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Understanding the importance of informed consent in psychotherapy is
fundamental for ethical and effective practice. According to the American
Psychological Association (APA) Code of Ethics, informed consent is a
cornerstone that safeguards clients' autonomy, promotes transparency, and
fosters a trusting therapeutic relationship. The phrase "Informed Consent For
Psychotherapy Should Occur ______.A. Once, At The" emphasizes that the timing
and process of obtaining informed consent are critical considerations for
psychologists. This article explores the ethical guidelines set forth by the
APA, the significance of informed consent, the appropriate timing for
obtaining it, and best practices to ensure clients are adequately informed
and empowered throughout their therapeutic journey.

---

Understanding the APA Code of Ethics and Its
Emphasis on Informed Consent

The Role of the APA Code of Ethics in Psychotherapy
The APA Code of Ethics provides a comprehensive framework to guide
psychologists in ethical practice. It emphasizes principles such as
beneficence and nonmaleficence, fidelity and responsibility, integrity,
justice, and respect for people's rights and dignities. Among these,
respecting clients' autonomy through informed consent is pivotal.

Definition of Informed Consent in Psychology
Informed consent in psychology refers to the process by which clients are
provided with sufficient information regarding the nature, purpose, risks,
benefits, and alternatives of psychotherapy. This process ensures that
clients make voluntary and informed decisions about their participation.

Why Is Informed Consent Essential?
Informed consent is vital because it:

Respects client autonomy and rights.1.

Builds trust and transparency.2.

Prevents misunderstandings or misconceptions about therapy.3.



Ensures clients are aware of their rights, including the right to refuse4.
or withdraw consent.

Protects psychologists legally and ethically.5.

---

When Should Informed Consent Occur? The
Significance of Timing

Informed Consent as a Continuous Process
While the phrase suggests a specific time, modern ethical standards advocate
for viewing informed consent as an ongoing process rather than a one-time
event. This approach recognizes that clients' understanding, circumstances,
and needs may change over time.

The Conventional Timing: Once, At The Beginning
Traditionally, informed consent is obtained at the outset of therapy, ideally
before any significant intervention begins. This initial consent sets the
foundation for a transparent therapeutic relationship.

Why Is the Initial Consent Typically Sufficient?
(Once, At The Beginning)

Establishes mutual understanding of the therapy process.1.

Ensures legal and ethical compliance from the start.2.

Provides clients with information necessary to make an informed decision3.
about proceeding.

Limitations of a One-Time Consent
However, solely obtaining consent once at the start may overlook evolving
circumstances:

Changes in treatment goals.

Introduction of new techniques or interventions.

Changes in client’s personal circumstances or understanding.

Emergencies or unforeseen situations requiring adjustments.



Emerging Best Practice: Ongoing Consent
The APA encourages psychologists to revisit informed consent regularly,
especially when:

New procedures or interventions are introduced.1.

Significant changes occur in the client’s condition or circumstances.2.

There is a change in the client’s treatment plan or goals.3.

Clients express confusion or concerns about their therapy.4.

---

Key Components of Informed Consent in
Psychotherapy

Essential Information to Disclose
Psychologists should ensure clients are informed about:

The nature and goals of therapy.1.

The techniques and methods used.2.

Potential risks and benefits.3.

Confidentiality and its limits.4.

Fees, billing procedures, and cancellation policies.5.

Client rights, including the right to refuse or withdraw consent.6.

Supervision or training roles if applicable.7.

Obtaining Voluntary Consent
Consent must be given freely without coercion or undue influence.
Psychologists should:

Provide information in understandable language.

Allow clients sufficient time to ask questions.

Ensure comprehension before proceeding.



Documenting Consent
While verbal consent is acceptable, documentation provides evidence of
compliance. Typical methods include:

Signed consent forms.1.

Recorded verbal consent documented in case notes.2.

Digital acknowledgment in online therapy settings.3.

---

Special Considerations for Informed Consent

Clients with Limited Capacity
For clients with cognitive impairments, minors, or those with mental health
conditions affecting decision-making:

Additional safeguards or legal guardianship may be necessary.

Assent from minors should be sought alongside parental consent.

Emergency Situations
In emergencies where obtaining prior consent isn't feasible:

Psychologists should act in the client's best interest.

Post-incident, informed consent should be obtained when possible.

Cultural and Language Considerations
Ensure that:

Information is culturally sensitive.

Language barriers are addressed with interpreters or translated
materials.

Digital and Telepsychology Settings
Informed consent should include:

Risks associated with technology.1.



Data security and privacy measures.2.

Procedures for technical failures or emergencies.3.

---

Implementing Ethical Best Practices for
Informed Consent

Clear Communication
Use plain language, avoiding jargon. Encourage questions and discussions to
verify understanding.

Tailoring Information to Clients
Adjust disclosures based on the client’s background, needs, and
circumstances.

