
Social Work Ethical Dilemmas Case Studies

Social work ethical dilemmas case studies offer valuable insights into the complexities faced by
professionals in the field. Social workers often navigate challenging situations that involve conflicting
values, legal obligations, and the needs of clients. These dilemmas can arise in various contexts,
including mental health, child welfare, and community services. Understanding these case studies
helps to illuminate the ethical principles that guide social work practice and the decision-making
processes involved in resolving these dilemmas.



Understanding Ethical Principles in Social Work

In social work, ethical principles provide a framework for decision-making and guide practitioners in
their interactions with clients, colleagues, and the community. The National Association of Social
Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics outlines several core values, including:

1. Service: A commitment to helping people in need.
2. Social Justice: Advocating for basic human rights and addressing social inequalities.
3. Dignity and Worth of the Person: Respecting the inherent value of all individuals.
4. Importance of Human Relationships: Recognizing the significance of interpersonal connections.
5. Integrity: Maintaining honesty and transparency in practice.
6. Competence: Ensuring that professionals work within their areas of expertise.

These principles can sometimes conflict, leading to ethical dilemmas that require careful
consideration and resolution.

Case Study 1: Confidentiality vs. Duty to Warn

Background

In this case, a social worker, Lisa, is providing counseling to a client, Mark, who shares with her that
he has thoughts of harming his ex-partner due to a recent breakup. Mark expresses his frustration
and anger but insists that he does not intend to act on these thoughts. Lisa faces an ethical dilemma
regarding confidentiality and her duty to warn.

The Dilemma

Confidentiality is a fundamental principle in social work; clients must feel safe to disclose sensitive
information. However, when a client poses a potential threat to another individual, social workers
have a legal and ethical obligation to act to prevent harm.

Resolution Steps

1. Assess the Risk: Lisa conducts a thorough risk assessment, asking Mark about his intentions and
any specific plans he may have.
2. Consultation: Lisa consults with her supervisor and other professionals to discuss the best course of
action while considering ethical guidelines.
3. Informing the Client: Lisa explains to Mark the limits of confidentiality, emphasizing her duty to
protect others.
4. Taking Action: Lisa decides to notify the ex-partner and the authorities about Mark's threats while
supporting Mark in finding healthier ways to cope with his anger.



Outcome and Reflection

This case highlights the tension between confidentiality and the duty to warn. Lisa's actions ultimately
protect the ex-partner while also providing Mark with resources to manage his emotions. This case
illustrates the importance of clear communication and ethical decision-making in social work practice.

Case Study 2: Cultural Competence vs. Client
Autonomy

Background

Maria, a social worker, is working with a family from a cultural background that emphasizes
collectivism and family decision-making. The parents wish to pursue traditional healing practices for
their child's medical condition rather than conventional medical treatment. Maria finds herself in an
ethical dilemma between respecting the family's cultural beliefs and ensuring the child's well-being.

The Dilemma

Cultural competence is essential in social work, but it can conflict with the responsibility to advocate
for a child's health and safety. Maria must navigate this delicate situation while considering the
family's values.

Resolution Steps

1. Cultural Understanding: Maria takes time to learn about the family’s cultural beliefs and practices,
aiming to understand their perspective fully.
2. Open Dialogue: Maria engages the family in open discussions about their choices, providing
information about both traditional and conventional treatments.
3. Collaboration: She facilitates a meeting with healthcare providers who can address the family's
concerns and explore possible integrative approaches that honor their traditions while ensuring the
child's health.
4. Empowerment: Maria encourages the family to make informed decisions, supporting their
autonomy while emphasizing the importance of the child's well-being.

Outcome and Reflection

Through respectful dialogue and collaboration, Maria finds a middle ground that respects the family's
cultural values while advocating for the child's health. This case illustrates the importance of cultural
competence and the need for social workers to balance respect for diversity with their ethical
obligations to protect vulnerable individuals.



Case Study 3: Resource Allocation and Social Justice

Background

In a community facing significant economic hardship, social worker James is responsible for allocating
limited resources among various community programs. He is approached by a program aimed at
helping homeless individuals and another focused on supporting at-risk youth. Both programs present
compelling needs, but resources are insufficient to fully fund both initiatives.

The Dilemma

James faces an ethical dilemma regarding resource allocation. He must consider principles of social
justice and the potential impact of his decision on vulnerable populations.

Resolution Steps

1. Needs Assessment: James conducts a thorough needs assessment to evaluate the impact of both
programs on the community.
2. Stakeholder Engagement: He involves community members, program leaders, and other
stakeholders in discussions about resource allocation, seeking diverse perspectives.
3. Equity Considerations: James assesses which program will serve the most marginalized groups and
align with the principles of social justice.
4. Transparency: He communicates the decision-making process to the community, explaining the
rationale behind the allocation of resources.

Outcome and Reflection

James ultimately decides to allocate resources to the program that addresses immediate housing
needs, recognizing that stable housing is foundational for addressing other issues, such as youth
support. This case underscores the complexities of social justice in resource allocation and the
importance of community involvement in decision-making.

