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Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model: Navigating Complex Moral Dilemmas in Social Work and Beyond

The field of professional ethics is a cornerstone of responsible practice, and understanding robust decision-
making frameworks is paramount. The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model offers a structured and
systematic approach to confronting and resolving ethical quandaries, particularly relevant in social work
but applicable across various helping professions. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies
of the Dolgoff model, breaking down each of its key steps and providing practical insights into its
application. We will explore how this model empowers professionals to move beyond gut feelings and
towards reasoned, defensible ethical choices. By examining its components, we aim to equip readers with
the knowledge to confidently navigate the often-turbulent waters of ethical decision-making, ensuring the

best possible outcomes for clients and upholding professional integrity.
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Understanding the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model

The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model, developed by the prominent social work ethicist Dr. John
Dolgoff, provides a clear and practical roadmap for professionals facing ethical challenges. It is grounded in
the understanding that ethical dilemmas often arise from conflicting values, duties, and potential
consequences. This model emphasizes a rational, step-by-step process designed to ensure that decisions are
not only well-intentioned but also well-reasoned and justifiable. Its systematic nature helps to reduce
subjectivity and promote objectivity in complex situations, making it a valuable tool for social workers,
counselors, therapists, and other professionals who are bound by ethical codes and a commitment to client
welfare. By breaking down a daunting ethical problem into manageable components, the Dolgoff model

empowers practitioners to approach these situations with confidence and competence.

At its core, the Dolgoff model for ethical decision making is designed to promote a thorough and deliberate
examination of ethical issues. It moves beyond a simplistic "right or wrong" approach by acknowledging the
nuances and complexities inherent in real-world ethical scenarios. The model encourages practitioners to
pause, reflect, and engage in a structured process of inquiry before taking action. This emphasis on a
systematic approach is crucial for professional accountability and for building trust with clients and the
wider community. The model’s structure is intended to be applicable across a wide range of ethical

concerns, from minor professional boundary issues to major conflicts of interest or potential harm.

The Six Steps of the Dolgoff Model

The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is comprised of six distinct yet interconnected steps. Each step
builds upon the previous one, guiding the practitioner through a comprehensive analysis of the ethical
dilemma. This sequential approach ensures that no critical aspect of the situation is overlooked, promoting a
more robust and ethical outcome. Understanding and meticulously following each of these steps is key to
effectively utilizing the model and making sound ethical judgments. These steps are designed to foster
critical thinking and encourage a deep consideration of all relevant factors before a decision is finalized and

implemented.

The strength of the Dolgoff model's steps lies in their logical progression and their ability to dissect complex
ethical issues into manageable parts. This methodical process is not intended to be rigid, but rather a flexible
framework that can be adapted to the specific context of any ethical challenge encountered in professional
practice. The model encourages a proactive rather than reactive approach to ethical decision-making,

empowering professionals to anticipate potential ethical conflicts and prepare to address them effectively.



Step 1: Identify the Ethical Issue

The foundational step in the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is to clearly and precisely identify the
ethical issue at hand. This involves recognizing that a moral problem exists and articulating its nature.
Often, ethical issues are not immediately obvious and can be masked by practical or logistical concerns. It
requires a keen awareness of professional values, ethical codes, and potential conflicts of interest. Asking
oneself questions like "What is the core ethical conflict here?" or "Where do my professional obligations
clash?" is crucial in this initial phase. Failing to accurately identify the ethical issue can lead to addressing
the wrong problem or applying an inappropriate solution, rendering the entire decision-making process

ineffective and potentially harmful.

This step involves distinguishing between an ethical issue and a practical problem. A practical problem
might be about securing funding for a program, whereas an ethical issue might arise if the funding source
imposes conditions that compromise client confidentiality or self-determination. The Dolgoff model's first
step calls for careful observation and introspection to pinpoint the specific moral dimension of the situation.

It’s about recognizing when professional values are being challenged or potentially violated.

