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Confidentiality has long been recognized as one of the cornerstones of social service work. It builds trust between clients
and service providers, creates safe spaces for disclosure, and protects individuals from further harm. Without it, many
people would never come forward to seek support. Frontline workers know that the promise of “what you share here
stays here” often provides the foundation for healing relationships.

Yet, in recent years, the pendulum has swung strongly toward absolute protection of information, even in circumstances
where withholding it can place clients and families in unsafe situations. As a frontline provider, | have wrestled with this
tension countless times. | deeply respect the rules of confidentiality, but | have also witnessed moments where strict
adherence to them has limited collaboration, reduced community response, and, at worst, placed lives at risk.

The Weight of Responsibility

In a recent presentation, | shared my personal reflection on this dilemma:

“On a personal note: As a frontline service provider myself, | would rather get my hand slapped knowing that | have
potentially helped someone and/or their family, than stepping back in ignorance, knowing my inaction could result in
death. Please hear... | am not telling you to break the rules. | am telling you to do what is right.”

This statement was not about encouraging carelessness or disregarding professional boundaries. It was about naming
the heavy responsibility we hold when faced with life-and-death decisions. Policies, frameworks, and guidelines exist for
good reason; but they do not erase the human responsibility to act when danger is imminent.

When Confidentiality Protects, and When It Harms

Confidentiality protects survivors of violence from retaliation, shields children from stigma, and gives clients the dignity
of privacy. But there are times when strict silence can work against safety. For example, when one agency knows a client
is at high risk but cannot share with another, vital opportunities for prevention are lost. When a worker fears disciplinary
action for raising concerns, the system inadvertently prioritizes liability over life.

This is where the nuance lies: confidentiality should never become a barrier to collaboration, particularly when a client’s
safety, or the safety of others, is at stake.

Doing What Is Right
As frontline workers, we are trained to protect, but also to act. It is possible to uphold confidentiality while also
practicing ethical courage. That courage may look like:
Consulting with supervisors or legal experts when unsure.

e Using exceptions to confidentiality (such as duty to warn or report) appropriately and confidently.

e Advocating for inter-agency protocols that balance privacy with safety.

e Documenting decisions transparently, so that accountability is maintained.
Above all, it means remembering why we entered this field: to help people. Rules provide structure, but compassion and
responsibility provide direction.

Confidentiality is sacred in social service work. Without it, trust crumbles. But confidentiality should never become so
rigid that it prevents us from saving lives. As frontline providers, we walk this fine line every day. My personal stance
remains: | would rather risk a reprimand for speaking up than live with the knowledge that my silence contributed to
harm.

To my fellow workers: do not take these words as permission to break rules. Instead, take them as a reminder that our
highest duty is to do what is right for our clients, their families, and our communities.
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