Revisiting Consent Regularly
Make it a standard part of sessions, especially when:

Switching to new treatment modalities.1.

Addressing new or emerging issues.2.

Documenting and Safeguarding Consent
Maintain thorough records and ensure confidentiality of consent documents.

Training and Supervision
Ensure that all staff involved in therapy are trained in ethical standards
related to informed consent.

---

Conclusion: The Ethical Imperative of Timing
and Process

Informed consent is not a one-and-done event but a dynamic, ongoing process
that requires careful attention, clear communication, and ethical
sensitivity. Based on the APA Code of Ethics, psychologists should obtain



informed consent once, at the beginning of therapy, but also revisit and
reaffirm this consent throughout the therapeutic relationship as necessary.
This approach not only aligns with ethical standards but also enhances client
trust, engagement, and therapeutic outcomes.

By embracing a comprehensive, transparent, and client-centered approach to
informed consent, psychologists uphold their professional responsibilities
and foster a respectful and effective therapeutic environment. Remember,
informed consent is a testament to respecting client autonomy and ensuring
that therapy proceeds ethically and responsibly.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the recommended timing for obtaining informed
consent in psychotherapy according to the APA Code of
Ethics?

Informed consent for psychotherapy should occur once, at the initiation of
treatment.

Why is it important to obtain informed consent at the
start of psychotherapy?

To ensure clients are fully informed about the nature of therapy, their
rights, and any potential risks, fostering trust and ethical practice.

Does the APA Code of Ethics specify multiple points
for obtaining informed consent during therapy?

No, the APA emphasizes that informed consent should typically be obtained
once at the beginning of therapy, with ongoing discussions as needed.

Can informed consent be revisited during therapy
sessions according to the APA guidelines?

Yes, while initial consent should occur once, ongoing conversations about
treatment and any changes are recommended to maintain informed participation.

What information should be included when obtaining
informed consent in psychotherapy?

Clients should be informed about the nature and goals of therapy,
confidentiality, risks and benefits, their rights, and procedures involved.



Is it necessary to obtain informed consent again if
the therapy approach changes?

Yes, if there are significant changes in the therapeutic approach or
treatment plan, obtaining renewed informed consent is advised.

How does the APA Code of Ethics support informed
consent in diverse client populations?

It emphasizes the importance of culturally sensitive communication and
ensuring clients understand information regardless of cultural or language
differences.

What are the consequences of not obtaining proper
informed consent according to the APA?

It can lead to ethical violations, loss of client trust, legal repercussions,
and potential harm to the client or the therapist's professional standing.

Additional Resources
Informed Consent in Psychotherapy: A Critical Review of the APA Code of
Ethics

In the realm of mental health, ethical standards form the backbone of
effective and responsible practice. Among these standards, informed consent
stands out as a fundamental component that ensures clients are fully aware of
the processes, risks, and rights associated with psychotherapy. The American
Psychological Association (APA) Code of Ethics emphasizes the importance of
informed consent, establishing it as a cornerstone of ethical practice. This
article delves deep into the question: Based On The APA Code Of Ethics,
Informed Consent For Psychotherapy Should Occur ______.A. Once, At
The—exploring the rationale, nuances, and practical implications of when and
how informed consent should be obtained in therapeutic settings.

---

Understanding the Concept of Informed Consent
in Psychotherapy

Informed consent is more than a mere signature on a form; it is an ongoing,
dynamic process that respects clients' autonomy, promotes transparency, and
fosters trust. Rooted in ethical principles such as respect for persons,
beneficence, and justice, informed consent involves providing clients with
comprehensive information about the therapy process, potential risks and
benefits, confidentiality boundaries, and their rights.

Key Elements of Informed Consent in Psychotherapy:

- Disclosure of Information: Clear explanations about the nature, goals, and
methods of therapy.
- Understanding: Ensuring clients comprehend the information provided.



- Voluntariness: Consent must be given freely without coercion.
- Competence: Clients must have the capacity to make informed decisions.
- Documentation: While not always legally necessary, documentation supports
ethical practice and clarity.

---

The APA Code of Ethics and Its Stance on
Informed Consent

The APA Ethical Principles and Guidelines for Psychologists underscore the
critical importance of obtaining informed consent. Specifically, Standard
3.10 (Informed Consent) highlights that psychologists should obtain informed
consent prior to engaging in therapy, assessment, or research, and that this
process should be ongoing.

Timing of Informed Consent: Once or Multiple Times?

The core question revolves around when in the therapeutic process informed
consent should occur. The phrase in the prompt—"Once, At the"—implies a focus
on the initial point of consent, but does the APA advocate for a single event
or multiple reaffirmations?

The APA's stance is that informed consent is an ongoing process rather than a
one-time event. This approach recognizes the dynamic nature of therapy, where
clients' circumstances, understanding, and comfort levels may evolve.

