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Purpose and target group:
This professional ethical document is addressed to:

Child Welfare Educators, Social Workers, Social  

Educators, and Welfare Officers 
Students and educational personnel in the respective  

professions 

Individuals utilizing services from these professions 

Employers and commissioners 

Colleagues and collaborators 

The aim of this professional ethical document is: 

To strengthen ethical awareness and conduct among  

Child Welfare Educators, Social Workers, Social Educators,  

and Welfare Officers. 
To provide individuals, the public and authorities with insight  

into the ethical foundations of these professions 

To contribute to legitimizing the practice of the  

profession and to be a component in the development of  

professional identity and professional self-regulation 

To offer inspiration and guidance for ethical reflection  
and dialogue Basic professional ethics document was adopted at the national 

meeting Nov. 2023.
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1. Ethics, Profession and Politics 
Professional ethics revolves around the norms and values  
encountered by professionals and how they reflect upon and justify 
their choices of action. Professional ethics for health and social  
workers aims to provide a foundation for responsible action and  
reasoned value choices in professional practice.  

The practice of child welfare educators, social workers, care workers  
and welfare officers is based on humanistic and democratic values.  
Professionals are to assist those in need, ensuring dignified living  
conditions and quality of life. Solidarity with vulnerable groups,  
combating poverty, and working for social justice and change are  
central to the activities of professional groups. Professionals base 
their work on individuals’ values, knowledge, and resources, ensuring 
that interventions and services empower individuals to have control 
over their lives, conditions and choices. 

People in need of assistance may feel dependent on others’ help, and 
professionals may find themselves intervening in individuals’ lives 
against their will. Due to their professional competence and status, 
child welfare educators, social workers, care workers, and welfare 
officers have the power to help, but assistance can also be perceived 
as intrusive by those in need. 

Professional challenges are difficult to separate from ethical  
challenges in this field. As all professional knowledge is built on a  
particular understanding of reality and a specific view of humanity, 
knowledge is not value-neutral. Professionals must critically  
examine their own professional knowledge and how it is developed 
and applied. Child welfare educators, social workers, care workers, 
and welfare officers are responsible for staying professionally  
updated, ensuring that the services they provide are professionally 
sound and comply with current regulations. 

Health and social work require both theoretical and practical  
knowledge, the ability for ethical reflection, and respect for  
individuals’ values and life choices. The societal mission of our  
professions obligates us to influence the framework conditions for 
our work, and report measures and services that have adverse  
consequences for groups or individuals. This requires professional 
ethics that contribute to ethical reflection, a critical view of one’s and 
others’ professional work, and favourable conditions for collaboration. 
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The present document of professional ethics outlines mandatary 
shared values for the professions and discusses challenges and  
problematic areas for ethical action. 

2. Values that Bind 
International Foundation Documents 

Respect for human dignity and rights, as outlined in the UN  
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with  
Disabilities (CRPD), UN Sustainable Development Goals, and other 
relevant international conventions, forms the basis for establishing 
common ethical values across nations and cultures. The UN along 
with other international organizations, including the International 
Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the International Association 
of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), have adopted numerous binding 
documents crucial for shaping professional ethics. 

In 2004, the IFSW, of which FO is a member, and the IASSW adopted  
the document “Statement of Ethical Principles” – a declaration of  
ethical principles in social work and professional ethical guidelines. 
As members of the IFSW, these professions are committed to this  
international document. FO is also a member of the International  
Association of Social Educators (AIEJI), thus being obligated by their 
ethical documents. 

Common Values in the Professional Ethical Foundation Document 

Human Dignity 
All individuals have the same fundamental value and the right to good 
living conditions and quality of life. The professional must defend the 
individual’s right to life and health, combat the use of violence and  
coercion, and work to ensure that everyone has as good living  
conditions and quality of life as possible. 

We acknowledge the diversity of Sami culture and experiences and 
value the knowledge indigenous people possess. We commit to  
working together with Sami and national minorities, supporting their 
rights and goals for self-determination, and working to eliminate  
discrimination and promote equality. 