Conclusion

Social work ethical dilemmas case studies illustrate the multifaceted challenges that practitioners
face in their work. Each case presents unique conflicts between ethical principles, requiring careful
consideration, consultation, and communication. By examining these dilemmas, social workers can
enhance their understanding of ethical decision-making processes, ultimately improving their practice
and the lives of those they serve.



The resolution of ethical dilemmas in social work not only protects clients but also fosters trust in the
profession. Ongoing education, open dialogue, and a commitment to ethical standards are essential
for navigating the complexities inherent in social work practice. As social workers continue to confront
these dilemmas, case studies serve as valuable learning tools that contribute to the development of
ethical and effective practitioners.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are common ethical dilemmas faced by social workers in
case studies?
Common ethical dilemmas include conflicts of interest, issues of confidentiality, dual relationships,
and navigating client autonomy versus protection.

How can social workers navigate confidentiality breaches in
their case studies?
Social workers can navigate confidentiality breaches by following established protocols, discussing
the situation with supervisors, and ensuring that any disclosure is necessary and limited to relevant
parties.

What role does informed consent play in ethical decision-
making in social work?
Informed consent is crucial as it respects client autonomy and ensures that clients understand the
nature of services, potential risks, and their rights, which helps prevent ethical dilemmas.

How do social workers handle dual relationships in their case
studies?
Social workers manage dual relationships by setting clear boundaries, being transparent with clients,
and seeking supervision or consultation when conflicts arise to protect the integrity of the
professional relationship.

What strategies can social workers use to resolve ethical
dilemmas in their practice?
Strategies include consulting the NASW Code of Ethics, engaging in reflective practice, discussing
dilemmas with colleagues or supervisors, and utilizing ethical decision-making frameworks.
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SOCIAL | Restaurant + Lounge | Ottawa
SOCIAL is focused on progressive Canadian cuisine with a diverse & innovative wine selection and
craft cocktail offerings. SOCIAL is one of Ottawa’s most vibrant & creative restaurants with …
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gratuity added to all bookings in private rooms.

BRUNCHED+BEAUTIFUL | SOCIAL | Restaurant
WELCOME TO SOCIAL'S NEW MONTHLY DRAG SHOW, BROUGHT TO YOU BY OTTAWA'S VERY
OWN UNITY PRODUCTIONS HOSTED BY FIFI HOO-KERS

HAPPENING | SOCIAL | Restaurant
SOCIAL HOUR UNWIND WITH US DAILY FROM 3PM–6PM (AND LATE NIGHT THURS–SAT) FOR
GREAT DRINKS, SHAREABLE BITES, AND GOOD VIBES.

CONTACT | SOCIAL | Restaurant
CONTACT US OUR DEDICATED TEAM IS ALWAYS AVAILABLE TO ASSIST YOU WITH ANY
QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS YOU MAY HAVE, AND WE STRIVE TO PROVIDE PROMPT AND
EFFICIENT CUSTOMER SERVICE TO ENSURE THAT YOUR DINING EXPERIENCES WITH US ARE
NOTHING SHORT OF EXCEPTIONAL. *

GROUP MENUS | SOCIAL | Restaurant
Please note that we require a credit card for all bookings over 8+ guests. There is also a 20%
gratuity added to all bookings in private rooms.

VALENTINE'S DAY | SOCIAL | Restaurant
SOCIAL VALENTINE'S DAY MENU Set Menu $125 / per person First Course select one of the
following TWILD BOAR BELLY FRITTER PICKLED MUSTARD SEED | RASPBERRY GASTRIQUE |
CHARRED SHALLOT SOUBISE DRESSED OYSTER STRAWBERRY THAI HOT SAUCE | SHERRY
MIGNONETTE | HORSERADDISH Second Course select one of the …

End of Summer Patio Social! | SOCIAL | Restaurant
Sep 29, 2024 · Join us at Social on September 29th for the End of Summer Patio Social! Enjoy live
music by Jeff Rogers from 6-9 PM, sip your favorite drinks, and soak up the last bit of summer vibes.
Let’s #GetSocial and make it a night to remember!

PRIVATE EVENTS | SOCIAL | Restaurant
PRIVATE EVENTS AT SOCIAL, WE PRIDE OURSELVES IN EXCEEDING YOUR EVERY NEED AND
EXPECTATION. EVERY FUNCTION, SMALL OR LARGE, FORMAL OR CASUAL, HAS UNIQUE AND
SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS WE CAN CATER TO, WITH THE OPTION OF A ONE-ON-ONE
CONSULTATION TO ENHANCE THE PROFESSIONAL ATTENTION THAT …

MOTHER'S DAY | SOCIAL | Restaurant
TREAT YOUR MOM, THIS MOTHER'S DAY MOTHER'S DAY BRUNCH : 11AM - 3PM BASKET OF
BREAD | SM 4 / LG 7 HERB INFUSED OLIVE OIL + WHIPPED SALTED BUTTER OYSTERS | 6 FOR
28 | 12 FOR 52 GF FRESH HORSERADISH + HOUSE HOT SAUCE + MIGNONETTE + CITRUS
DAILY SOUP | 12 CHEF’S DAILY CREATION MADE WITH LOCALLY SOURCED …

Explore real-life social work ethical dilemmas case studies that highlight challenges professionals
face. Learn more about navigating these complex situations today!
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