Client Rights and Therapy Guidelines
Please read this document carefully and
write down any questions you may have
so that we can discuss them together.

Information You Have a Right to Know

When you come for therapy, you are buying a service. Therefore, you need good information to make the best
decision. Below are some questions you might want to ask me. You can ask me any of these questions, and I will
give you the best answers I can. If my answers are not clear or not complete enough, please ask me again.
1. Tell me about yourself.
a. Are you a psychologist? Psychiatrist? Family therapist? Counselor?
b. What are the advantages and limitations of your credentials?
c. What is your training and experience? Are you licensed by the state? Supervised? Board certified?
d. What is the name of your kind of therapy?
e. How did you learn how to do this therapy? Where?
2. Tell me about therapy.
a. How does your kind of therapy work?
b. What percentage of clients improve? In what ways? How do you know?
c. What percentage of clients get worse? How do you know?
d. What percentage of clients improve or get worse without this therapy? How do you know?
e. Are there negatives or possible risks in this therapy?
f. About how long will it take?
g. What will I notice when I am getting better?
h. What should I do if I feel therapy isn't working?
i. Is there someone I can talk to if I have a problem or a complaint about therapy which we can't work out?
j. Will I have to take any kind of tests or questionnaires?
k. Do you follow a therapy manual with planned steps?
l. Do you do therapy over the phone? Over the Internet?
3. Tell me about other kinds of therapy and help.
a. What other types of therapy or help are there?
b. How does your kind of therapy compare with other kinds of therapy?
c. How often do they work? How do you know?
d. What are the risks and benefits of these other approaches?
e. What are the risks and benefits of no therapy?
f. Do you prescribe medication? Do you work with others who do?
4. Tell me about appointments.
a. How do we arrange appointments?
b. How often do we meet?
c. How long are sessions? Do I have to pay more for longer ones?
d. How can I reach you in an emergency?
e. If you are not available, is there someone I can talk to?
f. What happens if the weather is bad, or I'm sick?
5. Tell me about confidentiality.
a. What kind of records do you keep?
b. Who can see them?
c. When do you have to tell others about the things we discuss?
d. Can members of my family, or the group if I am in group therapy, see my records?
e. What do the laws and government regulations say about the privacy of my records?
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6. Tell me about money.
a. What is your fee?
b. Will you ever charge me more?
c. How do you want to be paid?
d. Do I need to pay for missed sessions?
e. Do I need to pay for telephone calls, letters, or emails?
f. If I lose my job or my source of income, can my fee be lowered?
g. If I do not pay my fee, what will you do to collect?
7. Tell me about health insurance and managed care.
a. What kind of information do you have to give to my health insurance company about our treatments?
b. What will the insurance company decide about my therapy?
c. What if you disagree with the insurance company about the best treatment?
d. How would therapy be different if I did not use insurance and just paid you myself?
Client Bill of Rights
You have the right to:
• Get respectful treatment that will be helpful to you.
• Have a safe treatment setting, free from sexual, physical, and emotional abuse.
• Report immoral and illegal behavior by a therapist.
• Ask for and get information about the therapist’s qualifications, including his or her license, education,
training, experience, membership in professional groups, special areas of practice, and limits on practice.
• Have written information, before entering therapy, about fees, method of payment, insurance coverage,
number of sessions the therapist thinks will be needed, substitute therapists (in cases of vacation and
emergencies), and cancellation policies.
• Refuse audio or video recording of sessions (but you may ask for it if you wish).
• Refuse to answer any question or give any information you choose not to answer or give.
• Know if your therapist will discuss your case with others (for instance, supervisors, consultants, or
students).
• Ask that the therapist inform you of your progress.

What You Should Know about Confidentiality in Therapy
I will treat what you tell me with great care. My professional ethics (that is, my profession’s rules about values and
moral matters) and the laws of this state prevent me from telling anyone else what you tell me unless you give me
written permission. These rules and laws are the ways our society recognizes and supports the privacy of what we
talk about—in other words, the “confidentiality” of therapy. But I cannot promise that everything you tell me will
never be revealed to someone else.
There are some times when the law requires me to tell things to others. There are also some other limits on our
confidentiality. We need to discuss these, because I want you to understand clearly what I can and cannot keep
confidential. You need to know about these rules now, so that you don’t tell me something as a “secret” that I
cannot keep secret. So please read these pages carefully and keep this copy.
1.

When you or other persons are in physical danger, the law requires me to tell others about it. Specifically:
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a.

b.

c.

d.

