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Abstract 
Conflicts between personal and professional 
values are common in social work practice. 
This article highlights a personal narrative of 
a social worker’s journey to resolve one 
such ethical dilemma. The author describes 
the process of personal reflection and 
confrontation of long-standing beliefs and 
the implications for social work practice. 
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1. Introduction 
 Often, in the course of practice, 
social workers encounter situations that 
bring them face to face with a conflict 
between their personal values and the values 
of the profession.  The National Association 
of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (NASW, 
1999) has identified six core values and 
ethical principles that guide social workers’ 

professional behaviors. These core values 
and their ethical principles are: 

• Service.  Social workers’ primary 
goal is to help people in need and to 
address social problems. 

• Social justice. Social workers 
challenge social injustice. 

• Dignity and worth of the person. 
Social workers respect the inherent 
dignity and worth of the person. 

• Importance of human relationships.  
Social workers recognize the central 
importance of human relationships. 

• Integrity. Social workers behave in a 
trustworthy manner. 

• Competence.  Social workers 
practice within their area of 
competence and develop and 
enhance their professional expertise. 
These values and principles compel 

the social worker to commit to practice in a 
manner that safeguards the client’s rights to 
privacy and self-determination and to be 
treated with dignity and respect. These 
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principles do not differentiate between types 
of clients or client behaviors that are deemed 
worthy of ethical consideration. The social 
worker, who practices and lives the ethical 
standards of the profession, is compelled to 
apply these principles to practice with all 
clients. This process is facilitated when there 
is congruence between the worker’s 
personal and professional values. Cormier, 
Nurius and Osborn (2009) argue that “when 
personal values of helpers are consistent 
with professional standards of conduct, 
helpers are more likely to interact genuinely 
and credibly with clients and other 
professionals” (p. 32). What happens when 
the social worker faces a situation where 
there is a clash of competing values, such as 
personal values and professional ones? 
Ideally one would prefer that there be a high 
level of congruence between the two. 
Nonetheless, the reality often is that we 
bring into our practice our own personal 
core values, beliefs and biases, shaped 
through our life experiences. We ascribe a 
high level of importance to our personal 
values and life experiences that may, at 
times, create dissonance with our social 
work values.  

The NASW Code of Ethics (1999) 
guides social workers to respect the intrinsic 
dignity and worth of clients and to treat each 
person in a caring and respectful manner. 
Translated into practice, this principle means 
that social workers must respect the intrinsic 
worth and dignity of their clients and 
demonstrate unconditional acceptance of 
their client’s personhood. Thus, they should 
avoid judgmental attitudes that may frame 
the client with pejorative or dehumanizing 
labels. However, there are times in the 
course of practice when we are faced with 
clients whose behaviors and attitudes collide 
with our personal values. In such cases, 
what actions do we take to help us 

differentiate between the wrongness of a 
person’s actions and the worth of the 
individual? How do we avoid passing 
judgment on an individual whose behavior is 
unacceptable at best and heinous at worst? If 
we aspire to respect the intrinsic worth and 
dignity of all clients, how do we then judge 
a behavior as “good” or “bad” without using 
that behavior to frame the entire worth of an 
individual? As Zastrow and Kirst-Ashman 
(2007) indicate, social workers at various 
levels of professional development and 
throughout their careers must face situations 
in which there may be no perfect solution 
for the clash of conflicting ethical principles. 
In such cases it is important that we learn to 
work through the conflict in a manner that is 
congruent with the values and ethics of our 
profession. However, as Doyle, Miller, and 
Mirza (2009) suggest, a code of ethics does 
not prescribe specific actions for ethical 
decision-making.   