Step 2: Identify the People Involved

Once the ethical issue is identified, the next critical step in the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is to
identify all individuals or groups who are involved or affected by the situation. This includes clients,
colleagues, supervisors, the organization, and even the broader community. Understanding the
perspectives, rights, and potential impact on each stakeholder is vital for a comprehensive ethical analysis.
Each person or group may have different interests, needs, and values that need to be considered. Ignoring
or misidentifying key stakeholders can lead to decisions that disproportionately harm certain individuals or
groups, undermining the fairness and ethical integrity of the outcome. This step requires a broad and

inclusive perspective.

When identifying people, it's important to consider not only those directly involved but also those who
might be indirectly affected. For instance, a decision about a client's treatment plan might also impact their
family members or other service providers involved in their care. The Dolgoff model's second step
encourages a holistic view of the impact of potential decisions, ensuring that no one is left out of the ethical
consideration process. Thinking about who has a vested interest and who could be harmed or benefit is

central to this stage.

Step 3: Gather the Facts

Step three of the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model involves diligently gathering all relevant facts



surrounding the ethical issue. This is a crucial phase that requires objectivity and a commitment to truth-
finding. It means collecting information from all identified stakeholders, reviewing relevant
documentation, and understanding the context of the situation. Assumptions and hearsay should be avoided,
instead, professionals must seek verifiable information. The more accurate and complete the factual
information, the better equipped the practitioner will be to make an informed ethical decision. This step is

about building a solid foundation of knowledge upon which to base the subsequent analysis.

Gathering facts might involve:

¢ Reviewing client records and progress notes.

Consulting with colleagues or supervisors.

Researching relevant policies and procedures.

Seeking clarification from individuals involved.

Understanding the legal and regulatory context.

The Dolgoff model's factual gathering phase emphasizes the importance of thoroughness and accuracy,

ensuring that decisions are based on evidence rather than conjecture.

Step 4: Identify Relevant Ethical Principles and Values

In the fourth step of the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model, the focus shifts to identifying the core
ethical principles and professional values that are relevant to the situation. This involves consulting
professional codes of ethics, legal statutes, organizational policies, and personal values that guide professional
conduct. Common ethical principles in social work, for example, include self-determination, informed
consent, confidentiality, dignity and worth of the person, social justice, and integrity. The challenge often
lies in situations where these principles may conflict. For instance, a client’s right to self-determination

might clash with a professional’s duty to protect them from harm.

This step requires introspection and an understanding of the ethical commitments of the profession.

Professionals must ask:

e What core ethical principles are at play here?
o Are there any professional codes of conduct that directly address this situation?

e Which of these principles might be in conflict?



e What are the underlying values that inform these principles?

The Dolgoff model's principle identification is about acknowledging the moral landscape of the dilemma

and understanding the ethical obligations involved.

Step 5: Consider Alternative Actions

The fifth step of the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model involves brainstorming and systematically
considering all possible courses of action. This is a creative and analytical phase where professionals should
think broadly and explore various options, even those that might initially seem unconventional or difficult.
For each potential action, it’s important to assess its likely consequences, both positive and negative, for all
stakeholders identified in step two. This includes evaluating how each option aligns with the ethical
principles identified in step four and whether it adheres to professional codes of conduct and legal

requirements. The goal is to generate a range of viable choices before settling on the most ethical one.

When considering alternatives, professionals should ask:

e What are all the possible ways to respond to this situation?
e What are the potential benefits and harms of each option for each stakeholder?

e How does each option align with ethical principles like beneficence, non-maleficence, justice, and

autonomy?
e Are there any legal or policy implications for each option?

¢ Could any of these options create new ethical problems?

The Dolgoff model's consideration of alternatives is a critical juncture that requires careful deliberation and

foresight.

Step 6: Make the Decision and Act

The final step in the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is to make the best possible decision based on
the thorough analysis conducted in the preceding steps, and then to act upon that decision. This involves
selecting the course of action that appears to best uphold the relevant ethical principles, minimize harm,
and promote the well-being of those involved. After the decision is made, it’s essential to implement it

responsibly and effectively. Furthermore, this step includes a commitment to monitoring the outcome of



the decision and being prepared to re-evaluate or adjust the course of action if necessary. Ethical decision-
making is often an ongoing process, not a one-time event, and the Dolgoff model's final step acknowledges

this dynamic nature.

