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Key Standards Connected to Self-Care and Ethical Practice

NASW Code of Ethics (2017)

Ethical Responsibility to Clients:
1.01 Commitment to Clients

Social workers’ primary responsibility is to promote the well-being of clients. In general, clients’ interests
are primary. However, social workers’ responsibility to the larger society or specific legal obligations may
on limited occasions, supersede the loyalty owed clients, and clients should be so advised. (Examples
include when a social worker is required by law to report that a client has abused a child or has
threatened to harm self or others.)

Ethical responsibility to Colleagues
2.09 Impairment of Colleagues

(a) Social workers who have direct knowledge of a social work colleague’s impairment that is due to
personal problems, psychosocial distress, substance abuse, or mental health difficulties and that
interferes with practice effectiveness should consult with that colleague when feasible and assist the
colleague in taking remedial action.

(b) Social workers who believe that a social work colleague’s impairment interferes with practice
effectiveness and that the colleague has not taken adequate steps to address the impairment should
take action through appropriate channels established by employers, agencies, NASW, licensing and
regulatory bodies, and other professional organizations.

2.10 Incompetence of Colleagues

(a) Social workers who have direct knowledge of a social work colleague’s incompetence should consult
with that colleague when feasible and assist the colleague in taking remedial action.

(b) Social workers who believe that a social work colleague is incompetent and has not taken adequate
steps to address the incompetence should take action through appropriate channels established by
employers, agencies, NASW, licensing and regulatory bodies, and other professional organizations.

2.11 Unethical Conduct of Colleagues

(a) Social workers should take adequate measures to discourage, prevent, expose, and correct the
unethical conduct of colleagues.

(b) Social workers should be knowledgeable about established policies and procedures for handling
concerns about colleagues’ unethical behavior. Social workers should be familiar with national, state,
and local procedures for handling ethics complaints. These include policies and procedures created by
NASW, licensing and regulatory bodies, employers, agencies, and other professional organizations.

(c) Social workers who believe that a colleague has acted unethically should seek resolution by
discussing their concerns with the colleague when feasible and when such discussion is likely to be
productive.
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(d) When necessary, social workers who believe that a colleague has acted unethically should take
action through appropriate formal channels (such as contacting a state licensing board or regulatory
body, an NASW committee on inquiry, or other professional ethics committees).

(e) Social workers should defend and assist colleagues who are unjustly charged with unethical conduct.
Ethical Responsibility as Professionals
4.05 Impairment

(a) Social workers should not allow their own personal problems, psychosocial distress, legal problems,
substance abuse, or mental health difficulties to interfere with their professional judgment and
performance or to jeopardize the best interests of people for whom they have a professional
responsibility.

(b) Social workers whose personal problems, psychosocial distress, legal problems, substance abuse, or
mental health difficulties interfere with their professional judgment and performance should
immediately seek consultation and take appropriate remedial action by seeking professional help,
making adjustments in workload, terminating practice, or taking any other steps necessary to protect
clients and others.

Chapter MPSW 20: Code of Conduct

MPSW 20.02 Unprofessional conduct. Unprofessional conduct related to the practice under a credential
issued under ch. 457, Stats., includes, but is not limited to, engaging in, attempting to engage in, or
aiding or abetting the following conduct:

(9) Practicing or attempting to practice while the credential holder is impaired due to the utilization of
alcohol or other drugs, or as a result of an illness which impairs the credential holder’s ability to
appropriately carry out the functions delineated under the credential in a manner consistent with the
safety of a client, patient, or the public.

(13) Failing to avoid dual relationships or relationships that may impair the credentialed person’s
objectivity or create a conflict of interest. Dual relationships prohibited to credentialed persons include
the credentialed person treating the credentialed person’s employers, employees, supervisors,
supervisees, close friends or relatives, and any other person with whom the credentialed person shares
any important continuing relationship.
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