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Ethics: be bold, 
visionary and vocal

In the US, $200billion is spent on mental health 
treatment, which comprises 1/5th of the total 
expenditure on healthcare. The US has the best 
healthcare, but it is not the most cost effective. 
Research from the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention shows that 45 million Americans 
have behavioural healthcare issues, which can 
lead to increased occurrence of chronic physical 
diseases such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, 
obesity, asthma, epilepsy and cancer. With big 
business driving the healthcare machine, it’s no 
surprise that fraud and malfeasance has surged 
to record levels due to greed, malpractice, 
human error and misreporting. 

For example, with the rise in opioid addiction 
sweeping the country, a recent NPR article 
reported that investors are rolling the dice 
on opioid addiction treatment. They’re doing 
what Wall Street calls a “roll-up play” whereby 
investors “take a fragmented industry [eg, opioid 
addiction], buy up the bits and pieces and 
consolidate them into big, branded companies”. 
The aim is to streamline operations and cut costs 
to generate a profit at the expense of an opioid-
addicted public.  

Think of ethics as standards of conduct that 
guide the choices behavioral healthcare experts 
make as they organise care for clients. Standards 
of care can be seen as licensing bodies that set 
standards of organisational practices (in the US, 
JACHO, CARF, etc; in the UK, perhaps CQC is all 
there now is). Ethics can blur the lines between 
tort law – “the minimum level the average 
provider in a given community would practice” – 
and at times come into conflict with laws. 

In trying to tackle this monumental issue, I 
engaged in an ongoing qualitative research study 
to shed light on the most important ethical 
concerns facing the behavioral healthcare field. 
The research took on the form of interviewing 
thought leaders and influencers in behavioural 
healthcare, from CEOs, marketers, clinicians, 
admissions officers,and interventionists to line 
workers and web designers. I asked participants 
to list their top three ethical concerns. Responses 
varied but some common themes emerged. 

CEOs David Skonezny of Simple Recovery, 
Denise Klein of Milestones Ranch, David Lisconbee 
of Twin Town Treatment Centers, Marsha Stone 
of BRC and Paul Alexander of Northbound all 
reported concern for lack of training and proper 
credentials for staff, missing accreditation 
for treatment centres and misrepresentation. 
Scams were also mentioned – online, through 
the insurance companies, or any other 
misrepresentations that cast a negative spell on 
the behavioural healthcare industry as a whole. 

I interviewed over 100 people including top web 
developers and have since heard from 76 others. 
Based on this research, alongside an uncanny 
50-plus years working in behavioural health 
(believe it or not, I was licensed as a clinician in 
1973, BBS 4451), I’ve developed a Standard of Care 
Challenge for individuals and organisations to 
implement in their behavioral health setting:
1. Develop a mission statement for your organisation
2. Articulate the organisation’s values, obtain 
appropriate licensure
3. Develop or revisit your organisation’s ethical 
code of conduct

By the end of this 
presentation at 
Recovery Plus, 
delegates will be able to:

1) benchmark their 
organisational and 
professional ethics
2) explain and 
implement how these 
translate into practice
3) list examples of 
unethical practices to 
avoid
4) motivate staff and 
enhance patient safety 
and wellbeing by 
complying with these 
ethical standards.

Align values with 
practice to benefit 
clients, Louise Stanger 
and Roger Porter urge.

4. Let the world know your mission, value and 
ethical statement, and put it on your websites
5. Use the back of your business card for your 
mission statement
6. Work tirelessly to elevate the behavioural 
health care field. If you don’t. the field will fail.

Along with these steps, please be sure to:
7. Review your individual professional ethics 
based on your licences and certifications
8. Sign the Hayes-Davidson Ethics Pledge
9. Sign the Fair Practices Act Pledge 
10. Engage in continuing education. 

Let’s also investigate an ethical model that is 
easy to teach and implement and can help 
shape the way we work in the behavioural health 
community: the 'Congress Model' created by 
Elaine Congress, a professor and social worker, 
for when you are faced with ethical dilemmas...
Examine relevant personal, societal, agency, 
client and professional values
Think about what part of the US National 
Association of Social Workers or British 
Association of Social Workers code of ethics 
applies, and relevant laws and case decision 
Hypothesise about possible consequences of 
different decisions
Identify who will benefit or be harmed in view 
of your commitment to the most vulnerable 
Consult with supervisers and colleagues about 
the most ethical choice. 

