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The discussion of multiple relationships in the 2002 APA Ethics Code represents a significant change from the 1992 Code.  Perhaps because “multiple relationships (boundary conflicts or role conflicts) have represented about half of the ethical violations brought before the APA Ethics Committee” (Knapp & VandeCreek, 2003a, p. 66), the 2002 Code gives much more explicit guidelines as to what constitutes a multiple relationship.  Standard 3.05 defines a multiple relationship as occurring when

     A psychologist is in a professional role with a person and (1) at the same time is

in another role with the same person, (2) at the same time is in a relationship with 

a person closely associated with or related to the person, or (3) promises to enter into another relationship in the future with the person or a person closely 


associated with or related to the person.

An important change in the 2002 Code is that a multiple relationship includes relationships with significant others: i.e., persons related to or associated with a person with whom a psychologist has a professional relationship.  It should also be noted that a professional relationship includes not only therapy clients but also students, supervisees, consultants and research participants to name a few.  Both concurrent and consecutive relationships can be considered to fall into the category of multiple relationships.

There is also an explicit statement that multiple relationships are not inherently unethical:

Multiple relationships that would not reasonably be expected to cause impairment or risk exploitation or harm are not unethical.  
Although such a statement may seem to loosen the prohibition associated with multiple relationships, it is important to remember that Standard 3.06 warns against conflicts of interest and 3.07 prohibits exploitive relationships.  Also, when entering into a multiple relationship, the burden of proof is upon the psychologist to


Refrain from entering into a multiple relationship if the multiple relationship

could reasonably be expected to impair the psychologist’s objectivity, competence, or effectiveness in performing his or her functions as a

psychologist, or otherwise risks exploitation or harm to the person with whom

the professional relationship exists. (Standard 3.05)
Determining whether a potential for harm or impairment exists can be difficult, especially when psychologists stand to experience personal gain or loss based on their determination.  By giving responsibility to psychologists to determine what is “reasonable,” the Code places psychologists in the position of needing to demonstrate that they took prudent steps to reach a conclusion.  Behnke (2004) offers specific guidelines for interpreting the standards for multiple relationships.
As with many other matters when self-interest or conflict of interest is involved, consultation with peers is an important aspect of reaching a reasonable conclusion.  Psychologists may want, at the very least, to imagine explaining to colleagues the ways a multiple relationship was reasonably not expected to cause harm to the client.  At best, psychologists should consult with colleagues.  Sometimes a plan or conclusion sounds and looks different when it is explained to others.  What seems good in the comfort of your office, in your own head, does not always seem so good when you say it out loud to people who are not your friends.

From a risk management point of view, remember that clients can misinterpret behavior or comments and it is their judgment that may be operative in determining whether an unethical multiple relationship exists.  Even if you determine that a multiple relationship could not reasonably be expected to cause harm, if a client later claims that it did, you might be hard-pressed to defend your judgment.  Fisher (2003) provides examples of possible multiple relationships and strategies for dealing with them.

Although a psychologist might be inclined to discuss a potential dual relationship with a client, it is important to remember that clients are most accustomed to the “non psychologist” world in which people may often have multiple roles.  Clients are not experts on professional ethics.  They are not attuned to the ways such relationships might later impact their therapy or best interests.  Thus the responsibility to reach a determination always rests with the psychologist, not the client.

The 2002 Code’s explicit statement that multiple relationships are not inherently unethical may be in part an attempt to clarify cases such as when unintentional, spontaneous situations arise as in casual meetings.  In this case, Knapp & Vandecreek (2003a: 2006) suggest the “you first” rule.  In other words, therapists would explain to clients that if they encounter each other outside of the therapy situation the therapist will not acknowledge a relationship with the client unless the client does so first.

