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Ethics & Boundaries in the Supervision of Spiritual Accompaniment 

Why have a Code of Ethics for Supervisors?  

• to define accepted/acceptable behaviours;  

• to promote high standards of practice;  

• to provide a benchmark for supervisors to use for self-evaluation;  

• to establish a framework for “professional” behaviour and responsibilities;  

• as a vehicle for occupational identity – to offer recognition of spiritual direction as a 

discipline;  

• as a mark of occupational maturity – spiritual direction coming of age;  

NB: It is important for a supervisor to know the Code of Ethics used by supervisees 

What are Ethics? 

• the principles of conduct governing an individual or group, ie: professional ethics;  

• a system or philosophy of conduct and principles practiced by a person or group;  

• the discipline dealing with what is good and bad and with moral duty and obligation;  

• a set of moral principles or values.  

Three Types of Ethics 

Deontology and Ethics - Follow the Rules and Your Duties 

Deontological moral systems are characterised primarily by a focus on adherence to independent 

moral rules or duties. In order to make the correct moral choices, you simply have to understand 

what your moral duties are and what correct rules exist which regulate those duties. When you 

follow your duty, you are behaving morally. When you fail to follow your duty, you are behaving 

immorally. A deontological moral system may be seen in many religions, where you follow the 

rules and duties that are said to have been established by God or the church. 

Teleology and Ethics - Consequences of Your Choices 

Teleological moral systems are characterized primarily by a focus on the consequences which any 

action might have (for that reason, they are often referred to as consequentialist moral systems, 

and both terms are used here). In order to make correct moral choices, you have to have some 

understanding of what will result from your choices. When you make choices, which result in the 

correct consequences, then you are acting morally; when you make choices, which result in the 

incorrect consequences, then you are acting immorally. The problem comes in determining correct 

consequences when an action can produce a variety of outcomes. Also, there may be a tendency 

to adopt an attitude of the ends justifying the means. 

Virtue Ethics - Develop Good Character Traits 

Virtue-based ethical theories place much less emphasis on which rules people should follow and 

instead focus on helping people develop good character traits, such as kindness and generosity. 

These character traits will, in turn, allow a person to make the correct decisions later on in life. 

Virtue theorists also emphasize the need for people to learn how to break bad habits of character, 

like greed or anger. These are called vices and stand in the way of becoming a good person. 

 

https://www.learnreligions.com/deontology-and-ethics-249865
https://www.learnreligions.com/teleology-and-ethics-faq-4078913
https://www.learnreligions.com/virtue-ethics-morality-and-character-249866
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Virtues in Supervision 

o Love: Involves compassion & self-care 

o Trustworthiness: honesty, loyalty, truthfulness 

o Altruism: ‘habit of a generous spirit’; For the good of the other … also directees … 

o Prudence:  not cautiousness or timidity. Requires:- Seeing clearly – Deliberate - choose:  

the right means … for a good end 

o Holiness: … Knows God... And that relationship gives strength, direction and focus 

o Etc. 

NB: Virtues are acquired through repeated practice.  

Ethical Principles of Spiritual Direction and SD Supervision 

Principles direct attention to important ethical responsibilities. Each principle is described below 

and is followed by examples of good practice that have been developed in response to that 

principle. Ethical decisions that are strongly supported by one or more of these principles without 

any contradiction from others may be regarded as reasonably well founded. However, directors 

will encounter circumstances in which it is impossible to reconcile all the applicable principles and 

choosing between principles may be required. A decision or course of action does not necessarily 

become unethical merely because it is contentious or other directors would have reached different 

conclusions in similar circumstances. A director’s obligation is to consider all the relevant 

circumstances with as much care as is reasonably possible and to be appropriately accountable for 

decisions made. 

Fidelity: honouring the trust placed in the director. 

Being trustworthy is regarded as fundamental to understanding and resolving ethical issues. 

Directors who adopt this principle: act in accordance with the trust placed in them; regard 

confidentiality as an obligation arising from the directee’s/supervisee’s trust; restrict any disclosure 

of confidential information about directees to furthering the purposes for which it was originally 

disclosed. 

