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Occupational Therapy Code 
of Ethics: Ensuring Ethical 

Practice

Trent Brown, MOT, OTR/L, 
BCG, ATP, CFPS, CGCP

Objectives:
Objective 1: Identify the modifications to the Code 
of Ethics (2020) compared to 2015 and the 
difference between ethics and law
Objective 2: Define each value and principle in The 
Code, how it relates to Occupational Therapy, and 
application of ethics through case studies
Objective 3: Communicate the steps for reporting 
compliance, license, and ethical complaints.
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Sections
Section 1:  Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Two-fold Purpose

• Free-standing guide

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• Federal/State Statute/State Rule

Section 2:  Core Values in “The Code”
• Altruism 

• Equality

• Freedom

• Justice
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• Dignity

• Truth

• Prudence
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Sections

• Beneficence

• Nonmaleficence

• Autonomy
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• Justice

• Veracity

• Fidelity

Section 3:  Principles in “The Code”

Sections

• Professional Integrity, 
Responsibility, and 
Accountability

• Therapeutic Relationships

• Documentation, 
Reimbursement, and Financial 
Matters
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• Service Delivery

• Professional 
Competence, Education, 
Supervision, and Training 

• Communication

• Professional Civility

Section 4:  Standards of Conduct

Sections
Section 5:  Examples and Applications

• Real Examples

• Core Values

• Principles

• Standards of Conduct
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Sections
Section 6:  Steps for Reporting

• Compliance

• Medicare/Medicaid (OIG)

• State Regulations

• DOPL (State)

• Individual License

• Ethics Complaint
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• Code of Ethics (Code): An AOTA official document to 
address the most prevalent ethical concerns of the 
occupational therapy profession

• The Code is two-fold:

• Provide aspirational Core Values that guide members toward ethical 
courses of action in professional and volunteer roles

• Delineate enforceable Principles and Standards of Conduct that Apply 
to AOTA members (does this impact AOTA members only?)

“helps guide and define decision-making parameters…and is a 
manifestation of moral character and mindful reflection”
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• The code can be used in conjunction with licensure board 
regulations and laws, but it is a “free standing” code.

• Therefore, by itself, it is not law!!!

All information regarding the Code can be found on the AOTA website at:

https://www.aota.org/practice/practice-essentials/ethics
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

screenshot
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• If the code is not a “legal document” then why have it?

• Protect you (clinicians, educators, researchers, business 
owners, volunteers)

• Protect those receiving services

• Protects the profession
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• Federal/State Statute/State Rule

• Federal Law CFR, IDEA, ADA

• Provide federal regulations for a specific area

• Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) provides regulation for all 
public health services including Medicare/Medicaid 
(hospitals, SNF, outpatient clinics, HH, etc.)

• IDEA provides regulation for public education for individual 
children with disabilities
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• Example: Resident 
Rights in Skilled Nursing 
Facilities (CFR 483.10)

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/
CFR-2011-title42-vol5/pdf/CFR-2011-
title42-vol5-sec483-10.pdf
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• State law (statute)

• Provide specific law for the state (support federal law at a state 
level)

• Occupational Therapy Practice Act: 58-42a-101
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics ?

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• State law (statute)

• Provide specific law for the state (support federal law at a state 
level)

• Nevada Examples (640 = PT and 640A = OT)
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• Administrative Rule

• Explains and specifies state rule as it pertains to a certain group, 
entity, or individual

• Clarifies/interprets state law

• Occupational Therapy Practice Act Rule or Code

• NAC 640A (OT)

• Nevada Administrative Code (NAC)
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• Example: Nevada (Statute/Law)
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• Example: Nevada (Code/Rule)
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics (Example)

• CFR – State Law – State Administrative Rule/Code

• If I want to open a nursing facility, I must meet federal 
“requirements of participation” as specified below
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics (Example)

• CFR – State Law – State Administrative Rule/Code

• State law has information about how to license my new nursing 
facility within a state

20

Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics 
(Example)

• CFR – State Law – State 
Administrative Rule/Code

• Administrative Rule has specific 
regulations to ensure my SNF 
meets all requirements of my 
state (nursing, food, etc.)

(30 pages of Administrative Rule) 
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• What is the difference between law and ethics?
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

Illegal Ethics Legal
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• What is the difference between law and ethics?

-Salt Lake Tribune, May 2020
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Section 1
Ethic Resources and Legal Resources

https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics/Resources.aspxgal Resources at AOTA
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https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics/Reso
urces.aspx

Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• As stated before, the code is not law but “can be used in conjunction  
with licensure board regulations and laws that guide standards of 
practice”

• In Utah, the state regulatory board (SRB) feels the code should be 
legal and has included it in Administrative Rule

• R156-42a-502(5) States “violating any provision of the American 
Occupational Therapy Association Code of Ethics, last amended 2015, 
which is hereby adopted and incorporated by reference.”

