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Abstract :  

Social Work is an Nobel Profession. Social work profession based on scientific methods and practice 

. at the same time Social work education mainly concerned to knowledge, skills and attitude. Social work 

profession deals with individual, group & community related identify their needs and problems and tried to 

resolve it through by scientific methods and enable them for better life. While working as a professional 

social worker has ethical issues, challenges and opportunities. when deal with clients, group and whole 

community. 

 In today scenario, social work profession or training with numerous ethical and legal challenges, 

particularly around confidentiality, conflicts of interest & maintaining professional boundaries. Some of the 

challenges are need to balance with client freedom and social worker duty. While working with client to 

keep moral, cultural competence, data privacy and online digital interactions. Some issues that have both 

ethical & legal components include access to medical care, informed consent, confidentiality and exception 

to confidentiality . while opportunities developing strong ethical decision making framework, enhancing 

practical experience, and fostering supportive environment of learning. 

Key words : Social Work Profession, Ethical Issues & Challenges, Ethical Opportunities.  

Introduction : 

Social work is one of the practice-based professions where ethical practice is essential. In social work, ethics 

refers to the values and norms that direct social workers in their profession to make sure they engage with 

responsibly, equality, and  respect while safeguarding people’s rights and dignity. According to the National 

association of Social Workers’ code of ethics, when ethical dilemmas arise, the code provides a set of 

values, principles, and standards to direct behavior and decision-making.   
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1. Social work ethics are based on six core values: 

1.1.Service – Social workers are committed to serving those in need 

1.2.Social Justice – Social workers fight against societal injustice. 

1.3.Dignity and Worth of the Person – Social workers protect people’s dignity and treat everyone with 

respect. 

1.4.Importance of Human Relationships – They recognize the importance of relationships. 

1.5.Integrity – Social workers are trustworthy. 

1.6.Competence – They continuously enhance their professional knowledge and skills. 

Social workers are play vital role in health services setting because they frequently serve as first responders 

to those who are struggling with health issues. Social workers are essential to enhancing people’s access to 

health services and outcomes. They offer help to people in psychological distress, support, advocacy, and 

intervention. They are engaged in assessment, counseling, crisis intervention, case management, and policy 

advocacy. (National Association of Social Work (NASW), Students studying social work require fieldwork 

or internships in a variety of contexts, including mental health organizations. These internships give students 

practical experience working with people who are experiencing psychological and emotional difficulties. 

Social work students can be seen working in various mental health organizations such as Hospitals, 

counseling centers, psychiatric facilities, community  health centers, substance abuse treatment centers, 

nonprofit organizations, elderly care, and geriatric centers, etc. 

In social work, an ethical challenge is a circumstance in which a practitioner struggles to decide what to do 

because of conflicts between their moral, professional, and legal obligations. Ethical challenges can take the 

form of ethical dilemmas, ethical problems or ethical issues . These difficulties result from conflicting 

interests, social workers’ dual roles as controllers and helpers, and the need to safeguard clients while 

adhering to ethical and institutional requirements. Social work students may encounter ethical challenges 

related to confidentiality, boundaries, dual relationships, conflicts of interest, cultural diversity, supervision, 

and organizational boundaries when working in a variety of institutions. 

2. Problem Statement : 

Now a days health setting area are globally, specially, ethical challenges in mental health care are common, 

with about 70% of professionals facing dilemmas worldwide (Austin & Korr, 2007).  Social work students 

work in various settings, where mental health settings present some of the most significant ethical 

challenges. Social work students in HIV/ AIDS ,VCTC (voluntary counseling testing center) mental health 

settings are frequently encounter ethical challenges that affect their decision-making and professional 

growth.  Students often struggle with ethical issues because of poor supervision and training, leading to 

stress and mistakes. The absence of clear ethical guidelines, cultural stigma, and weak health systems make 

decisions even harder. While there are studies that suggest social work education should focus on ethical 

training, there is few research regarding ethical challenges faced by social work students specifically,  

Understanding these ethical challenges is important to improving mental health policies, monitoring, and 

ethical training and to address the significant research gap in this topic. 
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3. Rationale of the Study: 

In the context of India, Mental health is still a stigmatized and underdeveloped sector. Social work students 

in India face many ethical challenges when working in mental health settings. It is crucial for students to be 

aware of their ethical responsibilities to navigate these challenges effectively. Without adequate knowledge 

and guidance, they may struggle to maintain ethical standards, which can affect the quality of work. 

The study addresses a critical but often overlooked issue of  mental health and social work education.  

Academically, the study fills a gap in existing research by focusing on ethical issues in mental health 

practice from the perspective of social work students. It can help strengthen the curriculum by connecting 

theoretical knowledge with real-life practice. Practically, the study offers valuable insights into the real-

world ethical challenges that the students face during fieldwork. These insights can guide colleges, 

institutions, and field supervisors in designing better training, supervision protocols, and support systems. 

