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Ms. Jackie Lutz, Counsel
State Board of Psychology
116 Pine Street
PO Box 2649
Harrisburg, PA 17105-2649

Dear Ms. Lutz:

March 23, 1998
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B P ° A LEGAL COUNSEL,

On behalf of the Pennsylvania Psychological Association (PPA), I am
writing in regard to the proposed regulations of the State Board of
Psychology dealing with sexual intimacies. PPA agrees with the State Board
of Psychology that there is a need to amend this section of the regulations and
we find much merit in regulations proposed by the State Board of
Psychology. We do, however, find one section to be ambiguous and in need
of clarification and change.

Need for Regulations

PPA finds much merit in the proposed regulations which, for the most
part, are similar to those found in the Ethical Principles and Code of Conduct
of the American Psychological Association. The State Board of Psychology
regulations go a step beyond the APA Code of Conduct by explicitly
prohibiting sexual contact with immediate family members (parent/guardian,
child, spouse) of patients. PPA supports these changes and believes they are
consistent with the manner in which the APA Ethics Office interprets the APA
Code of Conduct.

Suggested Modification

However, PPA does have a problem with the wording of the definition
of sexual intimacies. The definition of sexual intimacies prohibits many
activities such as sexual intercourse, sexual invitations, soliciting a date,
masturbation, etc., which are clearly sexual and clearly should be grounds for
disciplinary actions. However, the definition also includes "kissing,
inappropriate hugging or touching or any other inappropriate physical contact
or inappropriate self-disclosure" which may not be sexual and should not
always be grounds for disciplinary actions in and of themselves.



I do not believe that members of the State Board of Psychology want to prohibit or
discipline psychologists who may engage in an occasional hug or who have, at sometime or
another, touched a patient. These activities are certainly part of normal social interaction and
some patients (especially child patients) may feel offended if a psychologist avoids a hug or
withdraws quickly from an accidental physical touch. Unfortunately, the wording in the section
on sexual intimacies is ambiguous and could lead to consistent misinterpretations by psychologists
and patients.

A first reading of the proposed regulations would make it seem that the wording
"inappropriate hugging, etc." would be sufficient to clarify the intent of the Board. However, the
word inappropriate has a broad meaning that encompasses a wide range of behaviors that are not
suitable or fitting. By analogy, a physician may, using the best of his or her judgement and
following acceptable medical standards, order an antibiotic medication for a patient. If the
medication does not clear up the infection, then it was inappropriate. We certainly would not
discipline a physician who prescribed a medication which did not work, if he or she followed
acceptable medical practice in doing so. Similarly, a psychologist may, using the best of his or her
judgement and following acceptable professional standards, engage in limited and focused self-
disclosure to help a patient "normalize" a problem or as a means of expressing empathy. If the
self-disclosure did not help the patient, then it would be inappropriate. It would not be desirable,
however, to discipline a psychologist for using reasonable and professionally acceptable
interventions which, for whatever reason, were not successful.

Conclusion

We would like the definition of sexual intimacies rewritten so that it is clear that the State
Board is prohibiting sexualized or eroticized hugging, touching, physical contact or self-
disclosure. Obviously such eroticized behaviors should be grounds for disciplinary actions.

If modifications are made to clarify the intent of the proposed definition of sexual
intimacies, then PPA would be able to support these proposed regulations. We hope that such a
clarification can be made.

I would be glad to provide you with additional information if you wish.

Sincfl-ely,

Samuel Knapp, Ed.D.
Professional Affairs Officer


