategies can be implemented. Other theories might compliment the progress. The important part is that a counselor has a foundation and plan to build on and move forward with their client and realizes there will be unique opportunities with each client depending on their own culture and values. Murdock stresses the importance of recognizing the biases in theories and understanding how to maneuver around those.
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