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Overview
Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and Psychotherapy by Robert Cottone provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding and navigating the ethical complexities inherent in
mental health practice. The book integrates philosophical foundations, professional codes of
conduct, and practical decision-making models to guide clinicians through ethical dilemmas.
Cottone emphasizes the relational and interpersonal nature of ethical decisions, arguing that
ethical practice is not merely about following rules but about engaging in a thoughtful, dialogical
process that considers the welfare of clients, the responsibilities of the professional, and the
broader social context.

The book is structured to move from foundational ethical theory to practical application. It
begins by exploring the historical and philosophical roots of ethics in counseling, then introduces
the author's own 'relational ethics' model, which posits that ethical decisions are best made
through a process of negotiation and consensus among all affected parties. Cottone provides
step-by-step decision-making models, case examples, and discussions of specific ethical issues
such as confidentiality, informed consent, dual relationships, and cultural competence. He also
addresses the role of professional codes, legal considerations, and the importance of
self-reflection and supervision.

This book matters because it equips counselors and psychotherapists with both the conceptual
tools and the practical skills needed to handle ethical challenges in a thoughtful, defensible
manner. It bridges the gap between abstract ethical principles and the messy realities of clinical
practice, emphasizing that ethical decision-making is a dynamic, ongoing process rather than a
one-time event. By fostering a deeper understanding of ethics, Cottone helps practitioners build
trust with clients, maintain professional integrity, and ultimately provide more effective and
responsible care.

Key Takeaways
• Ethical decision-making in counseling is a relational process that involves negotiation and
consensus among all affected parties, not just the clinician's individual judgment.

• Familiarize yourself with the ethical codes of your profession (e.g., ACA, APA) but recognize
that codes are not exhaustive; they must be interpreted in context.
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• Use a structured decision-making model, such as Cottone's relational model, to
systematically evaluate ethical dilemmas rather than relying on intuition alone.

• Confidentiality is a cornerstone of therapy, but it has legal and ethical limits; know when and
how to breach confidentiality to protect clients or others from harm.

• Informed consent is an ongoing process, not a one-time form; ensure clients understand the
nature, risks, and benefits of therapy and their rights.

• Dual relationships are not inherently unethical, but they require careful consideration of
power dynamics, potential for exploitation, and impact on therapeutic boundaries.

• Cultural competence is an ethical imperative; clinicians must consider how clients' cultural
backgrounds affect their values, communication, and expectations in therapy.

• Regular consultation and supervision are essential for maintaining ethical practice,
especially when facing complex or ambiguous dilemmas.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1: The Nature of Ethics

This chapter introduces the concept of ethics in counseling and psychotherapy, distinguishing it
from law, morality, and professional etiquette. Cottone discusses the historical evolution of
ethical thinking in the field and the importance of a philosophical foundation for ethical practice.
He outlines the major ethical theories—deontology, utilitarianism, and virtue ethics—and how
they apply to counseling. The chapter sets the stage for the rest of the book by emphasizing that
ethical decision-making is a complex, multifaceted process that requires both knowledge and
judgment.

Chapter 2: The Relational Model of Ethical Decision Making

Cottone presents his central contribution: a relational model of ethical decision-making. This
model argues that ethical decisions are best made through a process of interpersonal
negotiation and consensus-building among all stakeholders, including the client, the counselor,
and relevant third parties. The chapter outlines the steps of the model, which include identifying
the problem, gathering information, consulting with others, and reaching a consensus. Cottone
contrasts this model with more individualistic approaches and provides case examples to
illustrate its application.

Chapter 3: Codes of Ethics and Their Limitations

This chapter examines the role of professional codes of ethics, such as those from the American
Counseling Association and the American Psychological Association. Cottone acknowledges the
value of codes in providing guidance and accountability but also highlights their limitations,
including ambiguity, conflicts between principles, and the impossibility of covering every
situation. He argues that codes should be used as a starting point, not a final answer, and that
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clinicians must engage in critical thinking and consultation when codes are unclear or conflicting.

Chapter 4: Confidentiality and Its Limits

Confidentiality is a foundational ethical principle in counseling, but it is not absolute. This chapter
explores the ethical and legal boundaries of confidentiality, including exceptions for danger to
self or others, child abuse reporting, and court orders. Cottone discusses the importance of
informing clients about these limits at the outset of therapy and the ethical dilemmas that arise
when confidentiality must be breached. He provides guidance on how to handle such situations
ethically, emphasizing transparency and the least intrusive action.