If I come to believe that you are threatening serious harm to another person, I am required to try to
protect that person. I may have to tell the person and the police, or perhaps try to have you put in a
hospital.
If you seriously threaten or act in a way that is very likely to harm yourself, I may have to seek a hospital
for you, or to call on your family members or others who can help protect you. If such a situation does
come up, I will fully discuss the situation with you before I do anything, unless there is a very strong
reason not to.
In an emergency where your life or health is in danger, and I cannot get your consent, I may give another
professional some information to protect your life. I will try to get your permission first, and I will discuss
this with you as soon as possible afterwards.
If I believe or suspect that you are abusing a child, an elderly person, or a disabled person I must file a
report with a state agency. To “abuse” means to neglect, hurt, or sexually molest another person. I do not
have any legal power to investigate the situation to find out all the facts. The state agency will investigate.
If this might be your situation, we should discuss the legal aspects in detail before you tell me anything
about these topics. You may also want to talk to your lawyer.

In any of these situations, I would reveal only the information that is needed to protect you or the other person. I
would not tell everything you have told me.
2.

In general, if you become involved in a court case or proceeding, you can prevent me from testifying in court
about what you have told me. This is called “privilege,” and it is your choice to prevent me from testifying or
to allow me to do so. However, there are some situations where a judge or court may require me to testify:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

f.

3.

There are a few other things you must know about confidentiality and your treatment:
a.

b.

4.

In child custody or adoption proceedings, where your fitness as a parent is questioned or in doubt.
In cases where your emotional or mental condition is important information for a court’s decision.
During a malpractice case or an investigation of me or another therapist by a professional group.
In a civil commitment hearing to decide if you will be admitted to or continued in a psychiatric hospital.
When you are seeing me for court-ordered evaluations or treatment. In this case we need to discuss
confidentiality fully, because you don’t have to tell me what you don’t want the court to find out through
my report.
If you were sent to me for an evaluation by workers’ compensation or Social Security disability, I will be
sending my report to a representative of that agency and it can contain anything that you tell me.

I may sometimes consult (talk) with another professional about your treatment. This other person is also
required by professional ethics to keep your information confidential. Likewise, when I am out of town or
unavailable, another therapist will be available to help my clients. I must give him or her some
information about my clients, like you.
I am required to keep records of your treatment, such as the notes I take when we meet. You have a right
to review these records with me. If something in the record might seriously upset you, I may leave it out,
but I will fully explain my reasons to you.

Here is what you need to know about confidentiality in regard to insurance and money matters:
a.

If you use your health insurance to pay part of my fees, the insurance company, the managed care
organization, or perhaps your employer’s benefits office will require me to provide information about
your functioning in many areas of your life, your social and psychological history, and your current
symptoms. I will also be required to provide a treatment plan for your problems and information on how
you are doing in therapy.
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b.

c.

d.

e.

5.

I usually give you my bill with any other forms needed, and ask you to send these to your insurance
company to file a claim for your benefits. That way, you can see what the company will know about our
therapy. It is against the law for insurers to release information about our office visits to anyone without
your written permission.
Although I believe the insurance company will act morally and legally, I cannot control who sees this
information after it leaves my office. You cannot be required to release more information just to get
payments.
If you have been sent to me by your employer’s employee assistance program, the program’s staffers may
require some information. Again, I believe that they will act morally and legally, but I cannot control who
sees this information at their offices. If this is your situation, let us fully discuss my agreement with your
employer or the program before we talk further.
If your account with me is unpaid and we have not arranged a payment plan, I can use legal means to get
paid. The only information I will give to the court, a collection agency, or a lawyer will be your name and
address, the dates we met for professional services, and the amount due to me.

Children and families create some special confidentiality questions.
a.

b.

c.

d.
e.

f.

When I treat children under the age of about 12, I must tell their parents or guardians whatever they ask
me. As children grow more able to understand and choose, they assume legal rights. For those between
the ages of 12 and 18, most of the details in things they tell me will be treated as confidential. However,
parents or guardians do have the right to general information, including how therapy is going. They need
to be able to make well-informed decisions about therapy. I may also have to tell parents or guardians
some information about other family members that I am told, especially if these others’ actions put them
or others in any danger.
In cases where I treat several members of a family (parents and children or other relatives), the
confidentiality situation can become very complicated. I may have different duties toward different family
members. At the start of our treatment, we must all have a clear understanding of our purposes and my
role. Then we can be clear about any limits on confidentiality that may exist.
If you tell me something your spouse does not know, and not knowing this could harm him or her, I
cannot promise to keep it confidential. I will work with you to decide on the best long-term way to handle
situations like this.
If you and your spouse have a custody dispute I will need to know about it. My professional ethics prevent
me from doing both therapy and custody evaluations.
If you are seeing me for marriage counseling, you must agree at the start of treatment that if you
eventually decide to divorce, you will not request my testimony for either side. The court, however, may
order me to testify.
At the start of family treatment, we must also specify which members of the family must sign a release
form for the common record I create in the therapy or therapies. (See point 7b, below.)

6.

