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Introduction

In early media coverage of the Iraq war, a new terminology emerged for journalists and cameramen who were traveling with the armed forces, essentially as part of the army but in non-combatant roles.  They were referred to as “embedded”.   The deal was that you get close and immediate access to the action, but you publish what the military command is happy for you to publish.  The military didn’t want a repeat of Vietnam with the atrocities of war beamed into loungeroom TVs, with the attendant political fallout.  Clearly, for a journalist, this raises a range of ethical dilemmas.  Being embedded gives you access to stories you would otherwise be unable to write, and a much higher degree of personal protection in a war zone.  But what happens to your commitment to the truth?  

I have borrowed this term to describe the position of youth workers who are part of the community that they are working in, and who have multiple loyalties and obligations because of this.  The young people you are working with may be your own peer group.  Or even your own extended family: cousins, nieces, nephews, younger brothers and sisters.  Or the sons and daughters of your friends, or perhaps worse, of your employers.  The same people you were a youth worker to yesterday may be a team mate on a sporting team today and a drinking companion down at the local after the win tonight.  Or their parents might.  

There can be a number of settings where this problem emerges.  These include, but not be confined to:

· Work in small country towns.  You can’t avoid multiple relationships there, because there are more roles than people and everyone is doing a range of things.  And there isn’t any choice.  In the city, you can choose to go to a different pub than the one your clients drink at.  Or shop at a different store from the one your client works at.  Or get your plumbing fixed by someone other than your client’s dad.  In small communities, you don’t get a choice.

· Work in ethnic or cultural communities.  Same deal, in a way.  Everyone knows everyone, so everyone is involved in multiple roles in the relationships they have.  My priest might be my uncle too.  And he might be the only priest in the community.  Communities of difference, such as the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender) community may have similar characteristics.

· Work with the Indigenous community.  Often, the community is defined by sets of relationships that the purists would say would mean that you can’t work with them.  Communities are often made up of people who are related in some way, either by blood or marriage.  It is the relation that makes you part of the community.  If your concern is for your own community, and you want to work with young people in it, it throws you headlong into a set of tricky situations involving multiple responsibilities which often conflict.

· Work in faith communities that you are a part of.  You might be a youth worker in your church, but you are also a fellow-worshipper, a brother or sister in the faith, and a member of a congregation who is subject to the leadership of the congregation.

· Situations where young people are living with you in your home.  In general, this is frowned on in youth work circles, but there is no clear consensus about it, especially in faith-based work.  You are then a parent-figure, a house-mate, or a landlord or landlady, as well as their youth worker.

· Situations where young people who are clients of a service are promoted to work as volunteers within the service and perhaps then paid staff.  Their peer group, established while they were a client of the service, may still be very much engaged, so their peers are now their clients.  And their colleagues may find it difficult to treat their newly promoted youth worker as a peer.

Across a number of different professions, this has generally been referred to as the dual relationships problem (see Corey, Corey and Callanan 2007)  This is where a person has a professional relationship with a client, and also has another, different kind of relationship with the client outside the professional context.  Maybe for some people this lucky-dip bag full of different roles isn’t a problem.  At least as long as nothing goes wrong.  
But for most of us, a mix of roles, especially when many of those roles aren’t well defined, is a definite health hazard.  And even if it isn’t for us, it can easily be for the young people we work with.  This paper is written out of the confrontation with some serious ethical problems over the years in the field of youth work practice across a range of cultural and practice contexts, including some inner city communities in Glasgow where I now work. 
In the literature on ethics in professions such as law, medicine and psychology, there have been extensive debates around this problem.  Discussions have included situations where you might have an economic relationship with your client (they might be your stockbroker and well as your patient or client) or a friend.  Family relationships, especially in medicine, have also been discussed, and of course sexual relationships have had a serious work over.  Almost all professions have prohibited their members from engaging in a sexual relationship with a client.  The literature is generally loud and united on this point:  sexual intimacy is incompatible with a professional relationship, and is probably always exploitative regardless of intent or consent
.  In fact, a reasonable litmus test of whether or not an occupation is a profession, or a relationship is a professional relationship, is whether sexual intimacies are kosher within it.  I’m not concerned with sexual dual relationships in this article:  I’m taking that particular situation as read.  

The general consensus is that you should avoid dual relationships where you can, because it is difficult to avoid conflicts of interest: that is, what you should be doing in one role conflicts with what you should be doing in the other (Corey, Corey and Callinan 2007).  
But it isn’t just a question of conflicts of interest.  The professions aren’t unique in that department.  If my plumber is also a personal friend, we could have that problem too.  The argument is that the nature of the professional relationship puts extra responsibilities on youth workers and other professionals, over and above what would be the case in other commercial or personal relationships.  In order to explore this further, we might need a discussion of what the professional relationship is.  