Autonomy: respect for the directee’s/supervisee’s right to be self-governing. 

This principle emphasises the importance of the directee’s/supervisee’s commitment to 

participating in SD on a voluntary basis. Directors who respect their directees’ autonomy: ensure 

accuracy in any advertising or information given in advance of services offered; seek freely given 

and adequately informed consent; engage in explicit contracting in advance of any commitment by 

the directee; protect privacy; protect confidentiality; normally make any disclosures of confidential 

information conditional on the consent of the person concerned; and inform the directee in 

advance of foreseeable conflicts of interest or as soon as possible after such conflicts become 

apparent. The principle of autonomy opposes the manipulation of directees against their will, even 

for supposedly beneficial ends. 

Beneficence: a commitment to promoting the directee’s/supervisee’s well-being. 

The principle of beneficence means acting in the best interests of the directee based on 

professional assessment. It directs attention to working strictly within one’s limits of competence 

and providing services on the basis of adequate training or experience. Ensuring that the 

directee’s/supervisee’s best interests are achieved requires systematic monitoring of practice and 
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outcomes by the best available means. It is considered important that research and systematic 

reflection inform practice.  

There is an obligation to use regular and on-going supervision to enhance the quality of the 

services provided and to commit to updating practice by continuing professional development. An 

obligation to act in the best interests of a directee may become paramount when working with 

directees whose capacity for autonomy is diminished because of immaturity, lack of 

understanding, extreme distress, serious disturbance or other significant personal constraints. 

Non-maleficence: a commitment to avoiding harm to the directee. 

Non-maleficence involves avoiding sexual, financial, emotional or any other form of directee 

exploitation; avoiding incompetence or malpractice; not providing services when unfit to do so due 

to illness, personal circumstances or intoxication. The director has an ethical responsibility to avoid 

causing harm to a directee even when the harm is unintended. Directors have a personal 

responsibility to challenge, where appropriate, the incompetence or malpractice of others and, 

where appropriate, address professional practice which falls below that of a reasonably competent 

director and/or risks bringing discredit upon the profession. 

Justice: the fair and impartial treatment of all directees and the provision of adequate services. 

The principle of justice requires being just and fair to all directees and respecting their human 

rights and dignity. It directs attention to considering any potential conflicts between legal and 

ethical obligations. Justice in the distribution of services requires the ability to determine 

impartially the provision of services for directees and the allocation of services between directees. 

A commitment to fairness requires the ability to appreciate differences between people and to be 

committed to equality of opportunity and avoiding discrimination against people or groups contrary 

to their legitimate personal or social characteristics. Directors have a duty to strive to ensure a fair 

provision of SD services, accessible and appropriate to the needs of potential directees. 

Self-respect: fostering the director’s self-knowledge and care for self. 

The principle of self-respect means that the director appropriately applies all the above principles 

as entitlements for self. This includes seeking SD and other opportunities for personal 

development as required. There is an ethical responsibility to use supervision for appropriate 

personal and professional support and development, and to seek training and other opportunities 

for continuing professional development. Guarding against financial liabilities arising from work 

undertaken usually requires obtaining appropriate insurance. The principle of self-respect 

encourages active engagement in life-enhancing activities and relationships that are independent 

of relationships SD or supervision. 

NB: where the best interests of the supervisee and directee clash, the best interests of the 

directee take priority. 

 

Personal moral qualities 

The director’s personal moral qualities are of the utmost importance to directees. Many of the 

personal qualities considered important in the provision of services have an ethical or moral 

component and are therefore considered as virtues or good personal qualities. It is inappropriate 

to prescribe that all directors possess these qualities, since it is fundamental that these personal 

qualities are deeply rooted in the person concerned and developed out of personal commitment 
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rather than the requirement of an external authority. Personal qualities to which spiritual directors 

and supervisors are strongly encouraged to aspire include: 

Empathy: the ability to communicate understanding of another person’s experience from that 

person’s perspective. 

