Manitoba College of Social Workers
Scope of Practice Position Statement
“Cuddle Therapy”
It has come to the attention of The Manitoba College of Social Workers (“the College”, “MCSW”)
that some members have considered engaging in the practice and/or supervision of “cuddle
therapy” in the context of their social work practice. Not only does the College consider cuddle
therapy as outside of the scope of social work practice, this practice is viewed as a potential
breach of the MCSW Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice. It poses a high risk of harm to
vulnerable clients by way of transference, countertransference, exploitation and boundary
violations and, if provided by social workers, could serve to undermine public confidence in the
profession itself.
Cuddle therapy is not substantiated by evidence or supported within social work theory and
knowledge. Social Workers encounter a variety of ethical challenges when working with
vulnerable clients and must restrict physical contact to appropriate forms, such as a handshake
or reassuring pat on the shoulder. Social Workers must ensure that the dignity and rights of
vulnerable members of society are protected and that they are engaging in social work practice
safely, competently and ethically.
Members are encouraged to contact the College at 204-888-9477 or info@mcsw.ca for
consultation and guidance regarding the scope of social work practice, social work ethics and
practice standards.
______________________________________________________________________________
Manitoba College of Social Workers/Canadian Association of Social Workers
Code of Ethics
Guideline 2 – Ethical Responsibilities in Professional Relationships
It is the responsibility of the Social Worker to establish the tenor of their professional relationship with clients and
others, and to ensure that the relationship serves the needs of the clients and others to whom there is a professional
duty, over the needs of the Social Worker. In establishing a professional relationship, the Social Worker takes into
account relevant contextual issues, such as age, culture and gender of the client, and ensures the dignity,
individuality and rights of the person and vulnerable members of society are protected.
2.1.1

Appropriate Professional Boundaries

Social Workers maintain appropriate professional boundaries throughout the course of the professional relationship
and after the professional relationship.
2.5.1 Avoid Physical Contact with Clients
Social workers avoid engaging in physical contact with clients when there is a possibility of harm to the client as a
result of the contact. Social workers who engage in appropriate contact with clients are responsible for setting clear,
appropriate and culturally sensitive boundaries to govern such physical contact

7.1.2

Maintain and Enhance Reputation of Profession

Social Workers uphold the dignity and integrity of the profession and inform their practice from a recognized social
work knowledge base.
7.1.8
Social Workers distinguish between actions and statements made as private citizens and actions and
statements made as Social Workers, recognizing that Social Workers are obligated to ensure that no outside interest
brings the profession into disrepute.
National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics
1:10

Physical Contact

Social workers should not engage in physical contact with clients when there is a possibility of psychological harm to
the client as a result of the contact (such as cradling or caressing clients). Social workers who engage in appropriate
physical contact with clients are responsible for setting clear, appropriate, and culturally sensitive boundaries that
govern such physical contact.
Manitoba College of Social Workers Standards of Practice
Standard 2 – Professional Competence
2.4
Social Workers will ensure that any professional recommendations or opinions that they provide in the
course of their practice are appropriately substantiated by evidence and are supported by a credible body of Social
Work knowledge MCSW standards.
Standard 3 – Integrity of Professional Practice
Relationship with Clients
Social Workers are in a position of power and influence with respect to clients. The nature of the therapeutic
relationship is based on trust. Considerable care must be taken to ensure that clients are protected from the misuse
of power during and after the provision of professional services.
Social Workers have the obligation to establish and maintain clear and appropriate boundaries in their professional
relationships. Boundary violations are understood as any behaviour that infringes on trust through exploitation of
the vulnerability of the client. This includes sexual involvement with the client, financial or other material gain, nontherapeutic influence and other misuse or abuse of the Social Worker’s perceived authority and power.
The influence of the therapeutic relationship between Social Worker and client is pervasive and may endure long
after the professional relationship has terminated. Social Workers are to be aware of the potential for conflict of
interest, and harmful treatment that exploits clients within the therapeutic relationship.