The purpose of this article is to 
describe a case of dissonance between 
personal feminist values and social work 
values that compelled a social worker (EC) 
to confront an ethical dilemma, and 
prompted a process of resolution through 
critical thinking, personal exploration, 
reflection, self-discovery and supervision. 
Although effective models of ethical 
decision-making provide a framework to 
help social workers resolve ethical dilemmas 
(Cormier et al., 2009; Mattison, 2000), there 
is a paucity of literature, perhaps due to the 
complex nature of this issue, which has 
addressed the specific process and factors 
that influence a social worker’s decision-
making method (Doyle et al., 2009). 
Therefore, this article uses a personal 
narrative to illuminate those overarching 
factors that contributed to a conflict between 
personal and professional values, and the 
resolution of the conflict. The outcome of 
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this process was an increased awareness of 
biases and judgmental attitudes that might 
otherwise have gone undiscovered. This 
course of action was critical in allowing this 
social worker to grow and develop 
personally and professionally and become a 
more effective helper.  

 
2. Feminist Theory 

As will be shown throughout the 
narrative, this journey begins with a 
personal history that valued feminism and 
flourished with the author’s practice with 
victims of domestic violence and sexual 
assault. Feminist values have fundamentally 
shaped both my self and my world views. 
Thus a discussion of this underpinning 
perspective in general, and specifically 
related to domestic and sexual violence, is 
necessary. On a societal level, the 
foundation of feminist theory suggests that 
multiple forces exist that place women in a 
subordinate position to men. Women are 
viewed as physically, intellectually, 
emotionally and sexually less capable than 
their male counterparts (Crawley, Foley & 
Shehan, 2008; Ruth, 1998). While there are 
multiple perspectives within feminist theory 
(Saulnier, 1996), this basic premise guides 
the thoughts and behavior of each gender. 
From this ideology it follows that a feminist 
is one who questions and challenges the 
belief that men are more capable than 
women, and thus, values gender equality.  

In the field of domestic violence and 
sexual assault, practice frameworks and 
models stem from a feminist perspective 
(McPhail, Busch, Kulkarni & Rice, 2007). 
Feminist theory in this field suggests that 
physical and sexual violence tactics are used 
to control women and to maintain the power 
differential that exists between men and 
women. As Brownmiller (1975) suggests, 

one such tactic is rape. Moreover, Dworkin 
(1989) notes that women’s fear of violence 
overrides a basic freedom that is afforded to 
men—freedom of movement. She goes on to 
argue that “we must recognize that freedom 
of movement is a precondition for freedom 
of anything else. It comes before freedom of 
speech in importance because without it 
freedom of speech cannot in fact exist.” 
(Dworkin, 1989, p.16). Consequently, the 
fear of rape is a tactic that limits women’s 
freedom. The intrinsic injustice of this tactic, 
together with the author’s (EC) work with 
rape survivors, contributed to a personal 
belief that those who subjugated and 
perpetrated sexual violence against women 
were less worthy and deserving human 
beings; a belief that engendered intense 
levels of anger towards these offenders. This 
view would be at the center of the ethical 
dilemma the author was about to face. 

 
3. Practice Dilemma 

My first field placement during my 
Masters of Social Work (MSW) education 
appeared to have all the qualities of a perfect 
position. It had everything I was looking for: 
a focus on human rights, along with 
opportunities to learn about program 
development, policy and community 
organizing. I moved through my first project 
with ease and felt competent in the 
application of what I had learned. When it 
came time to determine my second project, 
my enthusiasm turned into ambivalence, 
which stemmed from the realization that I 
was being confronted by a serious conflict 
between my personal and professional 
values.  

