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       On December 3, 2018, the Iowa Board of Social Work (Board) filed a Notice of Hearing and Statement of Charges charging Stephanie Meeker (Respondent) with engaging in sexual activities with a former client, in violation of 645 IAC 282.2(9)”b,” and pursuant to Iowa Code section 147.55(9) and 645 IAC 283.2(12) (Iowa Board of Social Work, June 2019).
Pertinent Facts
       Department of Investigation and Appeals investigator, Kimberly Groves reported that Ms. Meeker provided counseling to this particular client twice weekly from the period of September 2015 – February 2016.  The client was separated from his wife, but they were living in the same household.  He was receiving services for issues with infidelity and sex addiction.  A sexual relationship began in February 2016 and continued for eight months.  The client spent romantic time with Ms. Meeker in her home where alcohol was consumed as well.  Ms. Meeker was also arrested in October 2016 for driving while intoxicated; she was driving the client’s vehicle at the time.  The client’s spouse found out about the romantic and unethical relationship and moved out of the home.  The client stated he became very distressed and reported his relationship with Ms. Meeker and began counseling services with another therapist (Groves testimony, August 2018).
National Association of Social Work violated standards
       Ms. Meeker violated the Social Workers’ Ethical Responsibilities to Clients.  She breached four areas, Conflicts of Interest and Sexual Relationship.  Under the NASW Code of Ethics states, 1.06 Conflict of Interest states, “(a) Social workers should be alert to and avoid conflicts of interest that interfere with the exercise of professional discretion and impartial judgement.  Social workers should inform clients when a real or potential conflict of interest arises and take reasonable steps to resolve the issue in a manner that makes the clients’ interest primary and protects clients’ interest to the greatest extent possible.  In some cases, protecting clients’ interest may require termination of the professional relationship with proper referral of the client” (2019). 
        Based on the facts above, Ms. Meeker crossed professional boundaries by allowing a personal relationship to develop.  She entertained the client in her home, consumed alcohol with him, and drove his vehicle.  Ms. Meeker is the trained, professional individual, once she became aware of an attraction to her client, she could have chosen to perform one of several actions.  Ms. Meeker could have evaluated or questioned would this attraction create any type of conflict in her role, she could have referred the client to a different counselor or therapist, or she could have terminated the professional relationship in a most appropriate manner.  Ms. Meeker chose neither of the available options.  She failed to use skilled professional and personal judgement in her client/social worker relationship.  When she failed to operate by the conflict of interest standards, she entered into other breach of code of ethics.  
       Ms. Meeker also violated sexual relationships with her client.  Under the NASW Code of 
Ethics, 1.09 states, “(a) Social workers should under no circumstance engage in sexual activities, inappropriate sexual communications through the use of technology or in person, or sexual contact with current clients, whether such contact is consensual or forced” (2019).  According to the investigator’s testimony, Ms. Meeker entered an eight-month sexual relationship with her client.  Ms. Meeker knew the issues (infidelity and sex addition) her client was being serviced for, and that did not have any bearing on her choices.  
       This sexual relationship resulted in much damage.  Not only did this decision have costly consequences for Ms. Meeker, but it devastated the client emotionally.  The client had to obtain another therapist for services.  He now has the complications of the unhealthy and unethical relationship with Ms. Meeker in addition to his pre-existing issues. Consequently, this also had an adverse impact on his marriage.  Even though he was separated, he was yet married, and his wife resided with him. I do not know the outcome of the client’s relationship with his wife, but this could have terminated their marriage.  The client’s initial state as a client of Ms. Meeker did not result in the enhancement of his well-being.  On the contrary, it caused damaging repercussions.
      Ms. Meeker also breached the Social Workers’ Ethical Responsibilities as Professionals (4.03, Private Conduct), Responsibilities to the Social Work Profession (5.01-a, Integrity of the Profession) and Responsibilities to the Broader Society (6.01, Social Welfare). Ms. Meeker did not operate in the best interest of her client, his family, the social work profession, society (intoxicated while driving) and herself.