Chapter 5: Informed Consent and Client Autonomy

Informed consent is more than a signature on a form; it is an ongoing process of communication
that respects client autonomy. This chapter covers the elements of informed consent, including
information about the nature of therapy, risks and benefits, alternatives, and the right to
withdraw. Cottone discusses challenges such as clients with diminished capacity, minors, and
cultural differences in understanding consent. He emphasizes the ethical duty to ensure that
clients truly understand what they are agreeing to and to revisit consent as therapy evolves.

Chapter 6: Dual and Multiple Relationships

Dual relationships occur when a counselor has another role with a client, such as friend,
employer, or family member. This chapter examines the ethical complexities of dual
relationships, including potential for exploitation, loss of objectivity, and boundary violations.
Cottone argues that not all dual relationships are harmful, but they require careful ethical
analysis. He provides a framework for evaluating the risks and benefits, and he stresses the
importance of avoiding relationships that could impair professional judgment or harm the client.

Chapter 7: Cultural Competence and Ethical Practice

Cultural competence is an ethical imperative in counseling. This chapter explores how culture,
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and other diversity factors affect the therapeutic
relationship and ethical decision-making. Cottone discusses the need for counselors to be aware
of their own biases and to understand the cultural context of their clients. He provides strategies
for incorporating cultural considerations into ethical practice, such as adapting interventions and
seeking consultation when cultural differences create ethical challenges.

Chapter 8: Ethical Issues in Specific Settings

Ethical dilemmas often vary by practice setting. This chapter addresses ethical issues that arise in
schools, hospitals, private practice, and community agencies. Cottone discusses issues such as
working with minors, interdisciplinary collaboration, managed care constraints, and the role of
the counselor as an employee. He provides case examples to illustrate how the relational model
can be applied in different contexts, emphasizing the importance of understanding the unique
ethical challenges of each setting.
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Chapter 9: The Future of Ethics in Counseling

In the final chapter, Cottone reflects on emerging ethical issues in the field, such as the impact of
technology on therapy, the increasing diversity of clients, and the globalization of counseling
practices. He argues that the relational model is well-suited to address these evolving challenges
because it emphasizes dialogue and consensus. He encourages counselors to remain lifelong
learners in ethics, to engage in ongoing self-reflection, and to contribute to the development of
ethical standards in the profession.

Themes
• Relational ethics

• Decision-making models

• Professional codes

• Confidentiality limits

• Cultural competence

• Boundary management

Notable Quotes
• "Ethical decision making is a relational process that involves negotiation and consensus
among all affected parties." — This quote appears in the introduction or early chapters where
Cottone outlines his relational model of ethical decision-making.

• "Codes of ethics are necessary but not sufficient for ethical practice." — This is a central
theme in Chapter 3, where Cottone discusses the limitations of professional codes.

• "Confidentiality is a cornerstone of the therapeutic relationship, but it is not absolute." —
This statement is made in Chapter 4, which focuses on confidentiality and its limits.

• "Informed consent is an ongoing process, not a one-time event." — This quote is from
Chapter 5, where Cottone emphasizes the dynamic nature of informed consent.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and Psychotherapy about?

The book provides a comprehensive framework for ethical practice in counseling and
psychotherapy. It introduces a relational model of ethical decision-making, emphasizing
negotiation and consensus among all stakeholders. It covers foundational theories, professional
codes, and practical issues like confidentiality, informed consent, dual relationships, and cultural
competence, with case examples to illustrate application.

Is Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and Psychotherapy worth reading?
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Yes, especially for counseling and psychology students, practitioners, and educators. It offers a
unique relational perspective that goes beyond rule-based ethics, providing practical tools for
navigating complex dilemmas. The case examples and step-by-step models make it highly
applicable to real-world practice, and it is well-regarded in the field.

How does Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and Psychotherapy end?

Spoiler: The book concludes with a forward-looking chapter on the future of ethics in counseling,
discussing emerging issues like technology and globalization. Cottone reiterates the importance
of the relational model in addressing these challenges and encourages counselors to engage in
lifelong learning and self-reflection to maintain ethical competence.

Who should read Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and Psychotherapy?

This book is ideal for graduate students in counseling, psychology, social work, and related fields,
as well as practicing clinicians seeking to deepen their ethical reasoning. It is also useful for
educators teaching ethics courses and for supervisors who want a framework to guide
supervisees through ethical dilemmas.

How long does it take to read Ethics and Decision Making in Counseling and
Psychotherapy?

At an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, the book, which is approximately 300
pages, would take around 8 to 10 hours to read. However, the time may vary depending on how
much time you spend reflecting on the case examples and applying the models.


