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❖ Ethics

An Examination of Gender and
Ethics in Family Counseling:
A Case Study Approach—Part 1

Alan Forrest
Fran Steigerwald
Radford University

This article is the first of a two-part series addressing the ethical
handling of gender issues in family counseling. A case is discussed in
which a couple, striving for greater equity, need some guidance from
a counselor. The values of the clients and the counselor do not clash.
Rather the ethical handling is based on the need for the counselor to
understand the impact of gender in relationships and to be gender
sensitive in working with the couple.
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An awareness of gender issues and an understanding of
the impact that gender has upon the relationships within

families and between family members are vital for family
counselors in providing the competent delivery of services.
Counselor self-awareness in examining professional appro-
priateness on the basis of personal gender values and biases is
also vital for ethical practice. This article examines the basic
ethical foundations of gender awareness and sensitivity
through the application of the professional code of ethics of
the International Association of Marriage and Family Coun-
selors (IAMFC) (2001) and key ethical principles to gender
dynamics and a case discussion of handling gender issues.

Gender practices and sex roles in families can be placed on
a continuum from abusive, sexist behaviors through tradi-
tional gender values with some power imbalance in gender
issues to egalitarian family practices striving for gender neu-
trality. This article is the first of two discussing the subject of
gender and ethics in family counseling. This article features a
case vignette involving gender communication with a couple
striving for an egalitarian, satisfying relationship with a coun-
selor of the same values. The subsequent article will examine
a case vignette in which traditional gender roles with power
imbalance are brought to a counselor who believes in gender
and power equality in relationships.

SALLY AND HOWARD

Sally and Howard come into counseling discouraged by
their repetitive interactions. You ask for a description of their
typical day. Sally, an assistant CEO of a metropolitan hospi-
tal, says that she comes home after a frenzied 12-hour day at
work. She has a high-stress job and is tired, hungry, and mod-
erately upset. Howard, her engineer husband, gets home from
work several hours before Sally and does some chores around
the house. Together, they put a quick dinner on the table. They
are just about ready to enjoy it when Sally begins to share her
frustrations and the aggravations of her day. She is obviously
upset with her supervisor and what she believes to be his
unreasonable demands and expectations of her. Before Sally
completes sharing all she has to say, Howard interrupts her a
few times with what he believes to be good solutions to her
“problems.” Each time Howard interrupts her, she becomes
more and more annoyed. Howard, aware of Sally’s escalating
anger, cannot understand why she is getting more upset; after
all, all she has to do is follow his suggestions. They volley
back and forth, and before too long, both Sally and Howard
are upset with each other, and each walks away from dinner
displeased over their interaction. They have been committed
to fostering an equal relationship but recently have become
frustrated with their relationship and their inability to under-
stand each other.

The encounter described above is not uncharacteristic for
many couples. Two central questions are (a) What do we as
counselors need in order to prepare for the ethical handling of
gender issues with this couple? and (b) How can we help
Sally and Howard explore different responses so that the out-
comes of this encounter and their relationship could be more
satisfying?
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GENDER AND ETHICS

What do we as family counselors need in order to prepare
ourselves for the ethical handling of gender issues with this
couple and other families?

Counselor empathy, acceptance, genuineness, trust, and
professional competence are essential to effective family
counseling. The IAMFC’s (2001) ethical standards, in con-
sidering client well-being, state that family counselors must
demonstrate “a caring, empathic, respectful, fair and active
concern for family well-being . . . promoting] client safety,
security and a place of well-being” (§ I-a). Further, counsel-
ors are directed to recognize and respect diversity within a
family (§ I-b); to develop collaborative egalitarian relation-
ships (§ Id); to promote positive regard for each family mem-
ber (§ I-e); not to discriminate on the basis of gender (§ I-g);
not to impose personal values (§ I-f); and to inform clients
about the goals, techniques, and process of counseling (§ I-n).

It is important that in relation to gender issues, some of the
key ethical principles outlined by Kitchener (1984) in her piv-
otal article be applied. The principle of beneficence simply
states that counselors must promote the well-being of clients
by doing good for them. Working to understand and reduce
oppression, exploitation, role inflexibility, and power imbal-
ances though gender-sensitive practices helps promote both
client and relationship growth. The principles of justice and
fairness apply to counselors and mandate that they be com-
mitted to fairness and to protecting the rights and interests of
others in a trusting therapeutic climate where clients can find
solutions for themselves. Gender-sensitive practice ensures
that the context of the counseling session can act as a mirror
for a gender-sensitive family climate where clients can thrive
and grow (Weiner & Boss, 1985).

Certainly, open disclosure with a family of a counselor’s
theoretical positions and practices in the area of gender and
power equity and issues is needed. However, before a coun-
selor can establish those positions and practices, self-
exploration of personal positions and biases is needed. In
addition, counselors are required under the IAMFC’s (2001)
code to ensure competency through education and continued
learning and to maintain the quality of counseling through
training, supervision, and peer review (§§ III-b, III-d).
Classes, workshops, and training that promote gender-related
counseling skills are needed. The professional community
supports this and stresses an increased need to train counsel-
ors in the area of gender issues (Cook, Warnke, & Dupuy,
1993; Enns, 1993; Stevens-Smith, 1995).

