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❖ Ethics

An Examination of Gender and Ethics
in Family Counseling—Part 2:
A Case Study Approach Using a
Social Constructivism Model of
Ethical Decision Making

Fran Steigerwald
Alan Forrest
Radford University

Part one of this series of two articles deals with a case study in which
the family counselor addressed gender issues of communication and
power differential within the couple’s interactions. The couple’s val-
ues and the counselor’s values were congruent and therefore more
easily addressed. This article, part 2, addresses a more complex case
in which the clients’ gender issues and values differ with the coun-
selor’s values and theoretical orientation. An awareness and knowl-
edge of gender issues become more important for ethical counseling
to occur when there is a clash of values between the clients and the
counselor. Ethical decision making becomes essential, and in this
case, a social constructivism model of ethical decision making is
applied.

Keywords: ethics; sex role stereotyping; gender issues; social

constructivism; ethical decision making

THE PREPARATION

Examining issues of gender begins with a dual approach.
The first is knowledge and the second is self-examination and
awareness. The knowledge of the formation of gender stereo-
typing and sex role expectations begins with an understand-
ing that they are socially constructed and “reinforced and
passed down from generation to generation.” These socially
constructed notions often contain a perception of power dif-
ferential and therefore may inhibit choice and individual free-
dom (Bartholomew, 2003, p. 1). This knowledge and under-

standing are vital to counseling competency and ethical inter-
vention, as they help counselors in selecting and using theo-
retical perspectives that apply to gender issues. Equally im-
portant is the counselor’s self-examination of gender biases
or stereotypes personally held, because these can determine
how the counselor views the clients and what the counselor
expects from the clients. Every counseling session contains
some personal bias, diverse values and views, and theoretical
limitations. The degree of possible differences is important to
understand. The counselor must be aware that these will cer-
tainly affect the counseling process and be responsible in
applying ethical decision-making skills. It is extremely im-
portant to examine both intrapersonal and interpersonal
dynamics when there is a clash of values and worldviews.
Worldview comprises personal attitudes, values, and opin-
ions that affect one’s perceptions, thoughts, and behaviors
(Sue & Sue, 2003). In the following case, the counselor and
the clients differ in their beliefs concerning gender issues, and
the differences must certainly be considered for an ethical
counseling process to occur.

Corey, Corey, and Callanan (2003) clarified that values are
about everyday attitudes and beliefs about life, whereas ethics
are an adopted professional code of principles and standards
that guide actions. Ethical conduct is the resulting behavior,
based on knowledge and understanding of the principles on
which the ethical code is supported. It is developed through
such qualities as sound character formation, wisdom, experi-
ence, and good judgment (Bersoff, 1996). Kitchener (1984)

278

THE FAMILY JOURNAL: COUNSELING AND THERAPY FOR COUPLES AND FAMILIES, Vol. 12 No. 3, July 2004 278-281
DOI: 10.1177/1066480704264817
© 2004 Sage Publications

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 23, 2007 http://tfj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tfj.sagepub.com


described five basic moral principles that are the under-
pinning of the codes of ethics. They are autonomy—freedom
of choice and action; nonmaleficence—causing no harm;
beneficence—promoting human welfare; justice—fairness;
and fidelity—keeping promises. These compose the founda-
tion that guides ethical reasoning and decision making.

In the following scenario, there is a clear clash of values
and beliefs, both between the two partners and among them
and the counselor. Understanding the need for professional
ethical conduct, the central question for the counselor
becomes how to think about and ethically approach these
differences.

THE CASE

Rose and Buddy

Rose, age 50, and Buddy, age 57, come into counseling at
the suggestion of their children, who are concerned because
their parents have been arguing and growing more distant
from each other for the past 2 years. Buddy is reluctant to talk
to you, but says that he will give counseling a try, only be-
cause of the kids’ prompting. Rose is tearful and withdrawn.
When asked for a description of what they see as the present
difficulty, Buddy states that Rose has grand ideas and has lost
interest in being a good wife and taking care of his house.
Both he and Rose’s father think that she needs to get back to
her obligations at home and appreciate how much the men in
her life have always taken care of her. They have both re-
minded her that she no longer is a young woman. Rose quit
school at age 15 to work in her father’s restaurant. She mar-
ried at age 17 and stayed at home to care for her husband and
raise their three sons. Once the children were grown, she
dreamed of being a grandmother and again raising children.
However, her sons became professional men, married to pro-
fessional women, and their careers have taken them out of
state and far away from her. After many prompts for
grandbabies, she was advised by her children that they are
not sure that they want to have babies; at least they cannot see
them in the near future. Rose complained of being bored and
then depressed. A month ago, Rose shared her love for work-
ing with numbers with a woman from church who owns a
company. This woman committed to help her get her GED
and then give her a bookkeeping job in the company. Rose felt
some energy for the first time in a long time. She made con-
tacts about getting her GED and excitedly shared her deci-
sions with her husband and father. They immediately forbade
it and told her that they could not permit her to act so fool-
ishly. The arguing has gotten worse, and now Rose will not
speak to Buddy, is withdrawing from everyone, and showing
signs of deeper depression.