Respect for Individual Integrity 
Respect for the individual’s values and the desire for control over their 
own life is fundamental in health and social work. Through dialogue 

and facilitation of participation, the professional must contribute to 
strengthening the individual’s ability to live a good life in accordance 
with their values and opportunities. Professionals have a particular 
responsibility to distinguish between different preferences and ways 
of life that must be acknowledged, and behaviours and actions that 
violate fundamental human rights and regulations. 

Professionals are responsible for ensuring the individual’s  
opportunity for active participation in encounters with the service. 
This also applies to the digital arena where the service is located.  
By identifying the individual’s needs, digital competence, and  
opportunities, the professional must facilitate meeting the individual 
on the premises of their own needs and resources. 

Recognition of Diversity and Non-Discrimination 
Health and social work must consider individual needs and  
preferences. Professionals are obligated to actively work against and 
fight discrimination and differential treatment of people based on  
ethnicity, culture, language, gender, gender diversity and sexual  
diversity, social and economic status, disability, religion, belief,  
political views, age, and other essential personal factors. 

Holistic View of People 
Health and social work assume that many aspects of people’s lives 
are relevant to their well-being, and individuals and society influence 
each other. The professional must emphasize a holistic approach to  
individuals who require complex and interdisciplinary services.  
They should contribute to various services collaborating on  
comprehensive offerings. 
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Trust, Openness, Honesty 
Health and social work must be based on trust between the  
professional and the person in need of assistance. Trust, while fragile, 
is essential for a good relationship. Professionals must be aware of 
the power inherent in the role of a helper. It is important to work for 
open communication, understandable information, clear justifications, 
and the protection of confidentiality. 

Care and Compassion 
Professionals must show care and respect by identifying and  
addressing unmet needs in a way that considers the other’s resources 
and values. The professional has a special responsibility to assist 
those who cannot meet their own needs and interests. 

Solidarity and Justice 
Recognizing that people are mutually dependent on each other, the  
professional must promote solidarity among individuals and groups.  
A fair distribution of societal resources is a crucial goal in health and 
social work. Rights must always be safeguarded, and professionals 
have a particular responsibility to work for increased legal  
protection and better living conditions for vulnerable groups in  
society. To achieve this, one must use language and communicate in 
a way that the individual understands and masters. 

Fair Green Transition 
As professionals, we must engage in climate policy issues to ensure 
sustainable solutions for all. A green transition must be fair and not  
inadvertently affect people who already experience limitations and 
scarcity of economic and material resources. It must consider nature, 
animals, and the fauna around us. 

Responsibility 
Everyone has an independent responsibility to ensure that their  
actions align with professional knowledge, legal frameworks, and 
professional ethical obligations. 

Leaders have a special responsibility to facilitate ethical reflection in 
the workplace. If professionals are required to perform actions that 
they do not consider professionally or ethically justifiable, they are 
responsible for reporting this to the appropriate authorities. 

3. Professional Ethical Challenges in Work 
Encounters Between People 

Health and social work is practiced in encounters between people. 
The professional must be consciously aware of their own behaviour, 
motives, and values, and how they influence those they meet. As  
professionals, we must be attentive to how we, as professional  
parties, affect the power dynamics in the relationship, and that  
professional power can be used in different ways. 

Professional Judgment and Assessments 

Generalized knowledge, legal rules, and values and norms are not a 
sufficient basis for action in the face of individuals’ diverse and often 
complex needs. Health and social work presuppose that  
professionals act professionally and exercise good  
professional judgment. 

Good professional judgment involves assessing various courses of  
action and making choices even when no solutions appear ideal.  

The professional must be aware that both the person receiving help 
and the professionals’ experiences and cultural background influence 
how a situation is perceived, experienced, and assessed. Good  
professional judgment must be based on the best possible  
exploration of the current situation and the perspectives of  
those affected. 

Professionals are responsible for discussing ethical dilemmas  
and seeking guidance when in doubt. 

Dialogue and Collaboration 

Collaboration is a prerequisite for the practice of health and social 
work. A holistic and well-coordinated service relies on good  
relationships between those involved. To collaborate towards  
common goals, professionals must be familiar with and show respect 
for others’ expertise, roles, and work situations. We must engage 
in meaningful dialogues with individuals in need of assistance and 
relevant collaborators. 