Sincerity: a personal commitment to consistency between what is professed and what is done. 

Integrity: commitment to being moral in dealings with others, personal straightforwardness, 

honesty and coherence. 

Resilience: the capacity to work with the directee’s/supervisee’s concerns without being 

personally diminished. 

Respect: showing appropriate esteem to others and their understanding of themselves. 

Humility: the ability to assess accurately and acknowledge one’s own strengths and weaknesses. 

Competence: the effective deployment of the skills and knowledge needed to do what is 

required. 

Fairness: the consistent application of appropriate criteria to inform decisions and actions. 

Wisdom: possession of sound judgement that informs practice. 

Courage: the capacity to act in spite of known fears, risks and uncertainty. 

 

Conclusion 

The challenge of working ethically means that supervisors (and those that accompany others) will 

inevitably encounter situations where there are competing obligations. In such situations it is 

tempting to retreat from all ethical analysis in order to escape a sense of what may appear to be 

unresolvable ethical tension. These ethics are intended to be of assistance in such circumstances 

by directing attention to the variety of ethical factors that may need to be taken into consideration 

and to alternative ways of approaching ethics that may prove more useful. No statement of ethics 

can totally alleviate the difficulty of making professional judgements in circumstances that may be 

constantly changing and full of uncertainties. All spiritual directors and supervisors should commit 

themselves to engaging with the challenge of striving to be ethical, even when doing so involves 

making difficult decisions or acting courageously. 

 

‘Professional Behaviour’ 

Two approaches to Professional Behaviour: 

1. Identify Duties and Principles - ‘What are we going to do?’ -  Normative Ethics (both 

Deontological and Teleological Ethics) 

2. What sort of person we are – ‘How are we going to be? - ‘Character’ or Virtue Ethics 
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Some Important Matters to be Aware of as a Supervisor (and as one who accompanies others) 

Confidentiality and Anonymity: Important to be aware of the distinction. Anonymity guarantees 

that the name of the individual will not be used and that his/her identity will be protected. 

Confidentiality guarantees that the content of what is spoken about in the session will not be disclosed 

to another. Very important to explain to the limits of confidentiality. (mandatory reporting, harm to self 

or others, if the one being accompanied gives written permission, supervision and (if applicable) being 

a trainee, record-keeping (remember GDPR and subject access requests) 

Informed Consent: This is a very important concept. For any individual to give informed consent to 

anything (including being spiritually accompanied or supervised) s/he must know and understand what 

is being offered and must be free to choose whether to proceed or not. Elements of informed consent: 

Decision-Making Capacity, Disclosure, Competency, Freedom, Documentation of Consent and 

Contracts. 

Working Within Your Competence: It’s important to know the limits of your competence as a 

supervisor (and as one who accompanies others). It is not ethical to work as a supervisor beyond your 

level of competence. You a obligated to ‘avoid harm’. It is important to know when and how to refer 

(you are not the supervisee’s therapist or spiritual director). 

Making Sure that Your Supervisee is Working Within his/her Competence: As a supervisor 

your primary responsibility is to the ‘absent other’ so you must make a judgment and act accordingly if 

you consider that for whatever reason your supervisee should not be directing, either at all or for a 

period of time or with a particular directee. 

Multiple Relationships: These exist when I have connections with a supervisee (or one that I 

accompany) in another context (eg: we go to the same church and/or attend the same training days 

and/or have some friends in common, etc). It is important to prepare for this and agree with your 

supervisee how these should be handled. If it continues to be awkward for one or both parties the 

supervisory relationship might need to end. 

Power Relationships: In supervision, the supervisor is clearly in a ‘one-up’ position with respect to 

the one being supervised. There is a power differential. This power differential should not be ignored 

(in the hope that it will go away) but rather it should be sensitively used primarily for the benefit of the 

one being accompanied and secondarily for the one being supervised. There is great capacity to 

influence the other both for good or for ill. 