The counselor draws on various counseling theories and
techniques depending on the family issue. However, feminist
theory is highly valued and basically, the qualities of respect

and equality and open communication are vital for this
counselor.

THE DISCUSSION

Immediately, the counselor knows that there is a conflict
of values and beliefs within this couple’s presenting issues in
regard to gender and sex role stereotyping. The husband and
wife are at odds over her roles and over who has power and
influence in each one’s life. The counselor’s first unfiltered
response may be to label the males in this case as being insen-
sitive and having sexist beliefs and behaviors and to label
Rose as being passive and oppressed by rigid sex roles and
power differential. This situation can be fraught with pitfalls.
However, through experience, the counselor knows that ini-
tial responses and reactive labeling, although needing to be
recognized, also need to be clarified before any action is
begun. So what are the steps that the counselor needs to think
about and enact for competent and ethical handling of this
“clash of values” situation?

There are several ethical decision-making models for
counselors to follow that can be valuable resources (Corey
et al., 2003; Jordon & Meara, 1990; Kitchener, 1984;
Lanning, 1997; Meara, Schmidt, & Day, 1996). For this arti-
cle’s purpose, Cottone’s (2001) model that applies social
constructivism to ethical decision making is used. Social
constructivism is defined as “a philosophical framework that
proposes that reality is a creation of individuals in interac-
tion—a socially, consensually agreed-on definition of what is
real” (Cottone, 2001, p. 454). What is real may not be neces-
sarily objective fact but rather, an agreed on perspective. In
the case of Rose and Buddy, both the counselor with the cou-
ple and the couple with each other have a definite conflict in
values in the areas of family gender functioning. In addition,
there is a power struggle as to who has control in various
aspects of the relationship. These seem to be defined in each
person’s (the husband, the wife, and the counselor) experi-
ence differently with no consensus, thus constituting part of
the disagreement. A social constructivist ethical decision-
making model shifts the responsibility from independent and
internal to interpersonal and consensual. This process can be
valued as having a social systems perspective. The social
constructivist model “places the decision in the social con-
text itself, not in the head of the decision maker; decision
making becomes an interpersonal process of ‘negotiating,’
‘consensualizing,’ and ‘arbitrating’” (Cottone & Tarvydas,
2003, p. 100).

This model suggests taking the five following steps when a
conflict or challenge arises:

(a) obtain information from those involved; (b) assess the
nature of the relationships operating at that moment in time;
(c) consult valued colleagues and professional expert opinion
(including ethical codes and literature); (d) negotiate when
there is a disagreement; and, (e) respond in a way that allows
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for a reasonable consensus as to what should happen or what
really occurred. Every relationship involved must be exam-
ined for potential linkage to another (possibly adversarial)
system of thought. Additionally every involved relationship
must be assessed for a potential conflict of opinion over what
should and should not happen. (Cottone & Tarvydas, 2003,
p. 104)

In obtaining information and assessing the present rela-
tionship, it becomes important that the husband and wife
want to come together in an agreement or consensus around
the issue of dispute. These are Rose’s desire to obtain her
GED and to work outside the home and her withdrawing
behaviors and Buddy’s desire to maintain Rose’s status as a
housewife and his power assertions and belittling remarks
concerning his desires. It becomes clear that in assessing this
couple’s current relationship, their present positions and
behaviors are not working. The counselor’s values of mutual
respect, open communication, and understanding may help
move this couple off of their destructive paths.