Once the decision is made, it is also important to:

Document the decision-making process and the rationale behind the chosen action.

e Communicate the decision clearly to relevant parties.

Implement the action with care and competence.

Evaluate the effectiveness of the action and its consequences.

¢ Be prepared to justify the decision if it is challenged.

The Dolgoff model's culmination in action and evaluation underscores its practical application in professional

settings.

Applying the Dolgoff Model in Social Work Practice

The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is particularly well-suited for the complexities of social work
practice. Social workers often encounter situations where they must balance competing demands, such as
client autonomy versus protection, confidentiality versus mandatory reporting, or resource limitations
versus client needs. The model provides a structured framework to navigate these inherently challenging
scenarios, ensuring that interventions are both ethically sound and professionally responsible. By
systematically working through each of the six steps, social workers can move from a state of uncertainty
or conflict to a confident, well-reasoned course of action that prioritizes client welfare and upholds the
integrity of the profession. This model is a vital tool in maintaining ethical practice and fostering trust

within the client-professional relationship.

The practical application of the Dolgoff model in social work involves integrating its steps into daily
practice. This means developing a habit of pausing to identify ethical issues, meticulously gathering facts,
consulting ethical codes, and considering various perspectives before acting. It encourages consultation with
supervisors and colleagues, which is a cornerstone of ethical social work practice. The model’s emphasis on

documentation also supports accountability and provides a record of the professional's ethical deliberations.



Case Study: The Dolgoff Model in Action

Consider a scenario where a social worker, Sarah, is working with a client, David, who is an adult with a
history of substance abuse and is currently seeking reunification with his young child. David has been sober
for six months and is meeting all the requirements set by the court. However, David reveals to Sarah that
he recently had a single relapse, consuming alcohol, but he did not drive or engage in any harmful
behavior and has not used since. He is terrified that if he reports this to his probation officer and the court,
he will lose all progress and his chance to regain custody of his child. Sarah faces an ethical dilemma: uphold
strict adherence to reporting requirements, which could have severe negative consequences for David and
his child's reunification, or consider the context and potential for harm in reporting this isolated incident

versus the benefits of his continued engagement and progress in therapy.

Applying the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model to Sarah's situation:

e Step 1: Identify the Ethical Issue. The core ethical issue is balancing David’s right to self-
determination and the potential for rehabilitation against Sarah’s duty to report and the principle of
protecting the child. There's also the potential conflict between professional loyalty to the client and

legal/organizational obligations.

¢ Step 2: Identify the People Involved. David, his child, the child’s other parent or guardian, the

probation officer, the court, Sarah’s agency, and potentially the broader community are all involved.

e Step 3: Gather the Facts. Sarah needs to gather more facts: the specific terms of David’s probation, the
court’s reporting requirements, the specifics of the relapse (when, how much, circumstances), any
observable changes in David’s behavior, and the current stability of the child’s living situation. She

also needs to understand her agency’s policies on reporting.

o Step 4: Identify Relevant Ethical Principles and Values. Key principles include: beneficence (acting
in David’s best interest and for the child’s welfare), non-maleficence (avoiding harm to David, the
child, or the reunification process), self-determination (David’s right to make choices and control his
life), confidentiality (balancing with mandatory reporting), and justice (fair treatment). The National
Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics would be a critical resource here.

e Step 5: Consider Alternative Actions. Sarah could:

o Report the relapse immediately as per protocol, potentially jeopardizing David’s progress and

reunification.

o Explore with David how he plans to manage this lapse and support his continued sobriety,
documenting his self-disclosure and renewed commitment, while potentially delaying
reporting or exploring a nuanced reporting approach with the court if appropriate and legally

permissible.



o Consult with her supervisor and legal counsel to understand the precise reporting obligations

and any discretionary latitude.

o Help David self-report, perhaps with her support, if she believes this would be more beneficial

than a report initiated by her.

