
   

Feminist Therapy Code of Ethics*  (Revised, 1999)

Preamble

Feminist therapy evolved from feminist philosophy, psychological theory and practice, and political theory. In
particular feminists recognize the impact of society in creating and maintaining the problems and issues brought
into therapy.

Briefly, feminists believe the personal is political. Basic tenets of feminism include a belief in the equal worth of all
human beings, a recognition that each individual’s personal experiences and situations are reflective of and an
influence on society’s institutionalized attitudes and values, and a commitment to political and social change that
equalizes power among people. Feminists are committed to recognizing and reducing the pervasive influences
and insidious effects of oppressive societal attitudes and society.

Thus, a feminist analysis addresses the understanding of power and its interconnections among gender, race,
culture, class, physical ability, sexual orientation, age, and anti-Semitism as well as all forms of oppression based
on religion, ethnicity, and heritage. Feminist therapists also live in and are subject to those same influences and
effects and consistently monitor their beliefs and behaviors as a result of those influences.

Feminist therapists adhere to and integrate feminist analyses in all spheres of their work as therapists, educators,
consultants, administrators, writers, editors, and/or researchers. Feminist therapists are accountable for the
management of the power differential within these roles and accept responsibility for that power. Because of the
limitations of a purely intra-psychic model of human functioning, feminist therapists facilitate the understanding
of the interactive effects of the client’s internal and external worlds. Feminist therapists possess knowledge about
the psychology of women and girls and utilize feminist scholarship to revise theories and practices, incorporating
new knowledge as it is generated.

Feminist therapists are trained in a variety of disciplines, theoretical orientations, and degrees of structure. They
come from different cultural, economic, ethnic, and racial backgrounds. They work in many types of settings with
a diversity of clients and practice different modalities of therapy, training, and research. Feminist therapy theory
integrates feminist principles into other theories of human development and change.

The ethical guidelines that follow are additive to, rather than a replacement for, the ethical principles of the
profession in which a feminist therapist practices. Amid this diversity, feminist therapists are joined together by
their feminist analyses and perspectives. Additionally, they work toward incorporating feminist principles into
existing professional standards when appropriate.

Feminist therapists live with and practice in competing forces and complex controlling interests. When mental
health care involves third-party payers, it is feminist therapists’ responsibility to advocate for the best possible
therapeutic process for the client, including short or long term therapy. Care and compassion for clients include
protection of confidentiality and awareness of the impacts of economic and political considerations, including the
increasing disparity between the quality of therapeutic care available for those with or without third-party payers.

Feminist therapists assume a proactive stance toward the eradication of oppression in their lives and work toward
empowering women and girls. They are respectful of individual differences, examining oppressive aspects of both
their own and clients’ value systems. Feminist therapists engage in social change activities, broadly defined,
outside of and apart from their work in their professions. Such activities may vary in scope and content but are
an essential aspect of a feminist perspective.

This code is a series of positive statements that provide guidelines for feminist therapy practice, training, and
research. Feminist therapists who are members of other professional organizations adhere to the ethical codes of
those organizations. Feminist therapists who are not members of such organizations are guided by the ethical
standards of the organization closest to their mode of practice.

These statements provide more specific guidelines within the context of and as an extension of most ethical
codes. When ethical guidelines are in conflict, the feminist therapist is accountable for how she prioritizes her
choices.

These ethical guidelines, then, are focused on the issues feminist therapists, educators, and researchers have
found especially important in their professional settings. As with any code of therapy ethics, the well being of
clients is the guiding principle underlying this code. The feminist therapy issues that relate directly to the client’s
well being include cultural diversities and oppressions, power differentials, overlapping relationships, therapist
accountability, and social change. Even though the principles are stated separately, each interfaces with the
others to form an interdependent whole. In addition, the code is a living document and thus is continually in the
process of change.

The Feminist Therapy Institute’s Code of Ethics is shaped by economic and cultural forces in North America and
by the experiences of its members. Members encourage an ongoing international dialogue about feminist and
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ethical issues. It recognizes that ethical codes are aspirational and ethical behaviors are on a continuum rather
than reflecting dichotomies. Additionally, ethical guidelines and legal requirements may differ. The Feminist
Therapy Institute provides educational interventions for its members rather than disciplinary activity.

Ethical Guidelines for Feminist Therapists

I. Cultural Diversities and Oppressions

A. A feminist therapist increases her accessibility to and for a wide range of clients from her own and other
identified groups through flexible delivery of services. When appropriate, the feminist therapist assists clients in
accessing other services and intervenes when a client’s rights are violated.

B. A feminist therapist is aware of the meaning and impact of her own ethnic and cultural background, gender,
class, age, and sexual orientation, and actively attempts to become knowledgeable about alternatives from
sources other than her clients. She is actively engaged in broadening her knowledge of ethnic and cultural
experiences, non-dominant and dominant.

C. Recognizing that the dominant culture determines the norm, the therapist’s goal is to uncover and respect
cultural and experiential differences, including those based on long term or recent immigration and/or refugee
status.