This conflict occurred during a 
meeting with my MSW field instructor, the 
identified individual who links the course 
content to field application; and the Policy 
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Director, the person who would oversee my 
tasks on a project related to policy and 
community organizing. The conversation 
started with a discussion about my previous 
experience and what I wanted to gain 
through the new placement. I expressed a 
strong desire to be assigned a project that 
was related to women’s issues, during the 
implementation of which I would gain 
policy skills. The Policy Director said, 
“Well, nothing is really going on at the state 
level with any women’s issues right now, 
but there is a policy project working with 
mothers. How does that sound?” From this 
brief description, it sounded as if it were 
related to women’s issues. I wondered to 
myself, “If I am going to be working with 
mothers, the people in society who have 
experienced what our culture terms the 
defining moment of womanhood, how could 
it not be a women’s issue?” She described 
the project as one in which I would be 
working in the state capital with a group of 
mothers whose sons had been placed on the 
public sex offender registry. This group was 
advocating for legislative changes to the 
state’s policy governing the required 
registration of sex offenders. Immediately, I 
understood the complexity of the moment. I 
was drawn to the project for the opportunity 
to be involved with state policy initiatives 
and work on behalf of women (i.e. mothers); 
however, I realized that in working with sex 
offenders, some of my deeply held personal 
values and beliefs might come into conflict. 
Although it was not clear to me then, soon I 
realized that my hesitancy to engage in this 
task stemmed from the discord between my 
personal feminist values and social work 
values. On the one hand, I strongly believe 
in a woman’s right to equality and to live 
free of fear and oppression, and, on the other 
hand, I adhere to professional social work 
value of respect for the dignity and worth of 

all persons. This involves the provision of 
services to people in need, while elevating 
service to others above self-interest (NASW, 
1999). However, in this situation I was 
being called to advocate on behalf of those 
whom I judged to be the ultimate 
perpetrators of fear and oppression upon 
women: sex offenders. Although I did not 
know it at the time, this clash of values 
would force me to confront personal beliefs 
and would send me on a path of discovery, 
growth and self-awareness, and ultimately, 
resolution of the dilemma.  

According to Banks (2001; 2006), 
ethical dilemmas in social work practice 
occur when the social worker is faced with 
having to choose between “two equally 
unwelcomed alternatives which may involve 
a conflict of moral principles and it is not 
clear which choice will be the right one” (p. 
11). According to Banks, a defining 
characteristic of an ethical dilemma is that 
there may seem to be no solution. This 
contrasts with Banks view of an “ethical 
problem”, where the social worker, although 
facing a difficult decision, seems to have a 
clear notion of the decision to be made. 

Banks (2001) suggests that ethical 
dilemmas in social work practice generally 
revolve around three main issues: (1) 
individual rights and welfare, (2) public 
welfare, and (3) inequality and structural 
oppression. It was this third type of issue, 
inequality and structural oppression that 
would ultimately underscore the case that I 
was facing. However, two other key social 
work values and principles clearly resonated 
in my consciousness, these were: the value 
of service that guides social workers to help 
people in need and elevate social-interest 
above self-interest, and the value of 
respecting the inherent worth and dignity of 
every person (NASW, 1999). As I 
contemplated the alternatives I became 
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increasingly aware that this assignment also 
included elements of social justice and 
social change on behalf of oppressed 
individuals or groups. Banks (2001) further 
proposes that as part of this issue it is the 
social workers’ responsibility to strive to 
change policy that supports such oppression.  

Based on Banks’ definition of 
“ethical dilemma” I found myself facing 
what I thought to be two unwelcomed 
alternatives. The first alternative entailed 
accepting the task of working with the sex 
offenders, which would betray my feminist 
principles of promoting equality for women 
and the right to live free of fear and 
oppression. The second alternative was to 
refuse to work with this population. Yet, by 
engaging in such refusal I believed I would 
be betraying the social work values of 
service, respect for the inherent worth and 
dignity of individuals, and challenging 
social injustice and oppression.  

Although a code of ethics may 
provide guidance around expectations for 
ethical conduct and individual 
responsibility, it does not provide clear steps 
for the resolution of ethical conflicts or 
dilemmas. Several ethical decision-making 
models have been formulated to help social 
work practitioners facing ethical dilemmas 
(see Cormier, Nurius, & Osborn, 2009; 
Mattison, 2000). A summary of the key 
elements of these models that were 
particularly helpful working through this 
case included: (1) organizing background 
information and details to clearly describe 
the issue at hand, (2) considering the ethical 
principles that bear on the case and 
separating those from my own personal 
values or other professional standards, (3)  
examining conflicts and tensions, both 
internally and externally, that I experienced 
throughout the process, (4) identifying 
possible alternatives and reflecting on the 

consequences and projected outcomes of 
such, (5) selecting and implementing the 
preferred choice of action, and (6) finally, 
assessing the outcome and possible 
implications of the resolution.  

