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Emergency Commitment
Most mental health professionals rarely are required to make emergency commitments. In ther-
apy, they work closely with their clients who are at risk to themselves to prevent suicide attempts. 
When there is concern for imminent danger, the first approach is to help the client to place herself 
in a mental health facility on a voluntary basis. When this is not possible, an emergency com-
mitment may be required. If the person refuses the treatment, mental health professionals will 
involve the courts. The courts may require a civil commitment to an inpatient facility. Many states 
allow for an initial 72-hour involuntary commitment in an inpatient facility if the person is dan-
gerous to herself or others. If, after 72 hours, health care professionals believe the person is still 
in need of inpatient treatment, they request that the person be committed for a longer period of 
time through the court system.

A civil commitment is the legal process by which a court orders the involuntary commitment 
of an individual (Zander, 2005). In general, the court needs to determine that the person has a 
mental illness, is dangerous to himself or others, or is unable to care for himself. The inability to 
take care of one’s self is legally referred to as grave disability. The goal of a civil commitment is to 
protect the public or to protect, or treat, the person.

The legal precedence for civil commitment is based on two principles. The first is based 
on the government’s need to invoke police powers to ensure public health, safety, welfare, and 
morality. Thus, it is the task of the government to protect the public. The second legal principle 
is referred to as parens patriae authority. This means parent of the nation and is derived from 
English common law. Since the 1500s, the king or queen held the authority to take care of those 
who could not take care of themselves. In the United States, courts have held this authority to take 
care of children in certain situations or those with certain types of mental disorders.

TABLE 16.2 Ethical Principles From the American Psychological Association—Some Highlights

Privacy and Confidentiality

Maintaining Confidentiality
Psychologists have a primary obligation and take reasonable precautions to protect confidential information obtained through 
or stored in any medium, recognizing that the extent and limits of confidentiality may be regulated by law or established by 
institutional rules or professional or scientific relationship. (See also Standard 2.05, Delegation of Work to Others.)

Discussing the Limits of Confidentiality

(a)	 Psychologists discuss with persons (including, to the extent feasible, persons who are legally incapable of giving 
informed consent and their legal representatives) and organizations with whom they establish a scientific or 
professional relationship (1) the relevant limits of confidentiality and (2) the foreseeable uses of the information 
generated through their psychological activities. (See also Standard 3.10, Informed Consent.)

(b)	 Unless it is not feasible or is contraindicated, the discussion of confidentiality occurs at the outset of the 
relationship and thereafter as new circumstances may warrant.

(c)	 Psychologists who offer services, products, or information via electronic transmission inform clients/patients of the 
risks to privacy and limits of confidentiality.

Therapy

Informed Consent to Therapy

(a)	 When obtaining informed consent to therapy as required in Standard 3.10, Informed Consent, psychologists 
inform clients/patients as early as is feasible in the therapeutic relationship about the nature and anticipated 
course of therapy, fees, involvement of third parties and limits of confidentiality and provide sufficient opportunity 
for the client/patient to ask questions and receive answers. (See also Standards 4.02, Discussing the Limits of 
Confidentiality, and 6.04, Fees and Financial Arrangements.)
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