¢ Step 6: Make the Decision and Act. After consulting with her supervisor and potentially legal
counsel, Sarah might decide that supporting David in self-reporting, with her assistance in framing
the relapse within the context of his overall recovery and commitment, is the most ethically sound
approach. She would then assist David in communicating with his probation officer, emphasizing his
continued sobriety since the incident and his commitment to his treatment plan, while still
acknowledging the lapse as part of the recovery journey. Sarah would document her decision-
making process meticulously, including her consultation and the rationale for her chosen course of

action.

This case study highlights how the Dolgoff model's structured approach can guide social workers through

complex ethical scenarios, leading to a more informed and principled decision.

Benefits of Using the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model

The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model offers several significant benefits for professionals grappling
with ethical dilemmas. Firstly, its systematic approach provides clarity and structure in often confusing and
emotionally charged situations, reducing the likelihood of impulsive or ill-considered decisions. By
breaking down a complex problem into manageable steps, it makes the process less overwhelming.
Secondly, the model promotes a thorough examination of all relevant factors, including principles, values,
stakeholders, and potential consequences, leading to more comprehensive and well-reasoned outcomes. This

thoroughness enhances professional accountability, as decisions are well-documented and justifiable.

Furthermore, the Dolgoff model encourages critical thinking and reflection, fostering professional growth
and development. It emphasizes the importance of consulting ethical codes and seeking supervision, which
are vital components of maintaining professional competence and integrity. The model's focus on
identifying and considering the impact on all stakeholders ensures that decisions are more likely to be
equitable and to promote overall well-being. Ultimately, by providing a reliable framework, the Dolgoff
ethical framework empowers professionals to act with greater confidence and to uphold the highest ethical

standards in their practice, safeguarding both clients and the profession.



Limitations and Considerations

‘While the Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model is a robust and valuable tool, it's important to
acknowledge its limitations and consider certain nuances in its application. One potential limitation is that
ethical dilemmas can be highly contextual, and while the model provides a strong framework, it cannot
account for every unique situation or emergent ethical challenge. Professionals must still exercise
professional judgment and adapt the model to fit the specific circumstances. Additionally, the model’s
effectiveness relies on the practitioner's willingness and ability to diligently follow each step, which

requires time, skill, and commitment.

Another consideration is that even with a structured model, ethical decisions can still be difficult, and there
may not always be a "perfect” solution. Professionals may still face situations where any course of action
involves some level of compromise or potential harm, a concept known as ethical distress. The application
of the Dolgoff model also requires access to resources, such as professional codes of ethics and opportunities
for supervision and consultation, which may not always be readily available. Therefore, while invaluable,
the Dolgoff model for ethical decisions should be viewed as a guiding framework rather than a rigid set of

rules, always supplemented by ongoing professional development and a commitment to ethical practice.

It is also important to note that:

e The model assumes a degree of objectivity and rationality that may not always be fully achievable in

highly emotional or crisis-driven situations.

¢ The interpretation of ethical principles and the assessment of consequences can still be subjective,

even within a structured framework.

¢ The model does not inherently provide solutions to systemic ethical issues or organizational ethical

failures.

These considerations highlight the need for continuous ethical reflection and a commitment to professional

growth beyond simply applying a model.

The Dolgoff Ethical Decision Making Model serves as an indispensable guide for navigating the complex
ethical landscape of professional practice. By systematically addressing each step, practitioners can enhance
their ability to make sound, justifiable, and ethically responsible decisions, ultimately benefiting clients and

upholding the integrity of their profession.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key steps in the Dolgoff Ethical Decision-Making Model?

The Dolgoff Model, often referred to as the "Ethical Problem-Solving Model,"” typically involves several
key steps. While variations exist, common stages include: 1. Identifying the ethical issue. 2. Gathering
relevant information. 3. Identifying stakeholders and their perspectives. 4. Considering ethical principles
and values. 5. Exploring alternative courses of action. 6. Evaluating the consequences of each alternative. 7.

Making a decision. 8. Implementing the decision. 9. Reflecting on the decision and its outcomes.

How does the Dolgoff Model help professionals navigate complex ethical
dilemmas?

The Dolgoff Model provides a structured and systematic approach to ethical decision-making. By breaking
down a complex dilemma into manageable steps, it encourages thorough analysis, consideration of multiple
viewpoints, and a reasoned evaluation of potential actions and their consequences. This process helps
professionals move beyond gut feelings or simplistic solutions to arrive at more justifiable and ethically

sound decisions.

