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The Question: Past & Present

� Studies document evidence of sexual 
misconduct in supervisory relationships
� These have raised questions about the factors

affecting Sexual Misconduct

� Previous studies have not adequately addressed 
this question

� Because ethical guidelines clearly prohibit such 

behavior, why does it continue?

The Literature

� As early as the 1970s, studies found evidence of sexual 
misconduct in mental health training

� Rates of sexual boundary violations as high as 31% have 
been found

� Rates of sexual contact as high as 17% 

� Female trainees more likely to be targets of sexual 
advances by faculty or supervisors than male trainees

� Male supervisors/trainers are more likely to make sexual 
advances on supervisees/trainees

� Trainees may not feel coerced into sexual relationships at 
the time, but often, in retrospect, believe that they had been 
coerced, and that the relationship has been detrimental to 
them
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Research Questions

� What are supervisors’ experiences of sexual feelings 

about supervisees within the supervisory relationship?

� To what extent will supervisors indicate appropriate or 

inappropriate management of sexual feelings? 

� What were supervisors’ experiences of sexual 

boundary violations during training?

� What is the current incidence of sexual boundary 

violations by supervisors with supervisees?

Hypotheses

� All supervisors are equally likely to experience sexual 

feelings about supervisees

� Female supervisors will manage sexual feelings about 

supervisees more effectively than male supervisors

� Female supervisors are more likely to have experienced 

violations of sexual boundaries during their training than 

male supervisors

� Supervisors continue to engage in sexual misconduct 

with supervisees

Methodology

� A random sample of 500 drawn from the 2100 non-

student members ACES 

� Respondents were mailed a survey, results request post 

card, cover letter and given 12 weeks to respond

� Two 2 follow-up postcards at one-week intervals 

� Path analysis conducted using LISREL
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Sample Profile

Gender

Male

Female

53%

47%

Age

Mean 52 years (sd = 9.2)

Race

African American

Asian

Caucasian

Hispanic

Other

4.7%

1.6%

92%

0%

1.6%

Degree

Master’s Counseling

Master’s Psychology

Doctorate Counseling

Doctorate Psychology

Other

11.5%

3%

61%

19%

5%

Years professional experience

Mean 21 years (sd = 9.7)

Years providing supervision

Mean 14 years (sd = 9.2)

Trained in supervision?

Yes

No

70%

30%

Type of supervision

Students

Professionals

Both

42.6%

5.9%

51.6%

Model Parameter Estimates and t values

Violations
in

Training

Experience
Sexual

Feelings

Management
Sexual

Feelings
Gender Age Degree

Years
Experience

Years
Supervising

Trained
in

Supervision

Type
of

Supervision
R2

1 Violations in
Training

-0.66
t=-2.61*

-0.01
t=-0.64

0.19
t=0.68

0.00
t=0.06

-0.01
t=-0.55

-0.52
t=-1.82

0.09
t=0.42

.085

2 Experience
Sexual Feelings

0.26
t=1.84

1.70
t=3.48*

-0.03
t=-0.86

0.36
t=0.69

-0.04
t=-1.23

0.07
t=1.59

0.30
t=0.62

-0.28
t=-0.64

.11

3 Management
Sexual Feelings

-0.49
t=-1.53

-0.30
t=-2.13*

-0.16
t=-2.15*

1.38
t=1.34

-0.11
t=-1.27

0.13
t=1.49

-0.79
t=-0.83

-1.75
t=-2.02*

.11

4 Sexual Boundary
Violations

-0.03
t=-0.23

0.40
t=4.37*

-0.11
t=-1.56

.17

Table 4.6  Standardized parameter estimates and t values for the model.  t values

indicated by * are significant, p<.05.

Path Model

Gender

-2.61*

 3.48*

 0.93

1.88     3.87

Age

-0.64

-0.86
-2.15*

Sexual Boundary

Violations in
Training

2.28

Degree

 0.68

 0.69

 1.34

3.23 11.06 3.99

Years

Professional

Experience

  0.06

-1.23

-1.27

Experience of

Sexual Feelings

about Supervisees

Violations of

Supervisees

Sexual Boundaries

9.93

Years

Supervisory

Experience

-0.55

 1.59

 1.49

-1.92

Trained
in

Supervision

-1.82
 0.62

-0.83

Management
of

Sexual Feelings        9.45

0.57

Type
of

Supervision

 0.42
-0.64

-2.02*

Figure 4.1.  The model hypothesized to describe the path to sexual boundary violations in counseling
supervision.  Path coefficients indicated by * are significant t values, p<.05.  All values represent t values.

-1.53

-0.23

-1.56

4.37*

1.84

-2.13*
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Discussion & Implications

� About the Hypotheses
� All supervisors are equally likely to experience sexual feelings about 

supervisees
� Female counseling supervisors manage sexual feelings about 

supervisees more effectively than male counseling supervisors
� Female supervisors are more to have experiences violations of sexual  

boundaries during their training than male supervisors
� Supervisors currently engage in sexual misconduct with supervisees

� About the Research Questions
� What are supervisors’ experiences of sexual feelings about their 

supervisees within supervision?
� To what extent will supervisors indicate appropriate or inappropriate 

management of sexual feelings? 
� What were supervisors’ experiences of violations of sexual boundaries 

during their training?
� What is the current incidence of sexual misconduct between 

supervisors and supervisees?

Weaknesses & Limitations

� Primarily doctoral level supervisors, other groups are 

under represented in this sample

� Sample is primarily university affiliated supervisors

� Although response rate (42%) is consistent with 

response rate for similar research, we must wonder how 

these results may have been affected by input from the 

other 58%

� The hypothesized path model fit the data well, but other 

path models might fit the data equally well or better