The professional relationship

The literature on the professions is extensive, and there are a number of competing conceptions of what a profession is and what it means to be a professional (See Callahan 1988, Koehn 1994).  It seems a good idea to clarify how I am using the term, and what implications that has for dual or multiple relationships in youth work.  
The fact that a lot has been written about professions is not surprising.  Of all the relationship paradigms in our society, the idea of the professional has been stolen, rationalized, trashed, abused, borrowed, distorted, vaunted and maligned.  Occupations of all sorts, from carpet cleaners to car salespeople to people who beat other people up for a living have sought the name of “professional” for their trade.  To say that someone is not a professional is no longer just a description, it is an insult both their integrity and their competence.   On the other side, a succession of sociologists and social commentators have pointed out exactly how corrupt the professions are, how they masquerade as something noble while acting as a vehicle for the greed of their members, and how they all support the status quo (see Illich et al 1977).  

This is not the place for an extended discussion of this (see Sercombe 2004).  Suffice to say that the concept has been borrowed and bashed so much because it has got something (Hughes 1963).  Notwithstanding the legacy of corruption and abuse (and what human institution does not have such a legacy) true professionalism has a nobility about it in terms of service which is genuinely other-directed, even altruistic, of high quality, and frequently courageous beyond the call of duty.  That’s why people want to steal it.  It is important, I think, to identify the core ideal or spirit of the professional against which our actual practice can be measured. 
There are a number of key points in identifying this core ideal.

1. The term “professional” does not initially describe a state or a status, but a relationship (Koehn 1994).  It is a relational term, like parent or partner.  As a parent must have a child, so there must also be, for a professional, a client.  If there is no client, there is no professional.  Youth workers sometimes react to the term client, finding connotations of condescension or lack of respect.  However, I think the term needs to be rehabilitated: it is a good word.  And I doubt whether Rupert Murdoch feels inferior when he is described as a client by his lawyers or stockbrokers, so it isn’t anything in the word itself.  Sometimes, the term is seen to be limited to a particular context like closed-door counselling.  I’d argue that the contexts in which youth workers work generally involve professional/client relationships, or seek to, even or especially in group situations or informal contexts.

This relationship is intentionally limited (Bayles 1981).  These limits are in place in order to create conditions of safety within which a client can make themselves vulnerable (Koehn 1994).  Typically, this is through some sort of disclosure: a client is able to tell someone about ugly, guilty, embarrassing, dangerous, or broken aspects of themselves.  The idea is that the opportunity for such disclosure can be the first step towards healing and transformation.  When commentators talk about the importance of trust, they are talking about the process by which a client makes the decision that it is safe to be vulnerable with you.

In our work, the disclosure is often not verbal, and the intervention we take is often not verbal either.  Much of the transformation that we hope for happens without intensive behind-closed-doors talking, but in apparently casual interactions that nevertheless have a quality about them that takes young people somewhere they otherwise wouldn’t have been able to go.  The great skill of youth workers lies precisely in the capacity to be transformative, to create possibilities for a different and more whole way of being, even in the light and playful and casual everyday. In fact, intensive behind-closed-doors talking is not a big proportion of most youth workers’ working day, unless counselling is part of their job description.  Often, it is more that we know that something is going on with a young person, and that they know that we know.  We then create a kind of space within which options, alternatives, and different ways to be can emerge.  Talking is important, but it doesn’t mean that nothing has happened if the chat hasn’t. 

This understanding is, I think, critical.  Our profession, and others, work to create a kind of sacred circle within which we will meet a client, work with whoever they are, and whatever they have done, in order to create possibilities of transformation.  It is a partnership within that space (May (1975) calls it a covenant) in which professional and client work together to heal hurts, to repair damage, and to promote new ways of being.  It doesn’t always work, but it does often enough.

2. A necessary condition of the decision to trust, to make oneself vulnerable, is that such disclosures are held in confidence.  The classical professions have the right to confidentiality guaranteed (with some conditions) in law.  Others, like journalists, make an ethical commitment to keep confidences in spite of what the law might do.

3. Codes of ethics, professional associations, training, and recognition in law, the usual characteristics of a profession, are essentially strategies designed to protect the inner and outer integrity of that circle.  

In terms of the inner integrity, they are designed to ensure that the intimacy developed within that circle stays within its purpose: the healing, defense, and transformation of the client.  Sexual expression is excluded from the relationship because it exploits an intimacy which had a different pretext and which held a promise that it would be protected from the complications and mixed motives of sexual demand.  Economic intimacies, such as gifts, inheritances or exchanges are similarly excluded.  