Since the process of ethical decision-
making is generally laden with tension, 
conflict, and some level of abstraction it is 
suggested that social workers, particularly 
those at the beginning stages of their career, 
seek consultation and supervision that will 
help them work through the steps delineated 
above. In this case supervision was 
particularly helpful along two lines. First, it 
helped to navigate the ethical decision-
making process, with particular focus on 
consideration of the ethical principles 
involved, recognition of tensions created by 
the dilemma between personal and 
professional values, and the ultimate 
resolution of the conflict. Second, 
supervision provided an opportunity to 
examine, and begin the process of 
reframing, long-standing judgmental and 
biased attitudes and perspectives that 
underscored my reluctance to work with sex 
offenders. 

 
4. A Journey to My Past 

It has been suggested that out of our 
early childhood experiences we begin to 
form the core beliefs and values that 
influence the way we judge ourselves, others 
and the world-at-large (J. Beck, 1995). As I 
reflected on my past, it was during the early 
latency phase of my childhood that I began 
to recognize a difference in the way men and 
women’s social roles were defined in my 
family. As the only girl with three older 
brothers, it became apparent to me at a 
young age that I was not allowed to do 
“what the boys did”. My family held 
traditional roles for women; roles that led 



   

Journal of Social Work Values & Ethics, Fall 2011, Vol. 8, No. 2 – Page 5-6 

 

 

most women in my family to set goals only 
related to domesticity. Women were 
expected to marry and have children, and 
there was a clear expectation that they 
would remain in the home to raise their 
children. This attitude restricted the freedom 
of movement for the women in my family 
and left little room for a career or individual 
goals outside of the home. Along with the 
traditional roles came the stereotypical 
beliefs that women were the weaker of the 
sexes and men were expected to be the 
decision-makers for their families. The 
implicit and explicit messages that I 
received underscored the view that women 
were limited in their capacity to achieve and 
succeed beyond their domesticity; they were 
judged based on their gender, not for their 
abilities.  

As I became more cognizant of the 
status of women in my family, I developed 
an overwhelming sense of frustration and 
anger. Throughout my adolescent and 
teenage years, this anger intensified as I 
immersed myself in feminist readings. I felt 
a strong sense of injustice and inequality 
about the limited options available to me, to 
all the women before me, and to all the 
young girls coming into my family after me. 
My anger, fueled by a sense of injustice, is 
what led me to the profession of social 
work: I wanted to make changes in the 
quality of life for girls and women. Mueller 
and Leidig (1976) note that, throughout the 
women’s movement, the expression of anger 
was prevalent and used as a motivator for 
prosocial change to help overcome women’s 
sense of powerlessness (see also Cox, et al., 
2004). Consciousness-raising groups 
excavated the sources of women’s anger, 
which included: women’s reliance on men 
for economic stability; women’s experiences 
of objectification and social put-downs, 
which judged women based solely on their 

gender; and the physical disparity that exists 
between the sexes, making women fear for 
their physical and sexual safety. Gradually, I 
began to realize that the targets of my anger 
were those policies or entities that 
systematically placed women in positions of 
powerlessness, which contributed to unjust 
treatment and further fueled women’s abuse 
and fear. In my mind, sex offenders 
personified this notion. 

My experiences in the field at two 
domestic violence and sexual assault 
shelters reinforced the sources of my anger. 
The women I served lived in constant fear of 
their perpetrators. Stories of severe abuse 
solidified my beliefs that men who abuse 
and objectify women represented society’s 
subjugation of women by men. These men 
emotionally, physically and sexually control 
women. The stories I heard greatly impacted 
my beliefs regarding offenders and 
perpetrators of violence against women. I 
directed my anger towards these men, and at 
the extreme end of my reproach were sex 
offenders. To me, they encompassed all of 
these control tactics. I blamed sex offenders 
for the fear that I, and most women, live 
under. My dislike for this group carried into 
my MSW field education placement 
questionnaire, where I noted that I would not 
take a placement working with sex 
offenders. At the time, based on the views 
that I had internalized from my experience 
with domestic violence and sexual assault 
survivors, I felt it was appropriate for me to 
withdraw from any professional contact with 
a group of people I felt I could not serve 
adequately. In essence, I did not want to 
provide services to this population.  