Self-care for the Supervisor: It is important not to neglect your own needs in the supervisory 

relationship (safety, overworking, ongoing formation, your own spiritual accompaniment and 

relationship with the Lord, etc)  

 

Boundaries 

Sets limits – separates me from you, ‘my space’ from ‘your space’ and creates a safe space to protect 

both of you.  It makes it possible to establish trust and to do what we are there for (‘task’) and allows 

the task to be done well.  Important to notice when boundaries have been crossed and being aware of 

the difference between ‘boundary issues’ and ‘boundary violations’ (boundary issues are where there is 

a risk that boundaries may be crossed (sometimes for a good or agreed purpose. Boundary violations 

are where harm is already being caused). 

o Time – occasional overruns different to consistent overruns 

o Place – is it suitable, safe 
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o Money – agreed on, noticing how it makes you feel   

o Gifts – what do they mean?     

o Physical contact – if in doubt, don’t! 

o Self-disclosure – is it for you (it’s good to share!) or for the benefit of supervisee 

o Etc 

 

SUPERVISION TO SUPPORT ETHICAL PRACTICE IN SPIRITUAL ACCOMPANIMENT [and in 

Supervision] – adapting the work of Robert Walker, M.S.W., L.C.S.W. and James 

J. Clark, Ph.D., L.C.S.W. 

 

Fundamental ethical principles can inform practice, but the complexities of the practice 

environment suggest that it is important to develop ethical guidelines which practitioners commit 

to following. A clear and reasonably specific set of principles or ethical standards is recommended 

to guide practice. These standards should be promulgated and adhered to by all those who 

accompany others spiritually. 

However, developing and distributing ethical guidelines or standards does not go far enough. 

Supervision can be used to apply general ethical guidelines to the complexities of practice settings 

and the uniqueness of a particular case. 

Supervision can support practice within ethical boundaries by following four major principles.  

First, the supervision should be proactive rather than reactive. The supervisor should not wait for 

calamity to review the supervisee's work. Supervision should be continuous and of varying 

intensity, based on the supervisee’s workload and other characteristics of the practice setting. 

Second, the supervision should be sensitive to the supervisee's personal situation. A supervisor 

should be aware of significant changes in the supervisee's life that might indicate increased 

vulnerabilities. Recent divorce, severe relationship problems, serious illness, or death of a loved 

one can leave a practitioner emotionally vulnerable. A practitioner who has previously practiced 

without distress can unexpectedly change the manner of relating with those that they accompany 

and create boundary concerns. 

Third, the supervisor must pay attention to the details of the supervisee's cases and the 

interactions between practitioner and the one being accompanied. For example, it is not helpful to 

simply rely on labels to explain practitioner-client problems. Instead, the supervisor should ask the 

supervisee to relate the full narrative sequences of the encounters. The patterns or themes found 

in the practitioner-client interactions can capture meaningful content for further analysis and 

examination. 

Fourth, the supervisory interaction should incorporate guided exploration rather than cross-

examination. Although focused investigation can play a role during a crisis, the routine supervisory 

process will generally discover more useful content through less directive means. We recommend 

the use of an approach in which the supervisor asks a series of questions that gently guides the 

supervisee to reveal and understand his or her thinking and behaviours and, optimally, develop 

more appropriate interactions if needed. 



Supervision Training 
Talk: Ethics & Boundaries 

London Jesuit Centre Not for duplication without permission  November 2022  

P
ag

e7
 

Using these four principles, supervision can be an effective process for detecting cues of potential 

boundary problems and exploring them. Based on the literature and practice, we identify eight 

cues that suggest possible boundary problems. Each is paired with a recommended supervisory 

response. Whether a boundary problem is serious or not depends less on what the practitioner 

believes than on the experience of the one being accompanied. It is also important to note that 

what might be helpful for one client can prove harmful for another; supervisory responses must be 

tailored to the specific practitioner-client situation. 

The cues and responses described below generally proceed from less serious to more serious. 

However, the order in which they are listed does not reflect an absolute ranking. 

Strong feelings about the one being accompanied. 