In terms of the outer integrity, the practice of confidentiality makes sure that the safety of the professional relationship is not betrayed by exposure to the outside world – even to other professionals – without the overt consent of the client.  The principle of non malfeasance (“do no further harm”, or duty of care as it is codified in the Fairbridge Code) takes responsibility for ensuring that the relationship does not put the client in further jeopardy. 

Contrary to the view put by many commentators (eg Bayles 1981), a profession is not constituted by features like codes of ethics, professional associations and university training.  The profession already exists.  These strategies are put in place to protect and strengthen the professional commitment that is already made.

4. The stance of the professional, in which a person undertakes to honour the professional relationship, is, according to Daryl Koehn (1994), established by a kind of pledge or commitment to a client group to serve according to some prescribed area of action: defense against accusation, repair of the body, healing of the mind or emotions, the cure of souls.  Again, she argues, expertise or training are secondary, a way of fulfilling the commitment we have already made in our case to young people.  The commitment is not always made overtly, though it wouldn’t be a bad idea if it was.  In some cases, such as the Hippocratic Oath that doctors used to make (and in some parts of the world, still do), it is.  In others, subscribing to a Code of Ethics or some other standard constitutes that kind of pledge or commitment.


5. The relationship is not a symmetrical relationship, but a relationship of service.  It is in its nature other-directed.  The professional is there to serve the client, not the other way round.  Professional service certainly has its rewards, and some of them may come from clients, but we aren’t hard done by if they don’t, and clients aren’t responsible for them.  Especially, the professional relationship is not a commercial or contractual relationship, though contracts can sometimes be used within them (May 1975).  Clients are not customers, buying a service.  Service is primarily a verb, something we do, not a noun, a product we deliver.  

6. In some of my earlier conversations on this topic (1997, 2004), and incorporated into the Western Australian Code of Ethics for Youth Work (otherwise known as the Fairbridge Code), this has been defined for youth work as the commitment to engage the young person as the primary client, in their social context.  Actual practices and settings can and do vary widely, but youth workers hold in common their commitment to give priority to the interests of young people, and to work not only towards the transformation of the young person in their social context but also the transformation of that context.
So far, so good.  This description points to a model professional relationship, a bit quarantined from the actual complications of daily life.  For youth work in particular, differences emerge almost immediately from the fact that typically we engage young people in the first instance in groups.  The interests of different young people in the group can and do conflict, and managing young people as the primary client collectively and individually can take great skill.  