“So, do you want to work on this 
project?” the Policy Director asked. At the 
time, my intuition told me to turn it down; 
however, I knew it would be critical for my 
career to have the policy experience the 
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assignment would offer. In the end, I pushed 
my poignancy and disappointment aside and 
accepted the project. Immediately I began to 
experience the internal conflict that arises 
between contending values. Glassman 
(1992) suggests that feminist social workers 
experience conflicts between their personal 
values as feminists and the ethics and values 
of the social work profession. For example, 
social work values encourage the 
practitioner to consider and respect the 
cultural milieu and context of the client’s 
world. However, when that cultural context 
involves an unfair, patriarchal system, a 
feminist worker may have to defy that value 
by encouraging the client to evaluate and 
challenge the oppressive nature of such a 
system. Glassman (1992) advocates for self-
reflection and dialogue to resolve the 
conflicts that arise between feminist and 
professional values. On one hand, I strongly 
believed in the feminist value of upholding a 
woman’s right to live without the fear of 
abuse or assault. On the other hand, I also 
felt a sense of commitment to the social 
work values of providing help to those in 
need and raising service to others above 
self-interest, as well as upholding the 
inherent dignity and worth of every human 
being. I later realized that, as it often is with 
ethical dilemmas, this conflict was only one 
aspect of a more complex situation.  

During the first meeting about this 
project, the women in the group shared their 
sons’ stories, including the events that 
caused them to be on the registry, their court 
cases and their experiences as publicly-
registered sex offenders. These young men 
would be placed on the registry for 25 years, 
or life, following their convictions for 
crimes that, although not excusable, 
involved a mistake they made prior to 
adulthood. These mothers felt that the 
punishment was too severe for the offense 

committed. As I reflected on the inequity the 
women expressed, I experienced a similar 
feeling of anger as I felt in my past, but this 
time it was ignited by the stories of injustice 
these families were relating. What impacted 
me most was the multitude of stigmatizing 
experiences these young offenders had 
faced. Many of them had been called names 
such as “monster” or “predator”; 
furthermore, they had been shunned by 
some of their peers and the community. As 
the women told these stories, I reflected on 
times when I had mentally labeled 
perpetrators and offenders with similar 
names, not having fully realized the pain 
that these dehumanizing words were now 
causing for these young men and their 
families.   

The descriptive terms I had used to 
dehumanize sex offenders appeared to stem 
from the anger I felt growing up, which was 
rooted in my view of how women were 
perceived within my family and by society 
at large. Anger, as described by Fitzgibbons 
(1986) is, “a strong feeling of displeasure 
and antagonism aroused by a sense of injury 
or wrong” (p. 629), and is a general human 
response when an individual’s needs go 
unmet. When my family set limitations 
around goals I wanted to set for my life, I 
believed that they were denying me my right 
to be treated equitably. A. Beck (1999) 
furthers the discussion on anger by noting 
that, when one feels angry, one establishes a 
cognitive us versus them dichotomy in order 
to blame someone for the wrongdoing. Upon 
further introspection, I began to realize that 
sex offenders were the ultimate offenders 
against women: the “enemy”. By using 
stigmatizing and pejorative labels, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, I blamed and 
framed them in derogatory terms. Once the 
label had been placed, I began to perceive 
these individuals as inherently bad and I 
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judged them only by their criminal actions 
(Meier & Robinson, 2004). In retrospect, I 
realize that I had stripped them of any 
inherent worth or dignity. A. Beck (1999) 
suggests that, “the more extreme the 
undesirable derogatory adjectives, the less 
human the out-grouper appears and the 
easier it is to aggress against him or her with 
impunity” (p.154). I consciously labeled sex 
offenders and held them in the category of 
“undesirable” human beings. They became 
an object of my hostility.    