Confidentiality in group therapy is also a special situation. In group therapy, the other members of the group
are not therapists. They do not have the same ethics and laws that I have to work under. You cannot be
certain that they will always keep what you say in the group confidential.

7.

Finally, here are a few other points:
a.
b.
c.

I will not record our therapy sessions on audiotape or videotape without your written permission.
If you want me to send information about our therapy to someone else, you must sign a “release-ofrecords” form. I have copies you can see, so you will know what is involved.
Any information that you tell me and also share outside of therapy, willingly and publicly, will not be
considered protected or confidential by a court.
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The laws and rules on confidentiality are complicated. Please bear in mind that I am not able to give you legal
advice. If you have special or unusual concerns, and so need special advice, I strongly suggest that you talk to a
lawyer to protect your interests legally and to act in your best interests.
Limits of the Therapy Relationship: What Clients Should Know
Psychotherapy is a professional service I can provide to you. Because of the nature of therapy, our relationship has
to be different from most relationships. It may differ in how long it lasts, in the topics we discuss, or in the goals of
our relationship. It must also be limited to the relationship of therapist and client only. If we were to interact in any
other ways, we would then have a “dual relationship,” which would not be right and may not be legal. The
different therapy professions have rules against such relationships to protect us both.
I want to explain why having a dual relationship is not a good idea. Dual relationships can set up conflicts between
my own (the therapist’s) interests and your (the client’s) best interests, and then your interests might not be put
first. In order to offer all my clients the best care, my judgment needs to be unselfish and professional.
Because I am your therapist, dual relationships like these are improper:
• I cannot be your supervisor, teacher, or evaluator.
• I cannot be a therapist to my own relatives, friends (or the relatives of friends), people I know socially, or
business contacts.
• I cannot provide therapy to people I used to know socially, or to former business contacts.
• I cannot have any other kind of business relationship with you besides the therapy itself. For example, I
cannot employ you, lend to or borrow from you, or trade or barter your services (things like tutoring,
repairing, child care, etc.) or goods for therapy.
• I cannot give legal, medical, financial, or any other type of professional advice.
• I cannot have any kind of romantic or sexual relationship with a former or current client, or any other
people close to a client.
There are important differences between therapy and friendship. As your therapist, I cannot be your friend.
Friends may see you only from their personal viewpoints and experiences. Friends may want to find quick and easy
solutions to your problems so that they can feel helpful. These short-term solutions may not be in your long-term
best interest. Friends do not usually follow up on their advice to see whether it was useful. They may need to have
you do what they advise. A therapist offers you choices and helps you choose what is best for you. A therapist
helps you learn how to solve problems better and make better decisions. A therapist’s responses to your situation
are based on tested theories and methods of change. You should also know that therapists are required to keep
the identity of their clients secret. Therefore, I may ignore you when we meet in a public place, and I must decline
to attend your family’s gatherings if you invite me. Lastly, when our therapy is completed, I will not be able to be a
friend to you like your other friends.
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Client–Therapist Contact: Proper and Improper Conduct
Although almost all therapists are ethical people (that is, moral and law-abiding people) who care about their
clients and follow professional rules and standards in their practice, there are a very few who do not consider what
is best for their clients and who behave unethically. These issues apply to any mental health worker: psychologists,
psychiatrists, social workers, counselors, clergy, nurses, or marriage and family therapists.

Therapist Behaviors That May Not Be OK
There will be times in your therapy when it might be important, even if it is very uncomfortable for you and your
therapist, to discuss your feelings and concerns about sex. In fact, such discussions may be needed if you are to
benefit from your therapy. However, sexual contact is never a proper part of any sex education or sex therapy.
Many caring therapists sometimes show their feelings through touch. These forms of physical contact in therapy,
such as a handshake, a pat on the back, or a comforting hug, may not concern you. But you are the best judge of
the effects that any touching may have on you. If your therapist engages in any type of physical contact that you
do not want, tell him or her to stop, and explain how you feel about that contact. A responsible therapist will want
to know about your feelings and will respect your feelings without challenging you.
If your therapist makes sexual comments or touches you in a way that seems sexual to you, you are likely to feel
discomfort. Trust your feelings. Do not assume that your therapist must be right if it feels wrong to you.
There are warning signs that a therapist may be moving toward sexual contact with you. The therapist may start
talking a lot about his or her own personal problems, giving you gifts, writing letters to you that are not about your
therapy, or dwelling on the personal nature of your relationship. Or the therapist may create the idea that he or
she is your only source of help by criticizing you for standing up for yourself, or by telling you how to behave with a
sexual partner. A red flag should definitely go up if your therapist discusses his or her own sexual activities or
sexual attraction to you. Other signs include making remarks intended to arouse sexual feelings, or forms of
physical seduction, such as sexual touching.