Note that Congress points out in her paper, 
What Social Workers Should Know About Ethics, 
“a social work value has little value unless it can 
be translated into ethical practice”. 

About the author

Louise A Stanger – EdD, 
LCSW, CIP, CDWF – is a 
speaker, educator, clinician 
and interventionist who uses 
an invitational approach with 
complicated mental health, 
substance abuse, chronic pain 
and process addiction clients. 
Louise is published in the 
Huffington Post, Journal of 
Alcohol Studies, Sober World, 
Recovery Campus and other 
media. The San Diego Business 
Journal listed her as one of the 
“Top 10 Women Who Mean 
Business” and is considered by 
Quit Alcohol as one of the Top 
10 Interventionists in the US. 
Foundations Recovery Network 
named her 2014 Fan Favorite 
Speaker. She is the recipient of 
the 2016 Joseph L Galletta Spirit 
of Recovery Award. 
Louise's book Falling Up: 
A Memoir of Renewal is 
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to Thrive: An Intervention 
Handbook on her website at 
www.allaboutinterventions.com.

Text in grey:
When you access 
Recovery Plus online, click on 
the grey text and you will link 
to its related website.

You will also find the research 
references for this article in the 
online issue.
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Ethics (cont'd)
"I have twice been offered substantial funds 
($300,000/year) to refer patients to Lab X"
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Despite best efforts by some, there has been 
much discussion and public outcry that the 
addiction field has become big business for 
Wall Street, curious investors and opportunistic 
centres full of empty promises. Ethical dilemmas 
are rampant. It feels like every day there is a new 
article calling out a centre, particularly in Florida. 
In recent years, budget restraints and a stubborn 
economy led some treatment centres and other 
facilities to adopt the “heads in beds” approach, 
whereby leaders of these organisations adopt 
misleading websites and advertisements, over-
promising and under-delivering on services, and 
fake money-back-guarantees to fill their centres. 
Some organisations pressure staff to fill quotas 
even at the expense of quality of care. 

And with the move to an online presence, 
misrepresentations on the internet such as 
high-definition 'doctored' photos, fake positive 
reviews and misrepresented facility locations 
have tricked unsuspecting clients seeking help. 
Wes Jones of Incredible Marketing, a digital 
marketing agency for medical professionals, 
articulated how easily this can be done. In 
addition to fraudulent websites, 'free' helplines 
have also usurped ethical providers, funneling 
good providers’ resources to phantom call 
centres which have nothing to do with them. 
I recently fell prey to this unethical practice; 
Five Sisters Ranch and others have experienced 
similar fraudulent practices committed against 
them in the behavioural health field. 

Kickbacks and referrals are major issues in overly 
complicated healthcare systems both sides of 
the Atlantic. A referral occurs when a clinician 

or professional refers a client to a behavioural 
health care facility in which the clinician has a 
financial interest. Likewise, kickbacks can occur 
when someone offers money for the patient 
or when insurance is used in a way that pays for 
both outpatient and sober living. 

I myself have been twice offered at conferences 
substantial funds (promises of $300,000 per 
year) for referring patients to Lab X. Also, there 
are reports of overbilling of lab charges. For 
example, a family recently verified they were 
charged by the provider $13,500 in one month 
for three lab tests for alcohol; a typical sobriety 
test runs at $150.00. Then there are the insurance 
companies which set fees dictating terms of 
care. In turn, some providers misrepresent their 
claims, making it all the more challenging for the 
providers who are ethical. 

As a result of kickbacks and other unethical 
practices, the US Congress passed the Stark 
Law which bans referrals and kickbacks in the 
healthcare field based on Federal standards. This 
law has inspired many organisations to examine 
and enhance their code of ethics to deter 
individuals and organisations from slipping into 
these ethical dilemmas. 

When communities come together to bolster 
our collective social conscience, it challenges 
everyone to uphold the values we hold dear 
in our homes and workplaces. The challenge is 
clear. Remember to be Bold, Visible, Visionary 
and Vocal in your organisations. Together we 
can make a difference which the consumer, the 
patient, can truly benefit from.

About the author

Roger Porter has two bachelor 
degrees, film and marketing, 
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at Austin. He works in the 
entertainment industry, writes 
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to being an advocate for public 
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