Recommendations on Evaluative Procedures and Corrective Actions
in Case of Complaints about Unethical Conduct
1.

Preamble

These recommendations on evaluative procedures and corrective actions in cases of
complaints about unethical conduct build upon the EFPA Meta-Code on Ethics approved by
the EFPA General Assembly, Athens, July 1995. The Meta-Code on Ethics provides guidance
on the content of member Associations’ on codes of ethics. The Meta-Code, therefore
supports Associations, and ultimately psychologists, by its guidance on ethical behaviour.
However, complaints of alleged unethical behaviour by psychologists may arise. Member
Associations should have procedures for investigating and evaluating such complaints and
deciding any action considered to be appropriate.
The term disciplinary refers to actions that involve sanctions including, but not limited to, a
reprimand, suspension from a register or expulsion from the Association. The term corrective
actions refers to actions designed to improve performance including, but not limited to,
requirements for specific additional training or re-training and supervised practice. Both kinds
of action are important but address different issues: punishment of the psychologist’s past
behaviour which was the subject of the complaint compared with improvement of future
behaviour.
These guidelines have been produced as a comparable document to the Meta-Code of Ethics.
That is, the guidelines are for Associations. They respect different national contexts by
focussing on principles and general procedures arising therefrom, rather than presenting a
single, detailed system which all Member Associations would be required to follow. However,
to provide assistance to Associations, an Appendix provides a more detailed and specific
system which might be helpful as a model.
The nature of any Association’s role in evaluative and correction actions will be affected by the
presence or absence of a statutory body within the country and its statutory responsibilities for
these matters.

2.

Introduction

2.1

The European Federation of Psychologists Associations (EFPA)1 adopted its European
Meta-Code on Ethics at its General Assembly, Athens, July 1995, as guidance for the
content of the Ethical Codes on its Member Associations. This should provide – in the
common interest of clients, psychologists and the profession of psychology all over
Europe – one ethical frame of reference for Psychological Associations to develop their
ethical codes and to provide assistance in the evaluation of their members’ conduct.

2.2

In accepting the Meta-Code, EFPA Member Associations ensure the national codes are
not in conflict with the Meta-Code. As a result the ethical code of each member
Association will be based on the same principles and have comparable content.

2.3

According to the Meta-Code, Member Associations can contribute in several ways to
the appropriate ethical level of their members’ professional conduct. One of these ways
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is by instituting evaluative and disciplinary procedures in case of complaints about
alleged unethical conduct of their members.
2.4

Individual members are expected to comply with their Association’s code.
Consequently the ethical behaviour of individual members of any EFPA Member
Association can be evaluated against a common framework.

2.5

There are five main means whereby Member Associations may seek to ensure their
members act appropriately and ethically:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

The formulation and publicising of the ethical code.
The regulation of initial training
Requirements for members to maintain and develop their ability to practise
competently and ethically
The provision of evaluative and disciplinary procedures in cases of complaint

2.6

The present guidance addresses the third of these functions, namely the responsibility
of Member Associations to have procedures for the evaluation of members’ practice in
cases where a complaint is made, and to have the disciplinary procedures which may
follow therefrom.

3.

Need for evaluation of alleged unethical conduct

3.1

Psychologists may behave in ways, which are considered unethical and may be subject
of complaint for several different reasons including:







ignorance of the national association’s ethical code and/or other relevant ethical
guidance;
carelessness in interpretation of the code during professional practice;
deliberate flaunting of the relevant code, whether for inappropriate personal benefit,
or because of disagreeing with the code;
as a result of dilemmas arising in practice whereby ethical principles are in tension or
even conflict;
as a result of reduced physical or mental competence.

3.2

Psychologists will inevitably meet situations in which professional ethical principles will
be in conflict with one another or with the law. Then, it is impossible to act in
accordance to all ethical principles equally. Thus psychologists are faced with ethical
conflicts, which bring them into dilemmas concerning how to balance the relative
significance of relevant ethical principles in the given situation.

3.3

Ethical conflicts not only may arise if professional ethical principles are incompatible
with one another in a given context, but also if personal values or generic ethical
principles would be violated by acting in accordance with specific principles of
professional ethics. Although these cases could not strictly be seen as professional
ethics dilemmas, they can still be powerful and may influence substantially the
psychologist’s ethical decision-making.

4.

Principles

4.1

Access to information
The psychologist should be informed of the details of the complaint and the possible
violation of the ethical code.

Members of the public and psychologists should have easy access to information
explaining the procedures concerning the making of a complaint; the process of
evaluating the complaint and the psychologist’s behaviour; and the decisions and range
of sanctions that are available.
During any evaluation and disciplinary procedure, both psychologist and complainant
should have easy and equal access to all information and evidence.
4.2

Equity
All aspects of the process of evaluation and discipline should be open, transparent, fair
and equitable for any complainant or psychologist. Comparable cases should lead to
similar outcomes in evaluation and in corrective actions.