The study aims to strengthen ethical awareness and professionalism among future social workers while 

supporting the next generation of social workers in providing ethical services. 

4. Research Questions: 

What is the level of awareness among the students regarding the importance of ethical practice in mental 

health settings? 

What are the ethical challenges faced by social work students in mental health Settings? 

5. Literature Review : 

In social work, ethics are crucial because they provide professional norms that safeguard social workers and 

client’s rights and dignity. (Limestone University, 2021). Social workers assist those in need, address 

systemic issues, and prioritize service over personal gain while continually developing their skills to deliver 

effective and responsible care. (National Association of Social Work (NASW), n.d.) 

Social workers have an ethical obligation to put their clients’ welfare first, respect their autonomy, and get 

their informed consent, all the while making sure that the services they provide are within their professional 

scope and culturally sensitive.(NASW),Social worker’s frontline role in mental health settings often places 

them in complex ethical situations requiring sound judgment and supervision (Triplett, 2017). Social 

workers serve in mental health teams as case managers, social rehabilitation specialists, social support 

facilitators, and social reintegration specialists. (Neszméry & Mačkinová, 2020) 

In social work practice, an ethical dilemma occurs when a social worker is unable to uphold ethical 

standards or when doing so requires working contrary to one’s own ethics. (Proctor, Morrow-Howell, & 

Lott, 1993).  

6. The following are a few ethical challenges faced by social workers: 

Informed Consent 

Informed consent is a cornerstone of ethical medicine, safeguarding patient rights, promoting transparency, 

and fostering trust between patients and providers. (Shah, Thornton, Kopitnik, & Hipskind, 2024) 

According to studies, certain patients from particular cultural backgrounds might not be familiar with the 

notion of permission; consequently, healthcare professionals must introduce and explain it to them. It is 

crucial to ensure that consent is given voluntarily and without excessive pressure or force. However, the 
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voluntariness of consent may be jeopardized by emergency conditions, involuntary admissions, or the power 

dynamics between patients and healthcare personnel. (Dalal, 2020)  

Confidentiality: 

According to the social work Code of Ethics, social workers should uphold their clients’ right to privacy and 

only divulge information when required by law or with their clients’ express consent. This ethical 

commitment creates a secure setting where clients may divulge private information without worrying about 

it being exposed. Even though confidentiality is emphasized, social workers frequently face circumstances 

in which they need to balance this duty against other ethical commitments, such as protecting clients or 

others safe. Social workers must provide comprehensive care while avoiding confidentiality violations by 

being clear about what information may be disclosed and under what conditions. (Reamer, 2016) The 

growing use of digital technologies in social work brings up more privacy and data security issues. It is 

essential for social workers to adhere to relevant data protection rules and safeguard electronic information 

against unwanted access. (Schneider, 2022) 

Religious and cultural hurdles: 

 Social work practice is  influenced by cultural and religious beliefs. Dealing with culturally controversial 

subjects like commercial sex work, abortion, and LGBT rights frequently presents social workers with 

ethical challenges. Professional work is hampered by these problems, which frequently clash with religious 

and personal beliefs. Many social workers with Islamic and Christian origins find it difficult to deal with 

case of abortion since these issues go against their cultural and religious beliefs. The ethical dilemma occurs 

when professionals continue to work on issues that go against their own beliefs because they are unaware of 

the situation or lack the appropriate ethical direction.  

7. Methodology : 

In present study the researcher has used the secondary data from the various books, research journal, reputed 

online research journal, health department website, reports, Health practice service center data, case studies 

and social work intervention in health setting specially VCTC center and Mental health center. Discussed 

with social work students those are engaged in hospital setting for field work practice and their agency 

supervisor and also faculty of social work. researcher has studied quantitative as well as qualitative data for 

further study. 

8. Discussion : 

Social work professionals frequently encounter mental health-related ethical challenges, including balancing 

client autonomy with the need to ensure safety, navigating confidentiality issues, and managing personal 

values that may conflict with client needs. These challenges are further complicated by factors like limited 

resources, increasing workloads, and the complexities of working with diverse populations.  

8.1.Ethical Challenges: 

Confidentiality: 

Social workers must protect client information, but there are situations where confidentiality may be 

breached (e.g., when a client poses a risk to themselves or others).  
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Informed Consent: 

Ensuring clients understand the services offered, potential risks and benefits, and their right to make their 

own decisions is crucial, but can be difficult in practice.  

Client Autonomy: 

Social workers strive to empower clients to make their own choices, but this can conflict with the need to 

protect vulnerable individuals from harm.  