Practitioners may confuse personal caring with professional caring. Although such confusion 

generally occurs with novice practitioners, experienced practitioners are not immune to it. Strong 

personal feelings about a client can indicate a developing personal relationship. The supervisor can 

guide the practitioner to develop warm but professional relationships. 

Because strong feelings are not always a problem in themselves, the supervisor should first elicit 

the source and quality of the practitioner's feelings about the one they are accompanying, with the 

goal of promoting greater insight. Second, the supervisor should survey the intensity of the 

feelings and contrast the case to others in the practitioner's caseload. The supervisor should then 

ask the practitioner to examine these feelings to encourage self-observation and professional 

discipline. 

Extended sessions. 

The practice of extended sessions often develops from strong feelings about a the one being 

accompanied. An occasional episode should be little cause for concern. A pattern, especially with 

particular clients, is a cue to potential boundary problems. Supervisors can help determine whether 

it is the client's or practitioner's needs that drive the practitioner's actions.  

The supervisor can explore the practitioner's reasons for longer sessions with a client as a way of 

discovering subtle personal bias toward the client. Simply exploring these issues may curb the 

practice. Explicit instruction to shorten sessions or reassignment of the case may become 

necessary when this approach fails. 

Off-hours telephone calls to and from clients. 

Four practices can indicate potential boundary problems in this area: practitioners' giving clients 

their personal telephone numbers), a pattern of initiating calls to clients rather than receiving them 

(except in serious emergencies or to monitor client safety), frequent or lengthy calls, and a pattern 

of late-night or weekend calls. These practices involve the practitioner's personal space and 

privacy. Unchecked, such access invites the possibility of increasing levels of intimacy. 

When off-hours calls are an issue, the supervisor should explore the practitioner's goals for such 

contacts. Likely areas for inquiry include the practitioner's need to be needed or to be considered 

special by the one being accompanied. The supervisor should help the practitioner achieve more 

realistic expectations about the practitioner's role. 

Inappropriate gift giving between practitioner and client. 

Token gifts of appreciation from clients are not of great concern, and within certain cultures, gift 

giving is often expected. Supervisors need to be sensitive to the cultural dimensions of gift giving, 

but they should also pay attention to possible boundary problems. 
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Three concerns arise with client gift giving—the timing of the gift, such as a birthday or Valentine's 

Day gift; the gift's monetary value; and its personal specificity. Highly personal gifts, even of 

modest financial value, should be cause for supervisory concern. A practitioner's acceptance of 

gifts suggests that the practitioner-client relationship has changed. Likewise, gifts from the 

practitioner to the client should prompt a supervisory response. 

The supervisor should help the practitioner explore the possible meanings of the client's gifts. The 

supervisor should explore how the practitioner's and client's perceptions of their relationship might  

be changed by the gift, either positively or negatively. When gifts are very personal or expensive, 

the supervisor should help the practitioner understand why accepting them could be harmful to 

the client. They should also explore ways to return items with minimal disturbance to the   

relationship. In such situations ethical guidelines may be helpful. The practitioner can thank the 

client for being thoughtful but disclose that ethical codes prohibit accepting gifts. This response 

helps prevent the client from feeling a personal rejection. 

Overdoing, overprotecting, and overidentifying. 

The practitioner who overidentifies with a client might experience a need to do things for a client 

rather than help a client accomplish goals and learn to do things for himself or herself. At first, this 

behaviour may appear relatively harmless or even admirable. However, such signs of enmeshment 

can suggest overinvolvement with a client and potential boundary problems. A practitioner 

involved in this type of relationship might be unaware that the boundary has been crossed. For 

example, the practitioner might believe that the actions truly benefit the client and that diminished 

involvement will result in the client's feeling abandoned. 

