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Equipping clinicians to work ethically with
 religious and spiritual issuesAlan C. Tjeltveit
 Muhlenberg College
 The 17th Annual Pennsylvania Psychological
 Association Ethics Educators Workshop
 October 5, 2012
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Overview
 • Defining religion and spirituality• Ethical challenges raised by
 religion & spirituality• Relevant APA ethical principles &
 standards• Applying the code to cases• Equipping others to work ethically
 with religious and spiritual issues
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Defining Religion & Spirituality
 • The most common definition?– Religion means what I understand it to
 mean
 – Spirituality means what I understand it to mean
 – My approach to religion and/or spirituality, plus other religions & spiritualities as-interpreted-through-the-lens-of my approach (my categories, not theirs)
 Source: http://www.pewforum.org/Government/Rising-Tide-of-Restrictions-on-Religion-findings.aspx
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Defining Religion
 • Beliefs• Practices• Rituals• Institutions• Personal: “the feelings, acts, and
 experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine” (William James, 1902/1978, p. 49).
 • Some religions, however, are non-theistic
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Defining Religions
 • Inter-religious differences–Substantial!
 • Intra-religious differences• Substantial!
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Definitions of Religion in
 Relationship to Religious Intolerance
 • Headline: “Religious intolerance on the rise worldwide”, including in the US & UK
 • What does “religious intolerance” mean?– Religious people being intolerant of others– Intolerance of persons who are religious
 (e.g., governmental curbs & social hostility)
 – APA’s (2008) Resolution on religious, religion-based, and/or religion-derived prejudice says BOTH exist
 Source: http://www.pewforum.org/Government/Rising-Tide-of-Restrictions-on-Religion-findings.aspx
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• If your party nominated a generally well-qualified person for president who happened to be ______, would you vote for that person?
 Yes, would No, would not
 Black 96% 4%A woman 95% 5%Catholic 94% 5%Hispanic 92% 7%Jewish 91% 6%Mormon 80% 18%Gay or lesbian 68% 30%Muslim 58% 40%An atheist 54% 43%
 Anti-atheist prejudice
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Spirituality Defined
 • Is personal• Has to do with
 – Authenticity– A factor integrating one’s
 personality– Meaning– Connectedness– Living from the core of one’s
 being
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Spirituality Defined: An example
 • One’s attitude toward – “living life”– “making sense of life” and – “seeking for relationships
 •with others and •ultimately with that which is transcendent” (Del Rio & White, 2012, p. 124)
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Demographics
 • Religious and/or spiritual Americans– Some are religious but not spiritual– Some are spiritual but not religious– Some are neither religious nor
 spiritual– Some are religious and spiritual
 • Del Rio & White (2012) contend that it is an “ethical necessity” to separate spirituality from religiosity (p. 134)

Page 12
                        

Demographics
 • Conflict between science & religion?• 275 social and natural scientists at elite
 US universities were asked if religion & science are in conflict. Whether religious or not, – 15% said: Always in conflict– 15% said: Never in conflict– 70% said: Sometimes in conflict
 • Half the scientists were religious(Ecklund, Park, & Sorrell, 2011)
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Demographics
 • Importance of religion “in your life” among psychologists vs. the general population: Fairly or very important– Psychologists: 52%– U.S.: 85% — (Delaney, Miller, &
 Bisonó, 2007)
 • Research on religion & health: Those who are religious are, on average, slightly healthier than those who are not
 • However, religion may harm individuals, help individuals, or both harm and help
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A Group of Researchers’ Approach to Defining Religious & Spiritual
 1. Each is multidimensional (with no guarantee that any religion/spirituality participates in a given dimension)
 2. Different definitions are needed depending on which dimension is examined
 3. Different scholars are interested in different aspects & will never agree on a single definition—nor should they
 Recommendation: Each publication includes a methods section so that all can know the operational definition for that project
 Source: Richard Gorsuch, 9/16/12, Div36 listserv
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The Definition Problem
 • If we approach religion/spirituality with understandings of those terms that differ from those of clients, we risk – Failing to understand clients– Imposing our views on clients– Alienating clients– Not helping them as they want to be
 helped (their goals &/or methods) – Not helping them at all
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Ethical Challenges
 • What ethical problems may be associated with the ways in which clinicians address religious and spiritual issues in the following cases?