Attraction to Your Therapist
It is normal for people in therapy to develop positive feelings, such as love or affection, toward a therapist who
gives them support and caring. These feelings can be strong and may sometimes take the form of sexual attraction.
It can be helpful to discuss these feelings with your therapist in order to understand them. A caring, ethical
therapist would never take advantage of your feelings by suggesting sexual contact in therapy or by ending therapy
to have a romantic relationship with you.
Though sexual feelings sometimes occur, and discussion about them is often useful, sexual contact with your
therapist cannot be helpful. Sexual contact in therapy has been found to be harmful to the client in many ways,
including damaging the client’s ability to trust. The harmful effects may be immediate, or they may not be felt until
later. For this reason, sexual contact with clients is clearly against the rules of all professional groups of mental
health workers (psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, counselors, and so on).
Actions You Can Take If You Believe That Your Therapist’s Actions Are Not OK
Any time you feel uncomfortable about a part of your therapy, including therapist behavior that you think is
improper, consider discussing this with your therapist. Your therapist should not try to make you feel guilty or
stupid for asking questions, and your therapist should not try to frighten, pressure, or threaten you. If your
therapist will not discuss your concerns openly or continues to behave in ways that are not OK with you, you
probably have reason to be concerned.
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When a discussion with your therapist about these behaviors does not help, you have the right to take some
further action. You may wish to find another therapist and/or file any of several types of complaints. It is important
for you to make the final decision about what course of action is best for your concerns and needs.
It may be very hard for you to think about making any kind of complaint against your therapist. You may worry
that he or she will eventually find out about your complaint and be angry or hurt about it. You may also be
concerned about possible harm to your therapist. There are several points to consider when you are trying to
decide what is the best thing to do:
• Sexual contact between a therapist and a client is never a proper form of treatment for any problem. A
therapist who suggests or engages in sexual contact in therapy is showing a lack of concern for you.
• Sexual contact in therapy is never your fault. Regardless of the particular things that have happened, you
have placed your trust in the therapist, and it is his or her duty not to take advantage of that trust. If the
therapist does this, you have been betrayed.
• A therapist who engages in sexual contact with a client is likely to do so more than once and with more
than one client. If no one reports this behavior, other people may be harmed by the same therapist.

Specific Courses of Action
Remember that you have the right to stop therapy whenever you choose. At the same time, you may also wish to
make some type of complaint against the therapist who has acted improperly.
If you choose to make a complaint against your therapist, the process may become long and difficult. Other clients
taking such action have felt overwhelmed, angry, and discouraged. It is very important that you have support from
people you can depend upon. Good sources of support might be family members, friends, support groups, a new
therapist, or some type of advocate. Identifying and using good sources of support will help you feel more secure
about the plan of action you have chosen.
You may wish to see another therapist to help you continue with your therapy, including dealing with problems
resulting from the experience with the unethical therapist. It would not be unusual for you to have confusing
thoughts and feelings about your experience and your previous therapist. It would also be understandable if you
felt frightened about seeking, or had difficulty trusting, a new therapist.
You may also want an advocate to actively help you in making and pursuing plans. Try to locate a mental health
worker who has had experience with other clients who have been victims of therapist sexual misconduct. He or
she will be able to understand your situation, provide you with important information, and support you in your
choice of action.
Many therapists work in agencies or other offices with supervisors. Consider talking to your therapist’s supervisor
or agency director to see what can be done.
You may want to contact the state and/or national professional group to which your therapist belongs. For
example, many practicing psychologists are members of this state’s Psychological Association and the American
Psychological Association. These organizations have specific rules against sexual contact with clients, and each has
an ethics committee that hears complaints. State and national professional associations do not license their
members to practice psychotherapy; however, they can punish an unethical therapist, sometimes by expelling that
person from membership in the organization. Such an action may make it more difficult for the therapist to get or
keep a license to practice.
If your therapist is a licensed professional, you may want to contact this state’s licensing board of the profession to
which your therapist belongs. It has the power to take away or suspend the license of a professional found guilty of
sexual misconduct.
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Another option is to file a civil suit for malpractice, which would be done through a lawyer. To get a referral to an
advocate or therapist experienced in working with victims of sexual misconduct, or to obtain information on filing
a complaint, call or write to this state’s professional organization.
Here are the addresses of some of the organizations mentioned above:
American Counseling Association
5999 Stevenson Avenue
Alexandria, VA 22304
800-347-6647
www.counseling.org

American Psychiatric Association
1000 Wilson Blvd., Suite 1825
Arlington, VA 22209-3901
703-907-7300
www.psych.org

American Psychological Association
750 First Street, N.E.
Washington, DC 20002-4242
800-374-2721
www.apa.org

National Association of Social Workers
750 First Street, N.E., Suite 700
Washington, DC 20002-4241
202-408-8600
www.socialworker.org

There are groups in many communities to help victims of sexual abuse, and you can usually find them through the
telephone book’s “Human Services” section.
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