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We attended the workshop on sexual boundaries by Dr. S. Michael Plaut at the NCPA spring conference, and became interested in looking at the issues of boundaries from a broader perspective.  In graduate training there is strong emphasis placed on sexual boundaries, especially related to clients and professors.  As graduate students, we have also learned about the effects of hierarchy and the strength of power in relationships.  As we struggle to balance school, work, time, budgets, and life responsibilities, it is easy to overlook self-awareness and self-care as ethical responsibilities. 

Some boundary issues are clear cut, for example, not having sex with clients.  Others are not.  Our dedication to our work can sometimes lead us to become isolated from outside sources of nurturance.  If unchecked, this isolation can lead to a “closed system” in which all professional, sexual, and social needs are received from the organization in which we work (Berger, 2000; Plaut, 1993).  Without adequate self-awareness, the continuum of power, intimacy, self-disclosure, and the need for reciprocity that occurs in these relationships may lead to boundary violations.  Such violations rarely begin with egregious acts (Plaut, 2008).  Rather, it is a slippery slope that often begins with seemingly innocent changes in boundaries which then get pushed further down a continuum. 

PROFESSOR-STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS


Of all the roles in the professor-student relationship, the mentoring relationship (e.g., clinical supervisor, research adviser) carries the greatest risk for boundary violations.  The mentoring relationship often contains elements of intensity, intimacy and personal disclosure.  There is often a strong bond of mutual admiration in which ideas and personal experiences are shared.  The mentoring role also has a lot in common with other close relationships, such as respect, support, growth, and trust.  The professor is in the evaluative role and the student is dependent on the professor for appropriate guidance (Plaut, 1993).  For the advisee, this power differential may broach issues of dependency, love, sexual attraction, or even jealousy.  For professors, the countertransference may manifest in parental responses such as overprotection, or even issues of narcissism.  It is further understood that such relationships may morph upon graduation.  Self awareness helps to maintain professional boundaries while allowing close mentoring relationships to develop.


Boundary violations can occur simply and unconsciously through developing close professional relationships without intentionally considering the impact of the power differential or level of self-disclosure.  An example is a student whose professor came to treat him as a trusted confidant, often asking the student’s advice about how to handle personal and professional matters, including problems with colleagues.  Although this student was able to clearly recognize the dilemma he faced by becoming friends with someone who would ultimately be evaluating his performance, he did not recognize the boundary violation by the professor until it was pointed out.  Certainly, sometimes role-reversal can make one feel powerful and competent, which may serve one’s ego.  Without adequate self-awareness of personal and professional boundaries, these reactions can blind us.  Additional situations to consider include a supervisor who confides in students about other students, or a professor who hosts social gatherings at her home and serves alcohol.  None of these examples constitutes a clear boundary violation.  However, these actions may represent the start of a slippery slope that leads to overt boundary violations (Gabbard, 2008).


In other cases, students may find themselves facing more obvious ethical dilemmas, but in isolation.  For example, one student was asked by his practicum supervisor to drop off audiotapes of his sessions at the supervisor’s private practice across town.  When the student noted the ethical violation of taking private health records off site, the supervisor assured him that although no one ever talked about it, it was done all the time to accommodate schedules and provide supervision feedback in a timelier manner.  The student felt helpless and in a bind.  The secret his supervisor expected him to keep caused him to feel isolated, unable to consult with anyone, and put him at risk for committing an ethical violation.  


There are other, more subtle ways boundaries may be violated. Consider a student who is directed to change his appearance to reflect the more conservative views of his supervisor and is indirectly led to understand that his compliance (or noncompliance) would be reflected in his evaluation.  This may or may not be a boundary violation and depends on (1) the level to which the supervisor's subjective perception of the student's inappropriate appearance is accurate based on social norms, (2) the level to which the student's attire makes his clients uneasy, and (3) whether the supervisor has made other comments that could be regarded as personal and subjective, and that made the student feel uneasy.

RISK FACTORS

Students may experience relationship difficulties with their professors for a number of reasons, including lack of respect, academic stress, communication problems, and conflict avoidance (Knox, Schlosser, Pruitt, & Hill, 2006). Although some of these problems may result from mutual conflict between student and advisor, students who experience such difficulties should always seek out additional support. 


Ultimately, each party in the relationship is responsible for self-awareness of his or her own risk factors and psychological vulnerabilities.  This awareness minimizes the risk that individuals will inappropriately use the supervisory relationship to meet personal needs, such as needing to be needed, needing to feel powerful, and avoiding personal problems.  Other warning signs of potential violations include role reversals, sharing secrets, and invitations to spend time outside the academic setting as friends.  It is critical that students and psychologists continually self-monitor, question their motivation, and scrutinize themselves for warning signs.  Self-care is an ethical prerequisite.

MINIMIZING AND PREVENTING BOUNDARY VIOLATIONS 

The following guidelines are suggested to reduce the probability of boundary violations: 

· Minimize locking yourself into a “closed system” by seeking nurturance from friends and family outside of the school or office (Norcross & Barnett, 2008).

· Identify your visceral and affective reactions to people or situations as possible red flags of boundaries violations (Gabbard, 2008). 

· Examine secrets or indirect conversations as they may be indications that boundaries are being violated.  Addressing issues head-on can often eliminate or minimize problems. 
· Question your motivation for participating in unusual relationships or situations.

· Utilize a network of colleagues whom you trust to turn to with questions.

· Tailor self-care to target your individual needs.  Self-care strategies are as individual and diverse as the strategies we use to help our patients (Norcross & Barnett, 2008).

· Beware of the temptation to escape difficulties through substance abuse and isolation (Norcross & Barnett, 2008).

· There remains a high stigma within our field against seeking personal therapy.  Confront your own biases and practice what you preach.  Seek out your own personal therapy, even if only to evaluate your own self-monitoring ability, stress-level, inner conflicts, defenses, and vulnerabilities (Norcross & Barnett, 2008; Plaut, 1993; Gabbard, 2008).

· Contact the Colleague Assistance Committee for a self-evaluation, with questions, or for more information on professional self-care: NCPA office: 919/872-1005; Peer Consultation Line: 919/785-3969; or email: NCPA.CAC@gmail.com.
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