In response, the supervisor should explore how this case differs from others in the practitioner's 

caseload. The practitioner's perception of unique circumstances or characteristics should provide 

opportunity for further discussion and, if necessary, confrontation. Uniqueness is especially 

troubling when it presents in two forms—the practitioner's perception of a unique client 

circumstance or the practitioner's belief that he or she has qualities that are uniquely fitted to the 

client's needs. In either case, the supervisor should focus on the practitioner's distorted thinking 

and consider whether overinvolvement is the practitioner's characteristic way of dealing with other 

people or the response to a particular type of person who is being accompanied. If the practitioner 

cannot adequately respond to such redirection, vigorous supervisory intervention is indicated. 

Loans, barter, and sale of goods. 

Financial interaction between a practitioner and the one being accompanied, other than payment 

of fees is a boundary issue. Borrowing or loaning money is not always a profound ethical violation; 

nonetheless, it certainly warrants detailed evaluation. The use of Spirituality Centre funds may also 

be problematic. The transfer of personal money or property to or from the practitioner is entirely 

unacceptable. Bartering accompaniment services for goods or other services is ethically troubling 

and is certainly cause for supervisory exploration. 

The supervisor should state the ethical limits regarding financial transactions with clients. Clear 

policies and procedures should be established to provide the practitioner with unambiguous 

guidelines about financial issues with clients. The supervisory stance should be firm and generally 

inflexible. The risk of exploitation of a client in these matters is great. 

Practitioner self-disclosures. 

Practitioners who disclose personal circumstances to clients open the door to boundary problems. 

Limited and specifically directed disclosures about the practitioner’s own spiritual experiences can, 
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on occasion, be helpful, and in certain cultures, they are almost essential. However, disclosure of 

highly personal information is rarely welcome or justifiable. Practitioners who are vulnerable due to 

personal losses or substance use may make personal disclosures to remedy their own loneliness. 

Overly personal disclosures by the practitioner can suggest mutuality in the relationship rather 

than collaboration for the more effective spiritual growth of the one being accompanied. 

The supervisor should first explore the practitioner's rationale for self-disclosure. Next, the 

supervisor should explore with the practitioner the possible dynamics of such disclosures and their 

potential risks. The practitioner should be coached on how to redirect a client's requests for 

inappropriate personal information about the practitioner. The supervisor should continue to 

monitor this issue very closely. 

Touching, comforting the client, and sexual contact. 

We consider touching the one being accompanied a high-risk practice. Although the occasional hug 

might seem to be appropriate, the risk of harm contradicts its use.  

In some cultures, touch is an essential part of meaningful exchange, and its significance must be 

taken into consideration. Work with elderly persons represents another important exception—

touch can be a critical part of engagement with this population. However, as a general practice 

physical contact is high-risk behaviour. 

One might argue that seasoned practitioners could be granted greater license in this area than 

those less experienced. Unfortunately, experience does not immunise, and even seasoned 

practitioners can delude themselves into believing that sexual touching is appropriate. 

Furthermore, despite the practitioner's intentions, even seemingly "appropriate" physical contact 

may be interpreted as sexual by the one being accompanied. 

The inequality of power and control in the practitioner-client relationship also contributes to 

distorted perceptions of touch. Touch has a tendency to escalate physical response, particularly for 

practitioners who are as emotionally vulnerable as their clients. Sexual contact with clients is 

simply unethical and actionable. Psychiatry and social work have perhaps the clearest proscription 

against the behaviour, including sexual contact with former clients. Although the major mental 

health professions have defined sexual behaviour with current or former clients as unethical, less 

established professions such as spiritual accompaniment with less clear or no licensure and 

certification standards often have less clearly stated policies. 

At the beginning of the relationship with a new supervisee, the supervisor should express clear 

rules or guidelines for physical contact with clients. The supervisor should coach the practitioner 

on ways to show support or comfort that do not require hugging or other forms of touch. 

These notes are based on, and draw heavily from, an article written by Robert Walker, M.S.W., 

L.C.S.W. and James J. Clark, Ph.D., L.C.S.W. 

Heading Off Boundary Problems: Clinical Supervision as Risk Management which was published in 

PSYCHIATRIC SERVICES ♦ November 1999, Vol. 50 No. 11. 