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Geeti and Dr. Pious
 • Geeti, a Hindu immigrant from India, is depressed and “doesn’t fit in”
 • She agrees to obtain Christian therapy
 • The assessment of Dr. Pious: Her deepest problem: Not accepting Jesus in her heart as Lord and Savior
 • His therapy goal: Her conversion
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Sarah & Dr. W
 • Sarah: – Suffers from severe anxiety– Shares Dr. W’s religious background:
 “virulently toxic” fundamentalism• To help her, Dr. W. begins to dismantle
 it• She denies religion is the problem• Only Dr. W is covered by her
 managed care company
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19 y. o. Douglas,a troubled meditator
 • ↑ Hindu meditation • → ↓ anxiety & ↑ meaning• Has a tumultuous spiritual experience
 – → visions – → ↑ ↑ anxiety and ↑ ↑ confusion
 • Fellow meditators: A spiritual emergency
 • MD: Medicate & hospitalize that psychotic patient!
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Ethical Challenges
 • What ethical problems may be associated with the ways in which clinicians address religious and spiritual issues?
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Ethical Challenges Raised by
 Religiousness/Spirituality• Religion and spirituality raise strong feelings,
 which (if not worked through) may preclude clear thinking or optimal clinician behavior
 • Deep definitional divergence/no one is neutral• Insensitivity to religious/spiritual differences &
 distinctiveness may cause ethical problems– Differences in definitions– Religious/Spiritual differences– Differences in the salience of
 religiousness/spirituality
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Ethical Challenges Raised by
 Religiousness/Spirituality• Psychologists qua psychologists may lack
 the competence to address religious & spiritual issues– Because they have been insufficiently trained– Because those issues are (in whole or in part)
 beyond the realm of psychologist expertise
 • Risk of distorting bias in assessment & treatment– Pro- bias – Anti- bias– An over-correcting attempt to overcome bias
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Ethical Challenges Raised by
 Religiousness/Spirituality
 • Religion and/or spirituality may•Benefit, •Harm, or•Both benefit and harm
 a particular individual• Mental health may conflict with
 religious and/or spiritual ideals/behavior/beliefs
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Relevant Ethical Ideals
 •Beneficence and Nonmaleficence•Respect• Justice and Addressing Bias•Practicing Competently•Avoiding Inappropriate
 Psychologist Influence on Client Religion or Spirituality
 •Obtaining Informed Consent
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Beneficence and Nonmaleficence
 • Deceptively challenging: Those from different religions and divergent spiritualities may understand “benefit” very differently
 • One person’s harm is another’s benefit• Mental health > spiritual well-being? Vice
 versa?• We legitimately make & communicate evalu-
 ations about the mental health consequences (benefits and harms) of religion and spirituality
 • Either spiritual interventions OR ignoring religion/spirituality may harm clients
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Respect
 • Most people affirm the importance of respect• But … do we need to respect the religion
 espoused by a bigoted, gay-bashing toxic fundamentalist?
 • The 2002 APA Ethics Code (Principle E, p. 1063): – “psychologists respect the dignity and worth
 of all people, and the rights of individuals to … self-determination”
 – “psychologists … respect … differences, including those based on … religion … and consider these factors when working with members of such groups”
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Respect
 • These forms of respect are mandated: – Respect for persons
 •Esp. hard and important regarding those who differ from us in the realm of religion and spirituality, differ greatly or slightly
 – Respect for client self-determination– Respect that differences exist
 • These forms of respect are not mandated:– Respect for all religions– Respect for all religious beliefs & behaviors
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Justice and Addressing Bias (APA, 2002)
 • Principle D: Justice, psychologists “… take precautions to ensure that their potential biases, the boundaries of their competence, and the limitations of their expertise do not lead to or condone unjust practices” – Psychologists work to
 •identify their biases and •insure those biases don’t result in unfair treatment of clients
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Justice and Addressing Bias (APA, 2002)
 • APA Standard 3.01, Unfair Discrimination: “in their work-related activities, psychologists do not engage in unfair discrimination based on … religion …” (p. 1064)
 • How can we decide when bias is present when, re religion, we lack an Archimedean decision point?
