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Abstract

Self-determination is a foundational value in social work ethics and is closely associated
with respect for client dignity, participation in decision-making, informed consent, and
the limitation of professional authority. In practice, however, social work often takes place
under circumstances in which clients’ decisions are not fully free, informed, or
independent of external pressures. Serious illness, domestic violence, addiction, fear,
economic dependency, family pressure, and the risk of harm to oneself or others may
place self-determination in tension with other important values, including the
preservation of life, truthfulness, trustworthiness, compassion, justice, and security.
Drawing on an analytical-critical method and a value-based methodology in Islamic
applied ethics, this article reconsiders self-determination not as an isolated or absolute
principle, but as a fundamental value embedded within a broader network of values and
virtues. It argues that paternalistic intervention is ethically defensible only under
exceptional circumstances, such as a serious, imminent, and foreseeable risk of harm, the
absence or substantial impairment of decision-making capacity, or a direct threat to the
rights and security of others. Even in such circumstances, professional intervention
should be minimal, temporary, lawful, properly documented, accountable, and oriented
toward the gradual restoration of the client’s autonomy.

The article’s main contribution is a value-based framework for professional ethical
decision-making. The framework begins with a careful assessment of the relevant
realities, proceeds to the identification and evaluation of pertinent values and virtues,
derives practical rules, examines conflicts among competing values, and ultimately leads
to a professional decision that remains open to review and revision. The framework is
applied to two practical cases involving the nondisclosure of a cancer diagnosis and
professional intervention in contexts of domestic violence and addiction.

Keywords: self-determination; social work ethics; Islamic applied ethics; ethical value
theory; paternalism.
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