Dialogue involves sharing personal perspectives on a situation or  
problem with other involved parties, trying to see the world through 
the eyes of the other. The aim is to reach a joint decision on the way 
forward that upholds the values of those involved and is  
accepted by all. 
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Health and social work is often characterized by contradictions.  
Acknowledging conflicts is a prerequisite for doing good work.  
Criticism of colleagues should be openly addressed with the  
concerned party before taking the criticism further in the system. 
Loyalty to colleagues must not hinder an open discussion about  
treatment methods or discretionary assessments in specific cases. 

Digital Tools and Communication 

Although the work of health and social workers primarily occurs 
through meetings between people, digital services and  
communication are essential. Digitization contributes to improved 
and more efficient services. Everyone must have the opportunity to 
use such services. This requires professionals to take responsibility 
for providing sufficient and tailored information and guiding  
individuals as needed. 

Digital communication may provide fewer opportunities to clarify  
potential misunderstandings or questions. Therefore, professionals 
must have good competence in using digital tools to communicate  
clearly and understandably. It should be adapted in such a way that 
everyone could communicate digitally. Different backgrounds and  
prerequisites must be considered. 

Confidentiality and Privacy 
Privacy is a fundamental value in health and social work.  
Confidentiality is strictly regulated by law and is intended to protect 
the individual’s right to control information about themselves. It is a 
prerequisite for a trusting relationship. 

Confidential information can be disclosed with consent. If consent  
is not obtained, the individual must be informed before disclosing  
confidential information to others, except in cases covered by  
reporting and intervention obligations. Legal regulations and ethical 
considerations dictate that there must be compelling reasons to 
breach confidentiality. Professionals must ensure that consent is  
given with sufficient information, and the consenting party  
understands the implications. Professionals must tailor information 
to the person’s age and abilities. 

Even with consent to breach confidentiality, privacy should be  
preserved as much as possible. Professionals must critically assess 
how much information needs to be shared, how many people need it, 
and in what form it should be shared. In the acquisition of sensitive 
information, moderation is crucial, and only necessary information 
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should be requested to address the specific case. 
New and extensive information channels and social media provide  
immediate and effective communication. This demands caution in  
information dissemination about third parties. Professionals in child  
welfare education, social work, care work, and welfare administration 
must be conscious of their roles. It is crucial to reflect on whom to  
represent when appearing in social media, where it can be hard to  
distinguish between the roles of a private individual, professional,  
and representative. 

Loyalty 
Professionals, in their societal responsibility, have various interests 
to uphold. They are responsible for meeting individual needs for help 
and support. Concomitantly, we are stewarding the society’s collec-
tive resources in the best interest of all. Loyalty is expected toward  
political directives and decisions, especially concerning  
organizational and economic regulations. 

This balance places professionals in a dilemma, and conflicts of 
loyalty may arise. Prioritizing between different needs and individuals 
becomes necessary. The primary loyalty is with the most  
vulnerable party.  

Professionals must distinguish between rights and needs. Rights  
indicate what an individual is entitled to, while needs are always a 
matter of judgement. Economic constraints and limited resources 
require prioritizing. Loyalty conflicts may, overtly or implicitly, lead 
to choices that contradict professional ethical values. Professionals 
must be conscious of such dilemmas and able to address and dis-
cuss them with involved parties. 

Power and Exercise of Authority 
Health and social work involve the exercise of power and authority. 
Professionals should use their power to help individuals highlight their 
resources and needs. The resources of the individual are to be  
mobilized to allow maximum influence and responsibility over the  
individual’s life. Professionals must seek and acknowledge the  
person’s understanding of their situation and provide clear  
information about rights, opportunities, and available services.  
Written material should be designed for easy comprehension.  

Many may experience having little real influence when dealing with 
the public support systems. The professional practitioner acknowl-
edges that the individual knows their own life history and situation 

best. As professional practitioners, we must be aware of the asymme-
try in the relationship and that the methods we use may be perceived 
as  
exerting power. The professional practitioner must also be conscious 
that their own powerlessness, insecurity, or negative attitudes  
towards a person can increase the risk of abuse of power. 

Exercising power and authority can be particularly challenging when 
working with people who struggle to understand and interpret  
situations or express their desires and needs. In such encounters,  
it is essential to gather necessary information from others who are  
familiar with this person and to be attentive to body language and 
other expressions that convey experiences and dissatisfaction. 