4.3

Equal arms
A complaint should not be pursued unless the complainant accepts that evidence
necessary for the evaluation of the complaint will be required and therefore must be
made available.

4.4

Avoidance of trivial or inappropriate actions
There should be a facility to reject complaints that are not related to the ethical code,
are trivial or are mischievous.

4.5

Expert evaluation
The evaluation of complaints about a psychologist’s professional behaviour and its
alleged contravention of the Association’s ethical code will require experienced
psychologists to contribute to the evaluation of the complaint.
Associations should incorporate into their evaluative procedures the possible use of
psychologists expert in the domain of practice of which the complaint is made. Such
experts should provide evaluations of the psychologist’s behaviour about which a
complaint has been made, and in particular should advise on the degree to which it is
acceptable or not acceptable psychological practice.

4.6

Integrity
All who are involved in the evaluation and discipline procedures should act with
integrity, honesty and fairness. They should not take on any role if there is conflict of
interest. If a conflict of interest should occur during the process, then this should be
brought to the attention of those with a need to know and the person concerned should
withdraw from further involvement.

4.7

Confidentiality
Complaints and evidence should be treated as confidential during the process of
investigation.
Where a complaint is dismissed or not upheld, the matter should remain confidential.
The psychologist who is the subject of a complaint may use information which is
confidential for the purposes of defending him or herself, but must limit any release of
such information with discretion and expressly for this purpose.

4.8

Public confidence
The Association’s procedures should inspire public confidence. This will be achieved
by the thoroughness and efficiency of the procedures, the integrity of all those
concerned with operating the evaluative and disciplinary procedures, and necessary

transparency in the procedures. All procedures should be carried out as quickly and
expeditiously as possible.
Confidence may also be enhanced if a hearing (Tribunal) is held in public, and if the
outcomes of evaluated complaints are published.
4.9

Involvement of non-psychologists (lay persons)
Public confidence may be enhanced if non-psychologists are involved in the judgement
of the complaint and the decisions regarding whether the complaint should be
dismissed or upheld, and in decisions regarding corrective action if a complaint is
upheld.

4.10

Separation of investigation, evaluation and corrective procedures
Associations should determine whether and how the three stages of investigation,
evaluation and disciplinary action should be related.
a)

Investigation
There should be a stage of investigation. This will involve the gathering
evidence from the complainant, the psychologist who is the subject of the
complaint, and any other source which will provide assistance.

b)

Evaluation
The evidence is assessed to reach an evaluation of whether the complaint, and
the alleged infringement(s) of the Association’s ethical code are upheld.

c)

Actions
If a complaint is upheld, decisions are required regarding what, if any, action(s)
should follow.

4.11

Disciplinary and corrective action
Disciplinary actions should take into account the nature of the infringement of the
ethical code, including the degree of harm resulting from the unethical behaviour,
together with information presented in mitigation. Even where disciplinary actions are
determined, the need for corrective actions in addition (e.g. further education or
supervision) should be considered.
Member Associations should develop and state publicly their tariff of sanctions.

4.12

Appeal
There should be an appeal procedure.

4.13

Monitoring
The investigation evaluation and disciplinary procedure should be monitored and
considered by the appropriate body within the Association on a regular basis.

4.14

Publicity
Publication of the outcomes of evaluated complaints may be helpful in promoting the
content of and the adherence to the ethical code. Statistics regarding investigations,
evaluations, and corrective actions should be reported to the Association’s members
annually.

4.15

Interface between the Association and the State
Where another body has a legal responsibility for the regulation of psychologists, that
body would normally be expected to hear complaints about unethical behaviour. The
nature of such relationships differs across Europe from there being no statutory body, in
which case the Association must take full responsibility for acting on complaints, to a
statutory body with full powers to judge such complaints and make decision which are
legally binding on the psychologist. Even in the latter case, the Association should
maintain and promote its ethical code and ensure that the whole range of ethical
questions is open to complaints and evaluation.
Irrespective of the particular legal circumstances in any country, the Association has a
responsibility to ensure the public are aware of the system(s) for dealing with
complaints.

4.16

Models of practice
The Appendix provides a more detailed exposition of the principles outlined in the main
part of this Guidance. It sets out a model for a system of investigation, evaluation and
discipline.

5

Misconduct resulting from ill health
Associations should have a separate procedure for evaluating complaints if the
behaviour complained about is either alleged or found to be a function of a
psychologist’s ill health. This difference should apply also to the sanctions and other
corrective actions that might follow the evaluation. The procedure should include the
requirement for appropriate medical evidence on the psychologist’s health.

These Recommendations on Evaluative Procedures and Corrective Actions in Case of Complaints
about Unethical Conduct were approved by the EFPA General Assembly in Granada on July 9, 2005.