‘What are some of the core ethical principles often considered within the
Dolgoff Model?

While the specific principles emphasized can vary depending on the profession or context, the Dolgoff
Model often draws upon foundational ethical principles such as beneficence (acting for the good of others),
non-maleficence (avoiding harm), justice (fairness and equitable treatment), autonomy (respecting the right

to self-determination), fidelity (keeping promises and commitments), and veracity (truthfulness).

What is the role of 'stakeholders’ in the Dolgoff Ethical Decision-Making
Model?

Identifying and understanding stakeholders is crucial in the Dolgoff Model. Stakeholders are individuals or
groups who are affected by or have an interest in the ethical dilemma. This includes clients, patients,
colleagues, supervisors, organizations, and even society at large. The model emphasizes considering their

perspectives, values, and potential impact of different decisions on them.

Can the Dolgoff Model be adapted for different professional fields, such as

social work, counseling, or healthcare?

Yes, the Dolgoff Model is highly adaptable and widely used across various professional fields. Its strength
lies in its foundational structure, which can be tailored to incorporate the specific ethical codes, principles,

and contexts relevant to each profession. For example, a social worker might place a greater emphasis on



social justice and client self-determination, while a healthcare professional might prioritize patient

autonomy and beneficence.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Dolgoff ethical decision-making model, each starting with -

1. Insightful Ethical Navigation: This book provides a comprehensive overview of various ethical
frameworks and decision-making models, including a detailed exploration of the Dolgoff model. It breaks
down each step, offering practical examples and case studies for applying the model in complex professional
situations. Readers will learn to identity ethical dilemmas, analyze stakeholders, and justify their reasoned

choices.

2. The Ethical Compass: A Practical Guide: This guide focuses on developing a strong ethical compass for
professionals across diverse fields. It dedicates significant attention to the Dolgoff model, presenting it as a
foundational tool for ethical reasoning. The book emphasizes the importance of systematic analysis and the

cultivation of moral courage in everyday practice.

3. Resolving Moral Quandaries: This text delves into the art and science of resolving challenging moral
quandaries. It highlights the Dolgoff ethical decision-making model as a robust method for navigating
difficult choices. The book offers actionable strategies for identifying biases, considering consequences, and

achieving ethically sound resolutions.

4. A Framework for Responsible Practice: This book presents a structured approach to responsible
professional conduct, with the Dolgoff model serving as a central pillar. It explores how to integrate ethical
principles into daily decision-making processes. The author provides guidance on fostering an ethical

culture and promoting accountability within organizations.

5. Deciphering Ethical Dilemmas: This work aims to help readers decipher complex ethical dilemmas by
introducing them to effective analytical tools. The Dolgoff model is presented as a clear and systematic way
to break down intricate ethical situations. It emphasizes the importance of critical thinking and reflective

practice in ethical decision-making.

6. Principles of Ethical Action: This book outlines the core principles that guide ethical action, positioning
the Dolgoff model as a practical application of these principles. It offers a step-by-step methodology for
ethically sound decision-making in a variety of contexts. The text encourages readers to develop their

ethical fluency and confidently address moral challenges.

7. The Art of Ethical Judgment: This volume explores the nuanced art of making sound ethical judgments.
It prominently features the Dolgoff ethical decision-making model as a framework for refining one's
judgment. The book provides numerous exercises and scenarios to hone analytical skills and develop a well-

reasoned approach to ethical challenges.



8. Navigating Professional Ethics: This book serves as a vital resource for professionals seeking to navigate
the complexities of their ethical responsibilities. It thoroughly explains the Dolgoff model, illustrating its
utility in diverse professional settings. The author provides insights into building ethical resilience and

maintaining integrity under pressure.

9. Ethical Decision-Making in Practice: This practical guide focuses on the real-world application of ethical
decision-making models, with a strong emphasis on the Dolgoff approach. It offers case studies and
discussion prompts to help readers develop their skills in applying the model. The book aims to empower

individuals to make ethically responsible choices in their personal and professional lives.
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