---

Informed Consent: The APA's Perspective on
Timing and Process

Initial Informed Consent: Setting the Foundation

The APA recommends that psychologists obtain informed consent prior to the
start of therapy. This initial consent serves as the foundation of the
therapeutic relationship, providing clients with essential information such
as:

- The purpose and nature of therapy.
- The expected duration and frequency.
- Confidentiality limits and legal exceptions.
- Fees, billing, and cancellation policies.
- Client rights, including the right to withdraw at any time.

This initial step is crucial for establishing transparency and respect for
client autonomy.

Ongoing Consent: Reaffirmation and Clarification

However, the APA emphasizes that informed consent is not a one-and-done
event. As therapy progresses, circumstances may change, new techniques may be
introduced, or clients may experience shifts in their understanding or



comfort levels. Therefore, psychologists are encouraged to:

- Revisit consent periodically.
- Clarify or update information as needed.
- Ensure that clients continue to give voluntary consent.

This ongoing process aligns with the ethical principle that clients should
have continuous control over their participation.

Special Considerations

In certain contexts, such as research, telepsychology, or working with
vulnerable populations, the timing and depth of informed consent may require
additional attention. For example:

- In telepsychology, informed consent should include information about
technological risks and privacy concerns.
- With minors or individuals with diminished capacity, consent may require
guardianship or additional safeguards.

---

Why the APA Recommends Multiple Informed
Consent Points

The APA's guidance reflects a nuanced understanding that clients’ needs,
understanding, and circumstances are fluid. Here are some reasons why
multiple points of consent are recommended:

- Complexity of Therapy: When introducing new techniques or modalities (e.g.,
EMDR, mindfulness-based therapy), clients should be informed anew.
- Changes in Circumstances: Life events, legal situations, or health issues
might impact therapy or confidentiality, warranting fresh discussions.
- Ensuring Autonomy: Continually reaffirming consent empowers clients and
respects their evolving agency.
- Legal and Ethical Safeguards: Documenting ongoing consent can serve as
protective evidence should disputes arise.

Practical Implementation

- At the Start: Obtain comprehensive consent before initiating therapy.
- During Sessions: Address any new concerns or questions clients might have.
- When Changing Treatment Plans: Seek explicit consent before introducing new
interventions.
- Periodic Check-ins: Regularly confirm that clients are comfortable and
agree with the ongoing process.

---

Legal and Ethical Implications of Timing in
Informed Consent

While the APA provides ethical guidance, legal standards may vary by



jurisdiction. Nonetheless, adhering to the APA's emphasis on ongoing consent
offers several benefits:

- Reduces Legal Risks: Demonstrates that the psychologist acted ethically and
transparently.
- Enhances Client Satisfaction: Clients who feel informed and involved tend
to have better therapeutic outcomes.
- Supports Ethical Integrity: Maintains professional standards and client
trust.

Failure to obtain proper or ongoing informed consent can lead to ethical
violations, legal actions, or harm to clients.

---

Case Studies and Practical Examples

Example 1: Initiating Therapy

A psychologist explains the therapy process, confidentiality boundaries,
fees, and client rights before beginning. The client signs a consent form,
acknowledging understanding. This initial step aligns with the APA's
recommendation but is supplemented by verbal discussion ensuring
comprehension.

Example 2: Introducing a New Technique

Midway through therapy, the psychologist considers introducing mindfulness-
based interventions. Before proceeding, they revisit informed consent,
explaining the new approach, potential benefits, and risks, and obtaining
explicit agreement. This demonstrates adherence to ongoing consent
principles.

Example 3: Telepsychology Session

A psychologist informs a client about technological risks, privacy, and
emergency procedures before transitioning to telehealth. They revisit these
points periodically, especially if technology or circumstances change,
exemplifying ongoing consent.

---

Conclusion: The Optimal Timing for Informed
Consent in Psychotherapy

Based on the APA Code of Ethics and best practices, informed consent for
psychotherapy should occur both once at the outset and be reaffirmed
throughout the therapeutic process. While the initial consent establishes
trust and transparency, ongoing reaffirmation respects client autonomy and
adapts to the evolving nature of therapy.

In summary:

- Initial Consent: Should be obtained before commencing therapy.



- Ongoing Consent: Should be revisited periodically, especially when changes
occur.
- Special Situations: Additional consent points should be integrated as
needed.

This comprehensive approach not only aligns with ethical mandates but also
fosters a respectful, transparent, and effective therapeutic
relationship—ultimately benefiting both clients and practitioners.

---

Final Thought: The APA's guidance underscores that ethical psychotherapy is a
continuous dialogue—not a one-time transaction. By prioritizing ongoing
informed consent, psychologists uphold the dignity and rights of their
clients while maintaining the highest standards of professional integrity.
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