But how important to the resolution of this conflict are the
counselor’s initial feelings and labels about this couple’s
behaviors and the disclosure of the counselor’s beliefs in
egalitarian relationships? Some of the goals of feminist the-
ory are to help free the couple from the constraints that gender
roles imply, to build egalitarian relationships, and to work
toward empowerment by honoring women’s experiences
while recognizing oppression and assessing power strategies
(Herlihy & McCollum, 2003). Consulting the experts, by
addressing the International Association of Marriage and
Family Counselors (IAMFC) (2001) ethical code, clarifies
this. Because this is the theory that the counselor values and is
using with this couple, informed consent directs disclosure of
this position. “Members inform clients about the goals and
purpose of counseling . . . potential risks and benefits of the
counseling process and specific techniques and interven-
tions” (IAMFC, 2001, I-n, p. 2). “Counselors openly disclose
information in sessions, including theoretical approach to
understanding behavior, and processes for decision making”
(IAMFC, 2001, I-d, p. 2). However, the personal biases and
initial reactivity, although needing to be recognized and mon-
itored by the counselor, would not help (beneficence) and
could potentially do harm (nonmaleficence) if disclosed.
“Members do not impose personal values . . . members
recognize the influence of worldviews and cultural factors”
(IAMFC, 2001, I-g, p. 2).

How does the counselor begin to discuss these conflicts?
The counselor can revisit Cottone’s (2001) model and apply it
to the couple’s dynamics.

1. Obtain information from those involved. Both Rose and
Buddy need to be empowered to speak from their perspec-
tives concerning the present conflict and actively listen to
each other. Education concerning working toward under-
standing each other’s perspective and suspending judgment

and reactivity is essential. Identify consensus. They both con-
sent to counseling. IAMFC (2001) ethical codes state that
“members assist clients to develop a philosophy on the mean-
ing, purpose, and direction of life. Counselors promote posi-
tive regard of self, family, and others” (I-e, p. 2). This should
not sound like a simple process. Given the culture and times,
sexist and racist beliefs are prevalent and affect everyone.
Therefore, global sexist assumptions are very difficult to
change. Individual agreement on respect and regard within
the relationship may be more reasonable work.

2. Assess the nature of the relationships operating at that
moment in time. How does each partner view the relation-
ship? Coming into counseling and wanting things to change
could be a sound beginning and provide the understanding
that what they are doing is not working to foster a close satis-
fying partnership. Now what does each want from his or her-
self as well as for the other in this relationship? “Members
seek to develop working, collaborative relationships with cli-
ents which are egalitarian in nature” (IAMFC, 2001 I-d, p. 2).

3. Consult valued colleagues and professional expert
opinion (including ethical codes and literature). This step has
been interwoven throughout the decision-making process by
examining and applying the ethical codes. Certainly, if the
code did not clearly apply to the situation, then colleagues
and experts need to be included.

4. Negotiate when there is a disagreement. Negotiating
occurs when the parties of the disagreement discuss the issues
at length. Facilitating communication skills is essential. Once
the initial steps have begun, this process continues until a con-
sensus can be reached.

5. Respond in a way that allows for a reasonable consen-
sus as to what should happen or what really occurred. Con-
sensus is an interactive, ongoing process in which the clients
relate. Something this couple has not been doing recently and
something in which the counselor needs to be involved. Non-
verbals, coordinated behaviors, and movements toward each
other are part of the consensualizing process. “Consensualiz-
ing is the process of socially constructing a reality” (Cottone
& Tarvydas, 2003, p. 103). What movement do the parties
need to make in session to agree and coordinate their reality
of their life together? A new way to look at and validate this
process may be that inquiry, accusation, and clashes are cru-
cial for this consensual movement toward decision.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The gender of the counselor was kept neutral for this arti-
cle’s discussion. However, it is important to note that the
counselor’s gender would certainly affect the counseling
dynamics in many ways. It is important to remember that
alignments with or against the counselor or one of the family
members could be formed based on gender, power, agenda,
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and authority. Such dynamics need to be dealt with openly.
Further discussion and training in gender cross-cultural coun-
seling would add to counselor competency.

Gender issues and discussion need to be embraced and not
secreted. Sex role stereotyping and behaviors and attitudes
that limit human potential need to be addressed initially be-
cause of our professional ethical directives toward fostering
mutual respect and egalitarian relationships. In addition, it is
the hope of many in the profession that gender training for
new counselors, as well as for counselors who received their
educations before gender became an issue of social focus,
will assist them to become committed to recognize and pro-
cess these issues in family counseling. When there is a clash
of gender values within the family or between the clients and
the counselor, it does not mean that there has to be a clash of
heads. Respectful, aware counselors who are committed to
individual freedom and rights enhance their skills with gen-
der sensitive training, research, reading, and consultation.
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