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Ethics in Addiction
Counseling: Doing
the Right Thing



Why Ethics Matter in
Addiction Treatment

Shame and stigma

Legal pressure

Family breakdown



The Basic Question : Why
Do We Need Ethics ?
Ethics helps us answer: "What should I do when pressures are
pulling in different directions?"

Clients

The profession

The organization

Ourselves



Ethics  Protects  Clients

01 Exploitation

0 2 Boundary violat ions

0 3 Discrimination

0 4 Abandonment

0 5 Breaches of p rivacy

0 6 Incompetent care

0 7 Conflicts of inte re s t

0 8 Coercion

0 9 Retaliation

10



Ethics  Protects  Clinicians
Decision - making

Documentation

Supervision

Risk management

Scope of practice

Boundaries

Self- care

Accountability



Ethics  Protects
Organizations

Lower liability

Better client outcomes

Stronger staff retention

Healthier workplace culture

Clearer policies

More trust from referral sources, 
payers, and the community



Ethics  Protects  the Profession

When one provider exploits,
neglects, or mistreats clients,

it reinforces stigma against addiction
treatment as a whole.



Autonomy

Beneficence

Nonmaleficence

Justice

Fidelity

Veracity

Ethical Principles

Core Ethical
Principles
in Addiction
Counseling

FRAMEWORK
OVERVIEW



Autonomy : Respect
The Client’s
Right to Choose

Res identia l Trea tment

Trea tment Preference

Harm Reduction

Trea tment Dis charge

Ethica l Tens ion



Beneficence : Do Good

Evidence-bas ed Care Referra l Advocacy

Care  Coordina tion Acces s  Support Ethica l Tens ion



Nonmaleficence: Do No Harm

Avoiding humilia t ion

Prevent shaming or
embarrassment.

Protecting privacy

Maintain client confidentiality.

Staying in scope

Practice within your
competence.

Avoiding dual roles

Keep professional
relationships.

Avoiding abandonment

Do not abandon your clients.

Managing relapse

Avoid punitive responses.

Ethical Tension

Failing to act can cause harm.



Justice : Be Fair
and Equitable

Race,
Ethnicity, Gen

Sexual Orienta t ion
Socioeconomic
Status and
Immigration status

Crimina l
Language Medica tion

Sta tus
Diagnos is
His tory

Ethica l Tens ion



1

2

3

4

5

Keep promis es

Mainta in confidentia lity
Trust challenged by legal or safety disclosure duties.

Be hones t  and follow through

Avoid  manipula t ion

Admit m is takes
Prac t ice  within role  limits .

Fidelity :
Keep Trus t

ETHICAL
RESPONSIBILITIES



Veracity : Tell the Truth

Program Rules Diagnos is Legal/Tes ting

Opera tions Medica tion Ethica l Tone



Tough Confidentiality Example

Ethical Questions Ethical Response

Is there a valid release of information? Review the release carefully.

What exactly does the release allow? Consult supervision/compliance.

Does it permit disclosure of relapse? Discuss with the client transparently.

Is disclosure required or discretionary? Encourage client participation in communication.

Is the client at imminent medical risk? Share only the minimum necessary information.

What was explained at admission? Document decision - making.

Are we protecting or punishing the client? Avoid using disclosure as punishment.



Commitment to
Ethical Excellence

1 Protect

2 Support

3 Strengthen

4 Honor
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