Now, as I was faced with the task of 
advocating on behalf of individuals who had 
committed sexual offenses against women, I 
would need to overcome my anger and 
hostility, and confront the derogatory views 
with which I framed the total personhood of 
these individuals. I also recognized that I 
would need to work to engender a more 
balanced and realistic perspective of these 
individuals. In my field placement, I found 
myself challenging old beliefs about sex 
offenders. Although not condoning their 
behavior or offense, and maintaining a 
strong sense of empathy for their victims, I 
worked to adopt a wider perspective that 
would allow me to appreciate the individual 
human worth of each person and, in some 
cases, understand their own history of 
victimization. My experiences at the 
domestic violence and sexual assault 
shelters provided a perspective on the issue 
that spoke to my personal experiences of 
being a woman and the fear in which I lived. 
My experience at this placement showed me 
the offender side of the issue, which spoke 
to my passion to eradicate social injustices 
and provided me the opportunity to do an in-
depth evaluation and reframing of the 
narrow and disparaging views I held towards 
sex offenders. At this moment in time I was 
facing an ethical dilemma fueled by the 
conflict between the social work value of 

upholding the dignity and worth of the 
person and my personal beliefs.  I wrestled 
with the question of whether a feminist 
social worker could advocate on behalf of 
sex offenders.   

The conflict between my feminist 
and social work values hinged upon my 
inability to separate the intrinsic value of the 
individual from his or her behaviors. I was 
unable to see that, regardless of the specific 
behavior, (i.e. sex offenses that were 
committed) there is always a person that has 
the same dignity and worth as everyone else. 
I realized that, similar to the survivors that 
they have victimized, perpetrators of sexual 
offenses have often been subjected to 
harmful and hurtful experiences. Although 
the rates vary, a number of studies have 
reported that individuals who exhibit a 
history of sexual offenses show higher 
prevalence rates than non-offender 
populations of having been sexually abused 
as children (Dhawan & Marshall, 1996; 
Romano & De Luca, 1997; Seghorn, 
Boucher, & Prentky, 1987; Weeks & 
Widom, 1998) Following their study of 147 
sex offenders, Coxe and Holmes (2001) also 
indicated that, although the factors that 
impact the dynamics of being both a victim 
as well as an offender are complicated, and 
no direct cause-effect can be inferred, there 
is the suggestion of a relationship between 
early history of being sexually abused as a 
child and later sexual perpetration as an 
adult. Severson (1994) writes that 
practitioners who work with offenders must 
have a different perception of these clients: 
“It demands a rethinking of the concept of 
victim” (p. 452), and even further, that all 
individuals, regardless of their behaviors, 
are worthy of the profession’s skills and 
knowledge in improving their social 
functioning and quality of life. 
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Human rights-based approaches to 
the treatment of sex offenders are founded 
on a core value that respects the dignity of 
all human beings (Connolly & Ward, 2008; 
Ward & Connolly, 2008). This value 
suggests that freedom and well-being of 
offenders, their victims, and the community 
are equally important for healthy 
communities. The Good Lives Model (Ward 
& Stewart, 2003) and the Offender Practice 
Framework (Ward & Connolly, 2008) are 
grounded in human rights philosophy and 
seek to ensure that offenders can identify 
and acquire the skills necessary to live a life 
that is meaningful to them, while at the same 
time respects the needs and rights of others. 
These models guide social work 
practitioners in the process of treatment and 
rehabilitation. During assessment and 
treatment, social workers must be cognizant 
that offenders are rights-holders, meaning 
that they deserve the same level of dignity 
and service as any other client. With this 
right, social workers must also realize that 
offenders are duty-bearers, meaning that 
they must respect and appreciate the needs 
and rights of others (Connolly & Ward, 
2008).  
 While human rights perspectives 
have informed practice within the prison 
system, there has been little attention to 
human rights with regards to community 
reintegration and the freedom and well being 
of offenders upon their release from prison 
(Connolly & Ward, 2008). The goal of 
community reintegration is to afford 
offenders the right to redeem their criminal 
behaviors with a belief that they have the 
capacity to change. However, current 
policies such as sex offender registration 
appear to place more weight on the rights of 
the community, and deprive the offender of 
the opportunity for change. Ward & 
Connolly (2008) suggest that this 