Use of Coercion 

The use of coercion and force is always ethically problematic, even 
when deemed necessary and justifiable. Subjecting an individual to 
coercion will invariably impact the person’s integrity. 

The professional practitioner should approach all use of coercion with  
a critical perspective and take responsibility for discussing issues  
related to its use. We must actively seek alternatives to coercion  
and be advocates in professional efforts to combat and prevent  
unnecessary coercion. The individual themselves may identify other 
and multiple alternatives to coercion, and professional practitioners 
must contribute to dialogue and assistance before the situation  
becomes so serious that coercion appears to be the only solution. 

Coercion can encompass everything from deprivation of liberty, the  
use of coercive measures, forced treatment, and other physical  
exertion of force to limitations on self-determination and choices.  
A good understanding of the legal conditions for the use of coercion 
is a prerequisite for professionally sound use of coercion, but legal  
regulations do not eliminate ethical dilemmas and burdens  
associated with coercion. 

Clear information and dialogue about the justification for using  
coercion can make the measures more understandable and help 
reduce negative experiences and consequences. This can be further 
strengthened if it is necessary to use coercion against someone who 
does not have the prerequisites to understand why. 

Professional practitioners may find themselves being instructed to 
carry out coercive measures that they are professionally or ethically 
opposed to but that others have assessed as justifiable and decided 
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upon. In such situations, the professional practitioner must  
particularly assess various action alternatives and obligations. 
Openness, Information, and Whistleblowing 

Through their work, professionals become aware of situations that 
may lead to social problems, social exclusion, undignified living  
conditions or otherwise attracting public attention. Public employees 
have a duty to inform political decision-making bodies through  
official channels. 

Professionals who identify errors, deficiencies, or unethical conduct 
within their organizations have the right to whistleblow, according to 
labour laws. There is also an ethical responsibility to blow the whistle 
in health and social work. In health and social work, this may include 
reporting on colleagues’ breaches of ethical values and obligations. 

Whistleblowing procedures must be conducted responsibly and  
follow organizational protocols. In cases where official channels are 
ineffective, whistleblowing to public supervisory authorities may  
be necessary. 

Whistleblowing can be stressful for the whistleblower. In certain  
situations, the whistleblower should not stand alone in reporting 
critical issues. Colleagues or the labour union can provide essential 
support in such situations. 

Fair Green Transition 

Environmental challenges such as climate change affect the entire 
world, with the most vulnerable individuals being the hardest hit. The 
ongoing crisis requires a collective shift towards a more sustainable  
way of living. The green transition involves adopting sustainable  
solutions in areas such as procurement, consumption, energy  
sources, travel, tax and distribution policies, and our relationship  
with the surrounding environment. 

While health and social workers contribute to the green shift in their  
professional practice, they must ensure that green measures are  
perceived as fair by users, patients, and citizens. Professionals must 
work towards making green initiatives accessible to people with  
limited economic resources. Sustainable solutions should be chosen  
to ensure fair resource allocation, both among individuals today and 
for future generations. 

Professional Ethical Council 
FOs Professional Ethical Council aims to contribute to ethical  
reflection and awareness among child welfare educators, social  
workers, care workers, and welfare officers. 

Composition 

The Professional Ethics Council is elected by the congress and  
consists of three members from each electoral section and one  
from the welfare officers. Only one of these members can have an 
education other than a bachelor’s degree in child welfare, social work, 
social education, or welfare officer. Additionally, two external  
members are appointed. 

Mandate 

The council is mandated to promote ethical reflection and awareness 
among professionals, ascertaining that ethical discussion is  
prioritized on the organization’s agenda. The council accepts  
inquiries for advice and discussion on ethical matters. 
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Stand up for 

safety

Kontakt oss 

FO (Fellesorganisasjonen)
Mariboes gate 13
Pb. 4693 Sofienberg
0506 OSLO

kontor@fo.no
+47 919 19 916

FO is Norway’s largest trade union and professional association  
for social workers. We organize child welfare pedagogues, social  
workers, welfare nurses and welfare scientists. Read more at fo.no