Many psychologists find themselves in professional situations complicated by circumstances such as working with children (who have interested parents) or working in small communities with a greater likelihood of casual contact and fewer treatment alternatives.  The 2002 Code does not indicate that in these situations the standards are looser.  In fact, the psychologist must implement even greater care in applying the standards to the examination of professional roles in such situations.
The 2002 Code also specifies that if a potentially harmful multiple relationship arises due to unforeseen factors, psychologists are to take


Reasonable steps to resolve it with due regard for the best interest of the


Affected person and maximal compliance with the Ethics Code (Standard 3.05)

Again, the burden is on psychologists, not clients, to determine what course of action is in the best interests of clients and also compliant with the Ethics Code.

The 2002 Code also continues the prohibition against sex with clients (10.05), therapy with former sexual partners (10.07), sex with students or supervisees or others over whom the psychologist has some authority (7.07), and sex with former clients (except under very unusual circumstances, 10.08).  A new standard (10.06) also prohibits sexual relationships with people closely associated with clients.

As noted earlier, consecutive relationships fall under the same scrutiny and guidelines as concurrent multiple relationships.  It is important to remember that the role of “former client” still entails a relationship (especially in the mind of the client).  Knapp & VandeCreek (2003a: 2006) recommend the same 2-year rule for post-therapy business or social relationships, with the same criteria for proving the relationship is not exploitive.  These criteria in Standard 10.08, include:
1. the amount of time…since therapy terminated;

2. the nature, duration, and intensity of the therapy;

3. the circumstances of termination;

4. the client’s…personal history;

5. the client’s…current mental status;

6. …likelihood of adverse impact;

7. any statements or actions … by the therapist during…. therapy suggesting or inviting the possibility of a post termination sexual or romantic relationship.
There are other references to multiple relationships in the Code.  There is a new reference under the “Delegation” Standard 2.05 that reads, in part,

Psychologists who delegate work to employees, supervisees, or research or teaching assistants or who use the services of others such as interpreters, take

Reasonable steps to (1) avoid delegating such work to persons who have a multiple relationship with those being serviced that would likely lead to exploitation or loss of objectivity.
It is also important to clarify roles in couple and family therapy (10.02) and in forensic work.  Standard 7.05 covers training programs that require students to be in therapy and it says, in part, “Faculty who are or are likely to be responsible for evaluating students’ academic performance do not themselves provide (mandatory) therapy.”
Some potential warning signs of multiple relationships or boundary violations (including sexual acting out) are:  making exceptions, excessive self-disclosure, feeling more disappointed than usual when a particular client cancels, looking forward to meeting with a particular client, scheduling a client for the last hour of the day or when nobody else is around, hugging or other touching (especially when not done with other clients), performing behaviors that you would not wish to share with colleagues, and giving or receiving gifts.

Finally, the 2002 Code provides guidelines as to how to handle unavoidable multiple relationships:


When psychologists are required by law, institutional policy, or extraordinary

circumstances to serve in more than one role in judicial or administrative   proceedings, at the outset they clarify role expectations and the extent of confidentiality and thereafter as changes occur.  (Standard 3.05)

Again, it is the psychologists’ responsibility to keep clients informed of the implications of multiple relationships to minimize any potential for harm that they may cause.
The 2002 Code provides greater guidance around the parameters for determining whether a multiple relationship exists, but it leaves the final judgment for whether such relationships are harmful to clients and others, with whom psychologists are engaged in a professional relationship, up to the psychologists.  This flexibility brings with it a greater responsibility for psychologists to exercise care and prudence in reaching a final determination.

It is important to remember that the rules of professional conduct serve various purposes.  To consider the 2002 Code, as well as state statutes, only as a means for reducing legal risk, would be disturbingly narrow.  A broader perspective recognizes that our services are to benefit the client while minimizing the potential of doing them harm.  A professional role well-executed can be rendered meaningless due to the distorting effects of multiple, incompatible professional or nonprofessional roles.  Such effects can occur whether the roles have been preexisting, are concurrent, or occur in the future.  We honor our clients by respecting professional and personal boundaries.  Such boundaries allow clients to gain help and be vulnerable in an environment of uncompromised safety.

If you have an ethics question, whether for publication in the Bulletin or for your own information please contact the Ethics Committee via the CPA office at 303-692-9303.
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