deprivation of human rights will result in the 
offender being unable to respect the rights of 
others. Offenders will resent the lack of 
dignity exhibited towards them, which 
decreases their ability to reintegrate into the 
community and increases the chances for re-
offense. 
 Under a human-rights perspective, 
social workers must focus on the freedom 
and well-being of offenders throughout the 
assessment and treatment phases with sex 
offenders. Human rights can be ensured by 
focusing on respectful interactions with the 
offender, using the ethics of the profession 
to include them in the treatment process, and 
allowing for self-determination where 
possible (Connolly & Ward, 2008). Taking a 
constructive, humanistic approach to work 
with sex offenders is required for respecting 
their dignity, and allowing for freedom and 
well-being for a meaningful life, and 
successful community reintegration.     
 
5. A New Self-Awareness 

My upbringing and field placement 
revealed to me the limitations that we place 
on ourselves and others when judgments are 
made based on narrow and simplistic 
perspectives of individuals. Now, through 
the process of self-reflection, I recognized 
that I had become judgmental. I internalized 
the judgmental behavior that I had 
experienced within my family, which placed 
limitations upon me, and I used that 
experience to blame and dehumanize those 
who, in my view, perpetrated oppression 
upon women. Through this process of self-
awareness, I recognized that if I were to 
engage in the ethical practice of social work, 
I would have to bring about a fundamental 
change in some of my beliefs and values. I 
needed to find a resolution to the dilemma 
presented by these contending values and 
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also to find ways to express my anger in 
healthier and more pro-social ways. 

Ultimately, my field placement 
experience forced me to confront my biases 
and prejudices and to become more 
congruent with social work values. 
Moreover, since I had also become 
judgmental of my family, I worked to 
rationally reframe those long-standing 
beliefs. I realized that my family did not 
intend to damage or limit me personally by 
imposing traditional gender roles upon me. 
They were simply reliving and recreating 
generational scenarios and rules that 
informed them as to how men and women 
should be and what paths in lives they 
should pursue. I learned that they had 
replicated historical societal structures that 
perpetuated men’s domination of women 
that shaped their perceptions of the role of 
women. As hurtful and limiting as these 
perspectives were, I was able to recognize 
that my family meant no harm. I also 
learned that anger can be used prosocially to 
overcome and advocate for change, such as 
it has in the women’s movement or how it 
has motivated service on behalf of those 
who suffer injustice (Ellis & Tafrate, 1997; 
Glassman, 1992).  

As Dolgoff, Loewenberg, and 
Harrigton (2005) suggest, ethical decision-
making is not a prescriptive endeavor, but 
rather often involves a complex process of 
reflection on multiple factors impinging 
upon the situation. In this case the process 
involved identifying and reframing deeply 
held personal beliefs and values that clashed 
with my professional values. I recognized 
that some of my views and beliefs towards 
sex offenders were narrow and pejorative. 
However, I also realized that my feminist 
values of advocating for women’s equality 
and their right to live free of fear did not 
preclude me from advocating against 

injustice and unfairness. Through a process 
that involved self-reflection, professional 
guidance and supervision, I was able to 
confront and resolve the dilemma between 
my personal and professional values in a 
manner that allowed me to evolve into a 
more competent and ethical social worker, 
and also to resolve longstanding feelings of 
anger.  