Value Conflicts: 

Social workers may encounter situations where their personal values clash with the values of their clients or 

the ethical standards of the profession.  

Boundary Setting: 

Maintaining professional boundaries is essential to avoid dual relationships and exploitation, but can be 

challenging in long-term relationships or when working with vulnerable populations.  

Mental Health Needs: 

Social workers often work with individuals experiencing mental health challenges, requiring them to 

address issues of diagnosis, treatment, and access to care.  

 

Resource Limitations: 

Limited funding, staff shortages, and inadequate resources can impact the quality of care provided and 

create ethical dilemmas for social workers.  

Technology Use: 

The increasing use of technology in social work raises new ethical questions about privacy, data security, 

and the potential for digital divides.  

Specific Examples: 

Child Welfare: 

Social workers in child welfare may face ethical dilemmas related to reporting suspected child abuse, 

balancing parental rights with the child's safety, and making decisions about foster care placement.  

Mental Health Settings: 

Social workers in mental health settings may encounter challenges related to confidentiality, involuntary 

commitment, and the use of restraints.  

Community Practice: 

Social workers in community settings may face ethical issues related to resource allocation, advocacy for 

marginalized groups, and addressing systemic inequalities. 
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9. Ethical Opportunities in Social Work : 

Social work offers numerous ethical opportunities to advocate for vulnerable populations and promote 

social justice. Social workers are guided by a code of ethics that emphasizes service, social justice, and the 

dignity and worth of every person. These core values translate into practical actions like challenging 

injustice, promoting human rights, and advocating for policies that support marginalized groups.  

 Some ethical opportunities in social work: 

1. Promoting Social Justice and Human Rights: 

Challenging Inequality: 

Social workers actively identify and address systemic barriers that create and perpetuate social problems 

like poverty, discrimination, and lack of access to resources. 

 

Advocating for Policy Change: 

They advocate for policies that promote social justice, such as fair housing, access to healthcare, and 

equitable educational opportunities,. 

Protecting Vulnerable Populations: 

Social workers play a vital role in safeguarding the rights and well-being of vulnerable groups, including 

children, the elderly, people with disabilities, and those experiencing homelessness. 

Promoting Equity and Inclusion: 

They work to ensure that all individuals have equal access to opportunities and resources, regardless of their 

background or circumstances.  

2. Enhancing Human Relationships and Well-being: 

Building Trust and Rapport: 

Social workers strive to create safe and trusting relationships with clients, fostering open communication 

and mutual respect. 

Strengthening Families and Communities: 

They work to strengthen family bonds and promote positive community connections, recognizing the 

importance of social support networks. 

Empowering Individuals: 

Social workers help individuals develop the skills and resources they need to overcome challenges, make 

informed decisions, and improve their overall well-being. 

Promoting Self-Determination: 

They respect clients' right to make their own choices and support them in pursuing their goals.  
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3. Maintaining Ethical Practice: 

Confidentiality: 

Social workers uphold strict confidentiality guidelines to protect client privacy and ensure a safe space for 

sharing sensitive information.  

Competence: 

They practice within their areas of expertise and continuously seek to enhance their knowledge and skills to 

provide the best possible services.  

Professional Integrity: 

Social workers act with honesty, integrity, and accountability in all their professional interactions.  

Cultural Sensitivity: 

They are mindful of cultural differences and work to provide culturally competent services that respect the 

values and beliefs of diverse populations. 

10. Conclusion and Recommendations : 

In mental health settings, ethics stands out as a fundamental principle that ensures the client’s dignity and 

well-being. It is crucial to be ethically responsible; however, social work students in mental health settings 

frequently encounter ethical dilemmas due to various reasons. It is important to identify the ethical 

challenges faced by those students to support ethical decision-making and to provide compassionate, 

respectful, and culturally sensitive mental health services .  This study highlights the major ethical issues 

that social work students in encountered as they navigate complicated dilemmas concerning confidentiality, 

informed consent, professional boundaries, value conflicts, client autonomy, and the concept of no 

maleficence. Although students have a strong theoretical grasp of ethical principles, their actual 

implementation is still difficult because of a lack of adequate training, oversight, and mental health 

resources. The findings underscore the urgent need for enhanced educational approaches that prioritize 

experiential learning, practical exposure, and ongoing ethical discourse. Addressing these gaps would better 

prepare future social workers to maintain professional standards, promote client dignity and trust, and make 

a meaningful contribution to Nepal’s expanding mental health sector. 

The overall study recommends building strong support systems for social work students through 

mentorship, field simulations, and structured learning on ethical decision-making frameworks. Future 

initiatives should concentrate on enhancing ethical training and support for social work students in mental 

health settings. Furthermore, establishing safe spaces for open discussion and ongoing guidance may help 

students in resolving ethical dilemmas. 
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