From a practical perspective, the gender beliefs, gender
language, and particular behaviors associated with gender
that a family counselor brings to, and communicates in, a
counseling session must be scrutinized (DeVoe, 1990; Gold
& Hawley, 2001). Gender-stereotyped attitudes can have an
impact on family counselors’ interactions with clients. We
must become aware of the following gender concerns: how

differences in gender on the part of family counselors affect
the therapeutic process, the ways in which we support
societally based gender norms, how the therapeutic interven-
tions we create differ when working with heterosexual cou-
ples compared with gay or lesbian couples, the responsibility
we as family counselors have in working with couples that
have functioning and satisfactory nonegalitarian relation-
ships and we emphasize the inequities inherent in such dyadic
structures, and the impact that culture and development have
on the way men and women communicate with each other.

All family counselors have their own gender biases. Fam-
ily counselors must become more gender sensitive in an effort
to help families restructure themselves so that both partners
can grow and achieve their full potential, as individuals and
as couples; this is easier said than done, because in varying
degrees, we are all influenced by socially constructed gender
roles. For example, Walters, Carter, Papp, and Silverstein
(1988) found that female family therapists may have diffi-
culty balancing their roles as professional experts directing
families’ behaviors with traditional women’s roles of nur-
turers and caretakers. Also, because of the way women are
taught to be more indirect in their communications with men,
female family counselors may have difficulty asserting them-
selves and challenging dominant male members (Bogard,
1990). Conversely, a male family counselor may compete
with the dominant male family member while unknowingly
falling into a paternal and protective style with female fam-
ily members (Worden & Worden, 1998). Through self-
knowledge, self-examination, and gender-sensitive training,
the foundations for ethical practices in counseling with
gender issues can be established.

GENDER AND COMMUNICATION

How can we help Sally and Howard explore different
responses so that the outcomes of this case vignette and their
relationship could be more satisfying?

Our (authors’) gender perspective lays the groundwork for
our practice. For our counseling purposes, gender sensitivity
is the awareness and respect of each partner’s belief system. It
is the recognition that differences exist and not placing judg-
ments on one another from one’s own perspective. By not
adhering to the rigid, traditional definitions of gender, there
are increased opportunities for more broadly defined explora-
tions of ways of relating that are less restrictive and more
equitable. Partners who actively accept an expanded defini-
tion of gender will ultimately better accept each other and
achieve greater mutuality in their relationships.

Let us again examine our case vignette. Communication
patterns are influenced by gender (Tannen, 1993). Gender
roles and resulting communication patterns are social con-
structions learned through a lifetime of receiving sociocul-
tural messages from parents, siblings, friends, teachers,
clergy members, politics, the workplace, television, and other
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mass-media sources. Tannen (1990) depicted patterns of
communication among women as “rapport talk” and among
men as “report talk.” Generally, women talk as a way to con-
nect; men talk as a way to share information. Women are
more comfortable with disclosing personal concerns and elic-
iting help. Men are often less likely to share and reach out and
ask for help and are more likely to seek solutions and play the
role of Mr. Fix-It. This case vignette illustrates a stereotypical
interaction between a wife and a husband.

In the counseling session, an examination of this couple’s
responses and an exploration of alternatives could take place.
First, let’s examine Howard’s reactions and responses to his
wife and what he might have been able to do differently.
Because he arrived home prior to Sally and he knew that she
routinely worked longer days than he, he could have had din-
ner prepared and ready to be served. Second, Howard inter-
rupted Sally more than once by trying to solve his wife’s
problems for her. He did not seem to acknowledge Sally’s
competency nor that she was perfectly capable of handling
her own work problems. Howard was responding from a
“report” talk perspective when Sally was communicating
from a “rapport” perspective. Last, Howard recognized
Sally’s increasing level of frustration and anger, but he was so
caught up in his own need to solve her problems and help her
out that he was unable to recognize her anger.

Turning to Sally, she came home extremely stressed and
immediately began family activities. She might have been
able to respond differently if, as soon as she arrived home, she
could have shared more openly that she was tired, hungry, and
upset. This would have alerted Howard as to her current
mood. Second, Sally could have better communicated to
Howard her need to talk with him and how she just wanted
him to listen, not necessarily respond. Also, Sally could have
let Howard know that she did not appreciate his interrupt-
ing her. Last, Sally could have taken some time alone (take a
shower, go for a walk or jog, read a magazine, etc.) to decom-
press from her difficult day at work.

Either Sally or Howard could have suggested going out for
a relaxing dinner or a walk in the park. At several different
points in their interchange, there were opportunities for either
to emotionally “step back” from the situation and reduce
some of the building tension. It is only through an under-
standing and awareness of the different stylistic patterns of
communication that Sally and Howard could be more gender
sensitive to one another and thereby have more satisfying
outcomes to their interactions.

In order to ensure a level of success in such a counseling
session, a counselor must develop an awareness and under-
standing of his or her own gender issues, be able to challenge
and work on any gender biases, and develop a theoretical
framework in gender and power issues. Training in gender-
sensitive counseling skills and practices and gender commu-

nication provides the essential groundwork of mutual respect,
an egalitarian perspective, and the understanding needed in
such a case.

The next Family Journal ethics article will discuss and
explore gender-sensitive counseling and ethical concerns
with a case in which the counselor’s values and beliefs clash
with the family’s.
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