When facing ethical dilemmas, 
social workers are encouraged to consult 
with colleagues, supervisors, and the 
professional organization as they may be of 
help in the process of ethical decision-
making and resolution of the conflict 
(Cormier et al., 2009; Landau, 1999; 
Mattison, 2000). Gray (2007) suggests that 
ethical decision-making is a process that 
revolves around critical thinking, whereby 
supervisees learn to integrate their 
knowledge and experience and apply it to 
their practice. In this process the role of a 
supervisor is to challenge and encourage 
supervisees to critically reflect on the 
dilemma at hand by identifying conflicting 
values, understanding the ethical issues 
present, recognizing the moral implications 
of their action,  acknowledging their 
responsibility in making ethical choices, and 
identifying and selecting a course of action 
(Christie, 2009). Often throughout this 
process the supervisee becomes aware of, 
and engages in, an examination of important 
beliefs outside the realm of immediate 
awareness. 

In the case presented, supervision 
was an integral part of working through the 
ethical-decision making process. 
Furthermore, as a result of the critical 
analysis and self-reflection that such a 
process demanded, it led me to confront and 
reframe long-standing biases I held towards 
sex offenders. That process, in turn, sent me 
through a journey to revisit past experiences 



   

Journal of Social Work Values & Ethics, Fall 2011, Vol. 8, No. 2 – Page 5-11 

 

 

and uncover deeply held beliefs and 
attitudes that were the root of my anger. 
Furthermore, reading the literature regarding 
anger, and consequently writing about the 
topic, helped me navigate through this 
ethical dilemma and emerge with a more 
open perspective.   

 
6. Conclusions and Practice 
Implications 

What started as a critical moment in 
a social work internship led to a greater 
appreciation for the ethics and values of the 
profession. Through the guidance and 
support offered through supervision and 
professional development, which included a 
process of self-reflection and critical 
thinking, the eventual resolution of this 
ethical dilemma evolved. The implications 
of this journey emphasize the role of self-
awareness and the need for social workers to 
be cognizant of their personal values, and 
how these values may conflict with those of 
the profession. Therefore, social work 
education, whether provided through formal 
courses or continuing education, should 
stress the ongoing development of self-
awareness and the recognition of our own 
biases. Furthermore, social workers benefit 
from understanding that growth occurs when 
these conflicts are acknowledged, explored, 
and resolved. When conflict between 
competing values arises, personal core 
beliefs may highlight biases and prejudice 
attitudes that underlie the dilemma. 
Ultimately, social workers must be aware 
that, if these conflicts go unresolved, their 
practice with clients will be affected. Most 
importantly, the profession has mechanisms 
in place that are designed to guide its 
practitioners in their exploration and 
resolution of these conflicts. A number of 
decision-making models are available that 

provide social workers with a framework to 
guide them in the resolution of ethical 
conflicts (Cormier et al., 2009; Kenyon, 
1999; Mattison, 2000). Furthermore, social 
workers at all stages of professional 
development (but more so for those in the 
beginning stages of their career) should have 
a solid support network consisting of 
supervision and colleagues to help them 
navigate through situations in which they 
may face ethical conflicts. To the extent 
possible, social workers should use these 
mechanisms to explore and resolve conflicts 
between their personal and professional 
selves.   

Drawing from their research with 
social workers in the field of domestic 
violence and sexual assault, McPhail, et. al. 
(2007) suggest a diversion from an entirely 
feminist model for practice, “Feminist 
practitioners no longer have to feel 
conflicted, disloyal, or constricted by the 
feminist model as it embraces a more 
complex understanding of violence without 
sacrificing the vital importance of a 
gendered analysis of power, control, and 
violence” (p. 839). Among many 
recommendations for changes to the 
standard feminist model, these authors 
recommend that feminist practitioners can 
use feminist theories and models as the 
foundation of their work, while at the same 
time using additional theories and models to 
explain, assess, and intervene in domestic-
violence and sexual assault situations. As is 
reinforced by this exploration of the author’s 
ethical dilemma, McPhail et al. (2007) note 
that an ideological shift is critical when 
adapting these new theories and models; the 
identity of the perpetrator is no longer the 
focus; the behavior that creates and 
maintains such violence is. To this social 
worker, that knowledge was critical in 
resolving the dilemma between competing 
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personal and professional values and 
moving beyond such conflict into a more 
genuine form of ethical practice.       
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