A word to my teenage clients (17 and under) about confidentiality

I am grateful that you have chosen to come to see me, and I pray our relationship will be a fruitful one for both of us.  I have discovered some things that are best said upfront, though, so I decided to write them down so there is no confusion as we do our work together.

First of all, confidentiality is the law and I am bound by it.  That confidentiality, however, does not extend to your parents.  I am obligated to communicate with them any concerns I have about your safety, and about your general progress in therapy.  Just so you are completely clear about what I will be reporting to your parents, I decided I needed to write it down.  Trust is one of the most important components in therapy, and if you don’t trust me, then we can’t work.  However, you also need to know that there are limitations to what I can keep between you and me, so to have some hope of maintaining that level of trust so you don’t get ‘hit broadside’ with what I tell your parents, I wanted it to be clear.

It is my intention to keep confidential what you and I talk about between the two of us with the following exceptions.  If you tell me any of the following, I will work with you to help you learn how to tell your parents yourself if you are willing, and I will never tell them anything without first telling you I am going to, but in the following instances, I will be obligated to tell your parents what you’ve told me.  Some of these are requirements of the law, and others are just my own conviction that your parents cannot be kept out of the loop in these areas.  

1. If you intend to kill yourself or someone else 

2. If you have ever been sexually molested

3. If you have ever sexually molested someone else

4. If you are doing or intend to do alcohol or drugs of any kind

5. If you are planning on running away

6. If you are planning on sneaking out at night

7. If you are having sex or intend to have sex at any point in the near future

8. If you are injuring yourself (cutting) or intend to cut at any time in the near future

9. If you have done or are planning on doing anything illegal

a. Such as stealing, getting a tattoo or piercings, or smoking

10. Anything else that you would want to know if it was your child and you were the parent

Remember that I will never tell them any of these things without discussing it with you first.

I am sorry if you view this list as a problem, or if you feel that it makes our work less effective because there are things you can’t tell me.  It is important to me, though, that both you and your parents trust me, as trust is the foundation of any progress we make.  To that end, I decided I needed to let you know ahead of time what you will be facing and dealing with as you work with me.  Every therapist should have the same list, but may not warn you about it up front.  Please feel free to ask me anything specific you have concerns about.  I will not construe questions as admissions of guilt in any area.  I hope you don’t view these items as obstacles to our work.  Just understand that it is my intention to be open and honest with you and to protect you from what are often life-time consequences of decisions you may make as a teenager.