       The social work practice was exposed to embarrassing, negative scrutiny and costly legal penalties/lawsuits.  The profession was seen as hypocritical to the very population we are supposed to uphold and intervene for. In a destructive and publicized situation as this, the public lose sight of social workers being an intricate component of the helping professions.  All the great activities and achievements that we engage in, such as social justice movements, community organizing, advocacy, counseling, intervention and so forth can come under distrust and fire.  Even though our profession consists of great and wonderful social workers, one deviation can open the door for credentials and skills to be viewed critically. This applies to all professional organizations, but I would dare to say social work more so.  I believe the social work profession does not receive the acclaim it is so deserving of.
Devising a solution, maintaining NASW Code of Ethics & Christian values
       With the task of devising a solution as I maintain the NASW Code of Ethics and Christian values, I would consider the ethical principle and value of the Importance of Human Relationships. Ms. Meeker was grossly in error with the choices she made. There was no mention of her being under mental duress or her mental faculties being temporarily impaired.  Therefore, she had full comprehension of the type of engagement she permitted with the client.  
       However, “there, but for the grace of God, goes John Bradford” (16th century).  This quote interpreted to mean, if it was not for the grace of God, you or I could be in that situation.  It is not a biblical quote, but there is much truth.  The NASW has the authority to judge Ms. Meeker’s professional behavior or lack thereof, but Christian values offer grace, mercy and forgiveness.  Ms. Meeker is God’s creation and He loves her the same (before and after).  She is an imperfect human being as we all are, and she should not be condemned.  Yes, there are punishments associated with her negative choices, but she should not remain in a state of shame and punishment.  This scripture in the Bible states, “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).
       In addition, the Ethical Principle of the importance of Human Relationships states that, “Social workers understand that relationships between and among people are an important vehicle for change.  Social workers engage people as partners in the helping process.  Social workers seek to strengthen relationships among people in a purposeful effort to promote, restore, maintain, and organizations, and communities” (2019).  This can be applied to our fallen colleague.  She needs partners in the helping process. The NASW can be a vehicle for change in Ms. Meeker’s professional future, and the social work community can help to restore her.  I believe this was afforded to her based on the Iowa Board of Social Work’s decision, “According to the Iowa Board of Social Work, if Meeker seeks to reinstate her license, the burden will be on her to establish the reasons for the revocation no longer exist. Meeker also must complete a mental health evaluation and complete 12 hours of continuing education on dual relationships and substance abuse” (The Gazette, July 2019).
Professional Social work values to guide practice
       I would be ever so mindful of who I am and whose I am.  First and foremost, I represent Jesus Christ in my daily walk.  This walk is supposed to be mirrored in all the roles I occupy, which includes being a social worker.  It is my reasonable service to adhere to the standards and ethics of this professional organization as it pertains to my clients, my colleagues, my practice settings, as a professional, to the profession and to the broader society.  In each of these areas mentioned, it is my desire to continual strive to operate in a spirit of excellence, grace, mercy, integrity, kindness, respect, justice, competence and love for my fellow man.  This list can continue to grow, but I can sum it up by loving my neighbor as I love myself (Matthew KJV).  This can be accomplished when I love the Lord God with all my heart, mind soul, and strength (Matthew KJV).  Having such a love for God, helps me to see people as He sees them.  He sees us as important and precious in His sight. 
        Therefore, whenever my personal Christian values differs from my clients, this should not remove me from being an effective, empathetic, skilled, professional and non-judgmental worker.  My decision-making may conflict with that of my clients, but I do not control or dictate the decisions regarding their lives.  Self-determination is paramount in a client/social worker relationship. It states to the client that you are heard and respected in this helping process. It’s for me to provide detailed information, different case scenarios when clarity is needed, and provide resources.  If I am faced with an ethical dilemma, besides the NASW Code of Ethics, I have my colleagues, my supervisors and the guidance of the Holy Spirit to aid me. 
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