D. A feminist therapist evaluates her ongoing interactions with her clientele for any evidence of her biases or
discriminatory attitudes and practices. She also monitors her other interactions, including service delivery,
teaching, writing, and all professional activities. The feminist therapist accepts responsibility for taking action to
confront and change any interfering, oppressing, or devaluing biases she has.

II. Power Differentials

A.  A feminist therapist acknowledges the inherent power differentials between client and therapist and models
effective use of personal, structural, or institutional power. In using the power differential to the benefit of the
client, she does not take control or power that rightfully belongs to her client.

B. A feminist therapist discloses information to the client that facilitates the therapeutic process, including
information communicated to others. The therapist is responsible for using self-disclosure only with purpose and
discretion and in the interest of the client.

C. A feminist therapist negotiates and renegotiates formal and/or informal contacts with clients in an ongoing
mutual process. As part of the decision-making process, she makes explicit the therapeutic issues involved.

D. A feminist therapist educates her clients regarding power relationships. She informs clients of their rights as
consumers of therapy, including procedures for resolving differences and filing grievances. She clarifies power in
its various forms, as it exists within other areas of her life, including professional roles, social/governmental
structures, and interpersonal relationships. She assists her clients in finding ways to protect themselves and, if
requested, to seek redress.

III. Overlapping Relationships

A. A feminist therapist recognizes the complexity and conflicting priorities inherent in multiple or overlapping
relationships. The therapist accepts responsibility for monitoring such relationships to prevent potential abuse of
or harm to the client.

B. A feminist therapist is actively involved in her community. As a result, she is aware of the need for
confidentiality in all settings. Recognizing that her client’s concerns and general well-being are primary, she
self-monitors both public and private statements and comments. Situations may develop through community
involvement where power dynamics shift, including a client having equal or more authority than the therapist. In
all such situations a feminist therapist maintains accountability.

C. When accepting third party payments, a feminist therapist is especially cognizant of and clearly communicates
to her client the multiple obligations, roles, and responsibilities of the therapist. When working in institutional
settings, she clarifies to all involved parties where her allegiances lie. She also monitors multiple and conflicting
expectations between clients and caregivers, especially when working with children and elders.

D. A feminist therapist does not engage in sexual intimacies nor any overtly or covertly sexualized behaviors with
a client or former client.

IV. Therapist Accountability

A. A feminist therapist is accountable to herself, to colleagues, and especially to her clients.

B. A feminist therapist will contract to work with clients and issues within the realm of her competencies. If
problems beyond her competencies surface, the feminist therapist utilizes consultation and available resources.
She respects the integrity of the relationship by stating the limits of her training and providing the client with the
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possibilities of continuing with her or changing therapists.

C. A feminist therapist recognizes her personal and professional needs and utilizes ongoing self-evaluation, peer
support, consultation, supervision, continuing education, and/or personal therapy. She evaluates, maintains, and
seeks to improve her competencies, as well as her emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. When
the feminist therapist has experienced a similar stressful or damaging event as her client, she seeks consultation.

D. A feminist therapist continually re-evaluates her training, theoretical background, and research to include
developments in feminist knowledge. She integrates feminism into psychological theory, receives ongoing therapy
training, and acknowledges the limits of her competencies.

E. A feminist therapist engages in self-care activities in an ongoing manner outside the work setting. She
recognizes her own needs and vulnerabilities as well as the unique stresses inherent in this work. She
demonstrates an ability to establish boundaries with the client that are healthy for both of them. She also is
willing to self-nurture in appropriate and self-empowering ways.

V. Social Change

A. A feminist therapist seeks multiple avenues for impacting change, including public education and advocacy
within professional organizations, lobbying for legislative actions, and other appropriate activities.

B. A feminist therapist actively questions practices in her community that appear harmful to clients or therapists.
She assists clients in intervening on their own behalf. As appropriate, the feminist therapist herself intervenes,
especially when other practitioners appear to be engaging in harmful, unethical, or illegal behaviors.

C. When appropriate, a feminist therapist encourages a client’s recognition of criminal behaviors and also
facilitates the client’s navigation of the criminal justice system.

D. A feminist therapist, teacher, or researcher is alert to the control of information dissemination and questions
pressures to conform to and use dominant mainstream standards. As technological methods of communication
change and increase, the feminist therapist recognizes the socioeconomic aspects of these developments and
communicates according to clients’ access to technology.

E. A feminist therapist, teacher, or researcher recognizes the political is personal in a world where social change
is a constant.

*© Copyright 2000, Feminist Therapy Institute, Inc.
This document may be reprinted completely, if copyright is acknowledged and the mailing address given; sections
of the Code may be quoted provided the copyright and the mailing address are cited in a footnote. Position
papers expanding on some of the ethical guidelines may be available by contacting the administrator:

Marcia Chappell
912 Five Islands Rd
Georgetown, ME 04548

or admin@feminist-therapy-institute.org
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