
The Code of Ethics for Licensed Clinical Social Workers (LCSWs) is designed to guide 

LCSWs in their professional practice, ensuring they provide high-quality care and maintain 

ethical standards. In the United States, LCSWs are expected to adhere to the ethical guidelines 

established by the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) and relevant state 

licensing boards, for social workers practicing in licensed states. 

1. National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics 

The NASW Code of Ethics provides the primary ethical framework for all social workers, 

including LCSWs. The Code of Ethics is divided into six core values, each with associated 

ethical principles to guide social workers' conduct in a variety of professional settings. 

Core Values of the NASW Code of Ethics: 

1. Service: Social workers' primary goal is to help people in need and to address social 

problems. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers’ primary responsibility is to promote the well-

being of clients and meet their needs. 

2. Social Justice: Social workers challenge social injustices and work to create a more 

equitable society. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers strive to ensure that marginalized and oppressed 

groups are treated justly and with respect. 

3. Dignity and Worth of the Person: Social workers respect the inherent dignity and worth 

of every individual. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers uphold the rights and freedoms of clients and 

ensure that their services do not diminish their dignity. 

4. Importance of Human Relationships: Social workers recognize the central importance 

of human relationships in people's lives. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers strengthen relationships to improve well-being 

and ensure clients' needs are addressed within the context of their relationships. 

5. Integrity: Social workers act with honesty and integrity in all of their professional 

interactions. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers are truthful and transparent with clients, 

colleagues, and the broader community. 

6. Competence: Social workers practice within their areas of expertise and continue their 

professional development. 

o Ethical principle: Social workers must engage in professional development, 

pursue continuing education, and seek supervision when necessary to enhance 

their competency. 

 

2. Ethical Standards of the NASW Code of Ethics 



The NASW Code of Ethics also outlines ethical standards that guide social workers' conduct 

in specific situations, including issues of client relationships, confidentiality, and professional 

conduct. Here are some key areas from the Ethical Standards: 

1. Social Workers' Ethical Responsibility to Clients 

• Commitment to Client Welfare: Social workers promote the well-being of clients by 

empowering them to meet their needs and protect their rights. This includes working 

toward client-centered outcomes and advocating for clients in systems that oppress them. 

• Informed Consent: Social workers must explain the services, risks, benefits, and 

procedures to clients and obtain informed consent before beginning treatment. 

• Confidentiality: Social workers must respect the privacy of clients and maintain 

confidentiality, disclosing information only when authorized by the client or required by 

law. 

• Dual Relationships: Social workers should avoid dual relationships (e.g., familial, 

personal, or professional) with clients that could impair objectivity or harm the client. If 

such a relationship is unavoidable, the social worker must ensure that professional 

boundaries are maintained. 

2. Social Workers' Ethical Responsibility to Colleagues 

• Respect for Professional Relationships: Social workers should maintain professional 

and respectful relationships with colleagues and other professionals. They should not 

undermine the reputation of others or engage in unethical conduct themselves. 

• Collaboration: Social workers should collaborate with other professionals to improve 

service delivery and client outcomes. 

3. Social Workers' Ethical Responsibility in Practice Settings 

• Supervision and Consultation: Social workers should seek supervision and consultation 

when faced with ethical dilemmas or challenging cases to ensure they provide appropriate 

care and maintain professional standards. 

• Competence in Service Delivery: Social workers should deliver services based on 

professional competence, ensuring that they are qualified to address clients' needs. 

4. Social Workers' Ethical Responsibility to the Social Work Profession 

• Upholding the Integrity of the Profession: Social workers should promote ethical 

practices and support the mission of the social work profession. They should advocate for 

the well-being of individuals and communities. 

• Promoting Social Justice: Social workers should engage in advocacy and activities 

aimed at promoting fairness, social equality, and the elimination of discrimination. 

5. Social Workers' Ethical Responsibility to Society 



• Advocacy for Social Change: Social workers should work to identify and challenge 

systems of oppression and promote social change. This includes advocating for policies 

that protect vulnerable populations and reduce social inequalities. 

• Sustainability and Environmental Responsibility: Social workers should advocate for 

the health and well-being of communities in relation to environmental factors. 

 

3. Laws and Ethics for LCSWs 

In addition to the NASW Code of Ethics, LCSWs practicing in California must comply with the 

relevant license state(s) laws and ethical guidelines. These include regulations specific to 

practice in the state and may overlap or expand on national guidelines. 

Some key ethical areas under state law include: 

• Client Rights: California law mandates that therapists protect client rights, including 

privacy and confidentiality. 

• Mandated Reporting: LCSWs are required to report suspected child abuse, elder abuse, 

or dependent adult abuse. 

• Informed Consent: California law also requires informed consent, including providing 

information about therapy and treatment processes, fees, and the limits of confidentiality. 

• Termination of Treatment: Social workers must ethically terminate therapy if the client 

no longer benefits from treatment or if the social worker cannot provide the necessary 

services. 

 

4. Summary of Ethical Principles 

The ethical principles outlined in both the NASW Code of Ethics guide LCSWs to ensure they 

provide ethical, competent, and client-centered care. LCSWs must: 

• Prioritize client welfare and confidentiality, 

• Engage in ongoing professional development and supervision, 

• Avoid dual relationships or conflicts of interest, 

• Advocate for social justice and human dignity, 

• Act with integrity and maintain a high standard of professional conduct in all settings. 

By following these ethical standards, LCSWs uphold the trust placed in them by clients and the 

community, ensuring that they provide the highest standard of care while respecting clients' 

rights and dignity. 

 