 • Bias can– Be pro-religious (“nostalgic collusions”)– Be anti-religious (against all religions or some)– Presume religion is neither positive nor
 negative
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Avoiding Bias
 • Empirical evidence can help• Consultation and education can
 help• Self-awareness can help• Addressing one’s own
 vulnerabilities can help
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Practicing CompetentlyAPA (2002)
 • Standard 2.01a: Psychologists function “only within the boundaries of their competence”
 • Religion is mentioned explicitly in Standard 2.01b:
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APA Standard 2.01b
 • Where scientific or professional knowledge in the discipline of psychology establishes that an understanding of factors associated with … religion … is essential for effective implementation of their services or research, psychologists have or obtain the training, experience, consultation, or supervision necessary to ensure the competence of their services, or they make appropriate referrals, except as provided in Standard 2.02, Providing Services in Emergencies
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What Doesn’t Confer Competence:
 • Personal religious faith/spirituality
 • “Equally held agnosticism or atheism” (Gonsiorek, 2009, p. 386)
 • Theological training• Past experience or familiarity
 with a religion
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Practicing Competently:Proposed Competency
 Guidelines • Relevant knowledge• Sensitivity—esp. to those whose approach to
 (and definitions of) religion differs from mine • Respect• Self-awareness (e.g., awareness of blind
 spots)• Skills in
 – assessment– intervention – referral
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Practicing Competentlyin Assessing Religiousness
 (Std. 9.06)• “psychologists take into account
 … other characteristics of the person being assessed, such as … cultural differences, that might affect psychologists’ judgments or reduce the accuracy of their interpretations” (p. 1072), with “cultural” presumably including religious
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Avoiding Inappropriate Psychologist Influence on Client
 Religion or Spirituality
 • Intrusive advocacy• Value conversion• Imposing one’s views on others*• Misuse of one’s power (e.g., because
 unaware)• Relying exclusively on one’s own
 conceptualization of, & views on, religion* Grandiosity aside, psychologists rarely possess
 the ability to “impose” their views on clients
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Appropriate Influence regarding Client Religion or
 Spirituality• Objectivity or Transparency?
 – The dilemma of self-disclosure• Influence falling on a spectrum
 – From acknowledging clients’ religious statements
 – To challenging a “client’s way of handling spiritual beliefs on the basis of your own spiritual, moral, or clinical beliefs” Doherty, 2009, p. 226)
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Appropriate Influence regarding Client Religion or
 Spirituality• Tailor interventions, based on
 – Client choice– Relevance to therapeutic goals– Therapist competence
 • Work within clients’ religious frameworks as much as possible
 • Matching therapist and client re religion?– What if the client’s views change mid-
 therapy?
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Obtaining Informed Consent
 • Especially important if psychologists intend to address religion or spirituality in some non-standard way (e.g., to use spiritual interventions or to try to “de-religionize a client” in the service of his or her mental health)
 • Clients must be fully informed in ways that are meaningful to the client
 • An ongoing process
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Vignettes H-K
 • What is ethically optimal in this situation?
 • How can we equip clinicians to work ethically with religious and/or spiritual issues– in these vignettes?– in general?
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How can we equip clinicians to work ethically with religious and
 spiritual issues?• Education about religion and spirituality,
 esp. as related to psychopathology & therapy issues
 • Respect for clients• Work within the bounds of one’s
 competence• Self-reflection & self-awareness• Recognize & manage our biases; don’t
 pretend they don’t exist• Humility

Page 42
                        

How can we equip clinicians to work ethically with religious and
 spiritual issues?• Tailor assessment & treatment of
 individual persons—don’t assume generalizations about groups apply
 • Work within clients’ religious frameworks as much as possible
 • Obtain ongoing, meaningful informed consent
 • Consult• Collaborate• Refer
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