And that’s just the easy half of the definition.  Because that thing about the transformation of their social context?  We are part of that social context.  We aren’t quarantined from the stuff that needs transforming there.  In the situations that are the subject of this paper, we are often embedded deeply in a range of interconnected relationships and institutions that form our clients’ social world.  And we have our own interests there.  So conflict of interest is a bit of a way of life for us, and we need keen ethical sensibility, and sometimes a kick in the pants from our colleagues, to keep our practice clean.
In many of the settings in which we work, that usually isn’t too hard.  Young people usually (though not always!) talk to us privately if the material is private and so where the protection of the professional circle is needed, there is usually room to make sure that the proper boundaries and protections are in place.  
Our group work usually has a lower threshold of vulnerability and disclosure:  it is often playful rather than anguished, and we would normally ask questions of each other if we were letting group work get too heavy, precisely because it is hard to keep it safe under those conditions.  It can happen, and can be done well, but just as much care needs to be taken with groups as one on one, and you are less in control of what happens with information.  Profound disclosure of things like sexual abuse in a group setting with television cameras rolling, as youth work in Australia at least has sometimes been party to, isn’t my idea of a safe environment.
Nevertheless, this means that there often isn’t a space or time boundary around the action: it isn’t a fifty-minute consultation in a counseling room with the door closed.  The youth work relationship can feel like a friendship, open, equal, with lots of the elements of friendship like good-natured ribbing and play.  Language codes are often those that the young people use, so it can feel to them and to you like you are one of the gang.
In such a context, youth workers need to be clear about the nature of their relationship, and especially the limits of the relationship.  It is the limits of the relationship that define it, that create its quality, and that channel its energy.  That is probably true of any relationship.  What you will not do in a relationship is just as important as what you will.  And different kinds of relationships have different codes for what you will and won’t do.  In a marriage, for example, you might get up in the middle of the night to meet your obligations to your partner, but generally you won’t take on another partner, at least not without discussing it with your first partner.  As someone’s psychologist, you probably wouldn’t get up in the night, but there isn’t a problem with having more than one client, even if none of them knows about the other.  You need to know what your youth work relationship is about: what you are doing, and perhaps even more, what you are not doing.
Conflicts of interest
This difference in obligations is the core of the dual role problem.  When a client is relating to you, which relationship is in play, what limits are in force, and what are the rules?  If, for example, you count the young people you work with as friends, and they see you in the same way, what are the rules?  Do you invite them to your parties?  Do you go to the movies together, other than as a youth service activity?  Do you go to the pub together?  If you do, do you buy each other alcohol?
Family relationships are even more fraught.  If a client is your nephew, are you in a particular moment their uncle/aunt or their youth worker?  And if you are clear about the difference, are they?  Do they feel free to ask you for money, for example?  If they weren’t your nephew, would they still be asking, and would you be giving?  Does their mum, your sister, expect to be kept informed about what is happening for them?  What are your obligations to her, as your sister, versus your obligations as a professional to keep matters confidential?  
Suppose you know, for example, in your role as a youth worker, that your nephew is using drugs.  You also know that your sister, his mum, doesn’t know.  Are you going to tell?  If you don’t, and something bad happens to him – say he is arrested for possession of drugs or has an accident, and it comes out that you knew that he was using, how is your sister going to feel about that?  How is your reputation going to be in your family?  Your obligation as a youth worker is clear: you keep confidences.  The information belongs to your client, and it isn’t yours to hand around.  Your obligation as an aunt or uncle and a sister or brother to his mum is also pretty clear: you should probably pass on information that they need in order to care for their son effectively, especially if he is at immediate risk.  
Unfortunately, in this instance, the two sets of obligations directly contradict each other.  And if your nephew tells you something as his youth worker, he has an absolute right to expect that confidence to be kept, and to feel betrayed if you were to break that confidence and tell his mum.  Regardless of cultural context.  And if some damage occurred to him because you broke confidence (eg his mum threw him out) he would be well within his rights to sue for professional malpractice.  
It might be argued that this is a cultural issue, and I have certainly had conversations with youth workers from various cultural groups, including Aboriginal and Islander communities, about how appropriate this framework is within their communities.  In fact, I can’t think of a cultural or faith group that wouldn’t argue that their situation is an exception.  But among the worst problems I have seen have been precisely in non-mainstream communities.  
Avoidance or careful management of dual relationships has emerged across a range of traditions and cultures over a long period of time.  In Ten Canoes, for example, the traditional healer lives separately, even in a really small community.   You’d need to do the research to make the argument well, but while it might not work in the same way, powerful people in traditional societies also seem to be careful about how the special responsibilities of their position or gift align with their general status as community members and members of families.    
Equity
There is also a potential problem of equity, another principle covered in the Code of Ethics.  Do the young people who have a connection to you get more access to you and the services you provide than those who don’t?  I have come across situations both in Australia and Scotland where a youth work project is funded to deliver services across an area and a population of young people, but what happens in fact is that the young people who have a connection to the youth worker get a very fine service indeed, with lots of money spent on them and camps every other weekend, and the other 99% of young people in the area get nothing at all.

Youth work versus personal business
Finally, there is the problem of mixing up the kind of business you are engaged in.  On the surface, the sorts of things we do with young people can look very much like the kinds of things we might do with our own friends: hanging out, drinking coffee, playing pool, going camping, going to amusement parks or sailing or riding horses.  This might be part of our engagement strategy, by which young people are introduced to the possibilities that a professional relationship might offer, or it might be a youth work strategy about seeing what happens to young people’s sense of possibility when they do things that are outside their normal experience.  
But what if the young people we are serving are our own friends?  What is the difference between hanging out with your mates as a mate, and hanging out with your mates as a youth worker, except that you get paid for the latter?  Or rather, that the taxpayer is paying for you and your recreation and that of your friends?  What would happen to the funding for your project, and to the resources then available for young people in general, if this is discovered and becomes public?
Avoiding dual-role problems.  Or managing them.
For all these reasons, the consensus across the professions is that dual relationships are to be avoided if at all possible (Corey, Corey and Callinan 2007).  So as a youth worker, if you happen to run across a client down at the pub, you smile and say hi and turn back to your own group of friends.  You don’t join them and buy them a drink and kick on to the nightclub with them when the pub closes.  If you don’t have any friends other than the young people, you need help.
If the dual relationship can’t be avoided, strategies must be put in place to keep the relationships separate and the separate roles clear, distinct and quarantined from each other.  Here are some suggestions (we called them policies) which we developed for the guidance of our workers in one community.  They might help.
1. Be clear about your role: about who and what you are as a youth worker and reflection about what your obligations are under your professional role and in your other role.  In this way you can identify where potential conflicts might arise.  This is why it is absolutely essential that people have a clear notion of what a youth worker is, who they are as a youth worker, and what that entails ethically.

