Confidentiality

I want to address a most important and serious topic in this month's article. A recent event happened within our counseling team ministry. It brought to light again the importance of keeping confidential any communication between you the counselor and your client (aka church member)

Let me first tell you I have set up strict guide lines regarding our counselors. It is a mandatory requirement that all counselors sign a confidentiality agreement. In this agreement we outline this requirement in full detail along with any penalties for breach of this agreement. 

Our counselors understand that all communication is confidential. No information is to be shared with any other individual with the exception of the Pastor, and any direct supervisor that oversees that individual counselor.  Any individual that is seen by any of our counselors also understands this "confidential privilege" so they are free to share what is troubling them without fear of exposure. 

In addition, any one being counseled, also signs a "statement of understanding" that states they are only receiving "spiritual" counseling. This is to protect both the counselee and counselor. We have found over many years of counseling that both of these agreements protect anyone who wishes help without the risk of others knowing their personal struggles.

It is extremely important for you to set up counseling guidelines. You must do this to protect all parties involved, and you must offer training and instruction to any of your counselors on a regular basis. Doing this insures that your counselors stay fresh and informed on the latest counseling guidelines.

So what guidelines should you set up? Let's begin with your counselors. You must stress and stress and stress gain the importance of keeping all communication between counselor and client confidential. Your counselors will hear many things that will have the possibility of revolting them, angering them, frustrating them and causing them great distress. Even so, they must understand that any concerns, frustrations, etc., must be brought to the proper person in their chain of command.

They must understand they are not to share this "privileged" information with anyone...including their spouse. Should they not be able to handle what is being told to them, then they must remove themselves from future sessions and contact their supervisor for relief. Any information shared with unauthorized individuals could start a wild fire within your church body.

The second thing both counselor and client must understand is the counselor, the church and/or the ministry is not offering physiology or psychiatric counseling whatsoever in any form or matter. Should a client assume they are getting this type of counseling, it could seriously jeopardize your ministry. In addition, a license to practice this type of counseling is required by most states. 

To prevent any assumptions of this nature, we required all clients (church members) to sign a "document of understanding" stating they understand they are only receiving "spiritual" counseling. Should you like a copy of this document, you can email us and we will forward you a copy. You may also want to check with your attorney for the correct wording of a document such as this.

The next thing you need is the confidentiality agreement between you (your church or ministry) and anyone who counsels. This document should clearly define the following:

1. That all information shared between client and counselor is strictly confidential.

2. That any breach of this confidential communication, considered as "privileged information," will result in immediate removal from their position within your counseling ministry.

3. The third and most important, you must establish policies regarding these two essential keys and the steps and actions you will take if a violation occurs.

These policies and procedures should include some key points. Let me give you the most important.

1. A procedure, along with proper forms, need to be established for the counselor to file reports on each session he or she has with a client. This information is to be given to the senior counselor, or if you do not have that position, then to the Senior Pastor.

2. A procedure, along with forms to accomplish it, must be given to your counselors to report concerns, cares, any emotional involvement and desires they’re experiencing, This keeps you informed of any unprofessional conduct so that they may be removed from continued contact with that client.

3. A policy stating the consequences of any breach of confidentiality, which must include an "immediately removal from the counseling ministry” as the ultimate displine. This removal can be limited to a time span, meeting additional training or re-training requirements, or any other such requirement or action you deem necessary.

4. Finally, you must keep a file on all clients including the information supplied by the counselor on each session. This includes their evaluations and suggestions, client assignments and any other important information receive by your counselor. 

If you are the Senior Pastor and only counselor, you too should follow the examples given above. Keep accurate records, but not totally detailed records. Every word, thought or insight doesn't need to be written down; just a record of each session, general information and assignments.

By carrying through on these four key points, you will protect client and counselor as well as your ministry and church.
