Caring for Ourselves as Psychologists: An Ethical Issue

By Mary Anne Orcutt, Ph.D.
One issue that faces psychologists daily is how to stay mindful of our own problems so that they do not intrude on our ability to help our clients. As humans, we face the same stressful life events that they do: relationship tensions, raising children, elderly parents, moving, our own aging, and our own health. Further, as psychologists, we face some of these daily stresses on the job: suicidal and homicidal patients, personality disorders, too many or not enough clients on our caseloads, not being paid in a timely fashion by insurance, managed care demands, employer demands, staff resignations or terminations, physical threats from patients, dissolving partnerships, and 2 a.m. crisis calls from patients. So what do we do to manage all of this stress and keep ourselves healthy?  

First, it is important to make sure that we practice what we preach in terms of self-care: managing stress, nurturing ourselves, developing a strong support system with friends, having colleagues to consult with on challenging cases, taking quiet meditative and mindful time, exercising and eating healthily, and practicing our respective spiritual rituals. Second, we each need to develop a strong philosophical base to help ensure that we live our lives in a manner consistent with our ideals, and that we are optimistic (realistically so) in our attitudes towards life and work. Third, if we strive for our personal best in all that we do – at home, in our career, and with our clients – we will likely find greater levels of fulfillment. We need to be constantly aware of our own issues and re-examine them in order to have a deep abiding interest in our work, and to keep high expectations for ourselves. It can be helpful to ask: what else do I need to do to strive for my best? And, of course, continuing education can sometimes recharge us, even if it serves only to remind ourselves that we know something after all, or to interact with our peers.  

Meditation (in whatever form you choose), in order to clear the mind even for five minutes a day, can make way for more focused thinking in the form of mindfulness each day (what is in my bowl today?). This process can allow clinicians to be more mindful of every word that is said to a client, of every attitude that we convey, both verbal and nonverbal. In addition, this mindfulness can allow for a cultivation of a more positive approach to life: to think, speak, and act with harmlessness, generosity, respect, honesty, and clarity. Ask yourself if there is enough quiet time in your life to have clarity, to think through the big picture of your own life as well as your clinical cases, to watch your own ego, and to make sure you stay healthy, physically and psychologically. This resulting wisdom is, after all, what allows us to be effective as psychologists.  

Special acknowledgment is given to Samuel Knapp, EdD for an article he wrote for the Pennsylvania Psychologist Update, Positive Ethics and Self-Care, April 2002, which helped me to formulate my thoughts for this article, and from which I have borrowed some concepts and thoughts.   