As a generalization, you are not your clients’ friend.  You are their youth worker.  It is no less a warm and caring relationship, but there are obligations and responsibilities you have as their youth worker that you do not have as their friend, and vice versa.  Your answer to a young person saying “But I thought you were my friend!” should always be clear and unequivocal.  That was never what it was about.  You were never their friend: you are their youth worker.

2. Be open and transparent with your peers about the potential for role conflict.  In this way we can hold each other accountable, and catch role conflict short when it happens.  We are not generally good at being watchmen over our own desire, and our potential for rationalization and self-deception is considerable.  Having a colleague who is also watching helps.  In every case of role conflict, your supervisor ought to be notified of the potential for conflict of interest.  This is yet another situation where routine professional supervision is important.  And if you are reluctant to tell your supervisor, it may be a sign that something is dodgy.

3. Wherever possible, do not work with the client alone.  Teamwork can dilute and offset dangers that exist in role confusion, and can help keep you in your youth worker role and accountable to that role.

4. Communicate clearly with the young person and with other stakeholders about the dual role, and what your different roles require of you.  If your sister in the above example knows that you cannot pass on information about your nephew that you have gained in the youth work relationship, no matter what the circumstances (short of the normal limits to confidentiality), and you can all endorse that stance, then harm might be avoided if and when an actual situation arises.  And your client, the nephew, knows what he can trust you for and what he can’t.

5. If role conflict is common or unavoidable within your field of practice, as it is in small towns, in situations where the practice is to promote clients into professional roles, and in relationship-defined communities such as Aboriginal communities, codes of practice ought to be written into policy and procedures manuals so that everyone is clear about the game and practitioners aren’t always having to work it out individually.  Training and professional development is critical in these settings.


6. The onus of responsibility for the consequences of dual relationships, according to Corey, Corey and Callinan (2007), rests with the professional.  If you enter into a dual relationship, it is up to you, not the client, to manage the complexities involved.

7. Some people are good at quarantining different roles, at compartmentalizing different kinds of relationships in their heads.  Some aren’t.  If you cannot maintain a clear and distinct professional role with a young person because of a dual relationships problem, you might need to withdraw from that relationship and facilitate support for the young person with someone else.  If dual relationships are endemic in the situation in which you work, you might need another job.

Conclusion
The notion of the professional role as intentionally limited is not one that has universal acceptance.  Nor is the idea that the youth work relationship is a professional relationship. Some practitioners would argue that the power of the youth work relationship is precisely the unlimited, unconditional support that is offered to a young person in crisis, and that the role has to be open-ended in its giving if transformation is to happen.  Others would argue that young people are part of communities, and that they and their communities have to be engaged together to work out solutions to the problems that young people might have.  In this case, regardless of what the young person might want, information needs to be given to families and to the wider community to enable them to intervene where needed and indeed to change themselves where that is required.  

This is a wider debate that we do not have the scope to enter into here.  But there are good reasons why the professional tradition, with its understanding of the professional relationship as a limited and privileged relationship, has such a significant influence in practices which involve the proper and safe care of vulnerable people.  The avoidance of dual relationships is one practice that protects the professional relationship, and avoids conflicts and complications that might compromise it.  

Sometimes this is possible, and sometimes it isn’t.  In certain sections of the youth work field, complete avoidance of dual relationships is impossible, and the maintenance of integrity in the face of multiple relationships can be hard. I have been involved in dual relationships myself, both as a client and as a professional, sometimes by necessity, sometimes by choice.  Sometimes, they have worked well, and we have been able to preserve both roles well, and even to enrich them.  Sometimes that hasn’t happened, and one role has contaminated the other to the detriment of both:  the writing of this paper is in no small measure a response to my own mistakes.  
None of the professions absolutely prohibits dual relationships (except sexual ones) not only because they can’t always be avoided, but also because they aren’t always unhelpful, and don’t always result in exploitation of the client nor in vicious conflicts of interest.  Many codes of ethics, however, advise caution and a heightened attention to supervision and accountability when dual roles are involved (Corey, Corey and Callanan 2007).  This is especially so for youth workers, because our way of working tends to promote relationships in which the power differences are kept in the background, the communication style feels like a friendship, and the professional encounter is not neatly circumscribed in time and space.  Under these circumstances, awareness, debate, guidance and the pursuit of clarity about good practice is essential for the safety and integrity both of youth workers and young people. 
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