• Therefore, in where I practice, the Code is law according to 
Administrative Rule!
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Section 1
Why Have a Code of Ethics

• Law/Compliance vs. Ethics

• As stated before, the code is not law but “can be used in conjunction  
with licensure board regulations and laws that guide standards of 
practice”

• In Nevada, there are differing opinions based on discipline. But for 
OT… they may it very easy  (NAC 6401A.110) 
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Section 2
Core Values

• Core Values in the Code:

https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics.aspx
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Section 2
Occupational Therapy Code of Ethics 2020

2015

2020 (algorithm)
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Section 2
Occupational Therapy Code of Ethics 2020
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Section 2
Core Values

• Define Core Value

https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics.aspx
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 1: Altruism

• Define: unselfish concern for the welfare of others

• OT personnel reflect this concept in actions and 
attitudes of commitment, caring, dedication, 
responsiveness, and understanding.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 2: Equality

• Define: all persons have fundamental human rights 
and the right to the same opportunities

• OT personnel demonstrate this value by maintaining 
an attitude of fairness and impartiality and treating all 
persons in a way that is free of bias.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 3: Freedom

• Define: valuing each persons right to exercise 
autonomy and demonstrate independence, initiative, 
and self-direction

• OT personnel affirm the autonomy of each individual to 
pursue goals that have personal and social meaning.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 4: Justice

• Define: value on upholding moral and legal principles 
and on having knowledge of and respect for the legal 
rights of recipients of service

• OT personnel provide OT services for all persons in 
need of these services and maintain a goal-directed 
and objective relationship with recipients.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 5: Dignity

• Define: valuing, promoting, and preserving the inherent 
worth and uniqueness of each person

• OT personnel respect the person’s social and cultural 
heritage and life experiences.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 6: Truth

• Define: being truthful with themselves, recipients of 
service, colleagues, and society

• OT personnel in all situations should be faithful to facts 
and reality.
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Section 2
Core Value

• Value 7: Prudence

• Define: govern and discipline ones self through the use 
of reason

• OT personnel in all situations should be faithful to facts 
and reality.
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Section 3

• Beneficence

• Nonmaleficence

• Autonomy
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• Justice

• Veracity

• Fidelity

Principles in “The Code”
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Section 3
Principles 

• Principle 1: Beneficence - concern for the well-being 
and safety of persons

• Principle 2: Nonmaleficence – refrain from actions that 
cause harm

• Principle 3: Autonomy – respect the right of the person 
to self determination, privacy, confidentiality, and 
consent

• Principle 4: Justice – promote equity, inclusion, and 
objectivity in the provision of services
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Section 3
Principles 

• Principle 5: Veracity – provide comprehensive, 
accurate, and objective information

• Principle 6: Fidelity – treat clients, colleagues, and 
other professionals with respect, fairness, discretion, 
and integrity
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Section 4

• Professional Integrity, 
Responsibility, and 
Accountability

• Therapeutic Relationships

• Documentation, 
Reimbursement, and Financial 
Matters
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• Service Delivery

• Professional 
Competence, Education, 
Supervision, and Training 

• Communication

• Professional Civility

Standards of Conduct
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Section 4
Standards of Conduct

• Each standard of conduct aligns with a principle and 
key words
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Section 2 www.website.com 44
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www.website.com 52
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Common Issues
Informal Poll
Most Common/Obvious:

• Treating patients not appropriate for therapy

• Seeing patients beyond the point of progress

• Billing clients for documentation time when no 
intervention is being provided

• Billing and documenting services accurately for what 
treatment was completed

https://www.myotspot.com/ethical-dilemmas-in-occupational-therapy/

54

52

53

54



2/26/2023

19

Common Issues
Informal Poll
Less Common/Obvious:

• Providing a treatment beyond training (modalities)

• Prolonging the discharge of a client

• Billing for unskilled treatment

• Blurring the lines of professional and personal 
relationships
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Section 5
Case Examples and Application

56

Section 5
Case Examples

• Example 

• Values

• Principles

• Standards of Conduct
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Section 5
Case Examples

• Example 1: 3 different therapists (2 OT and 1 
PT)

• Completing w/c and seating evaluations for 
power mobility and tilt/recline chair ($30K +)

• One vendor submits documentation within 2 
weeks for 3 different clients
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Section 5
Examples

Client #1
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Section 5
Examples

Client #2
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Section 5
Examples

Client #3

What Values, Principles, and Standards of Conduct does 
this example reflect?
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Section 5
Examples

• Values: 

• Dignity (worth and uniqueness of each person)

• Truth (accountable, forthright, honest)

• Principles:

• Veracity (accurate and objective information)

• Fidelity (commitment to client) 

• Standards of Conduct:

• 1J – do not exploit financial gain

• 3A – bill and collect fees justly and legally

• 3C - record and report accurately

• 4B - provide appropriate evaluation
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Section 5
Examples

• Late Documentation

• An OT left their place of work after 3 years of employment.  
The OT had supervised an OTA for two years who was 
consistently late with documentation (often 3-4 weeks).  After 
several attempts to encourage the OTA to complete timely 
documentation, the OT stated a lack of comfort in signing 
documentation weeks old due to mistakes made with 
objective statements. The OT left the position and was 
asked to return to sign documentation from several months 
before due to an “additional documentation request”.  The 
business stated the OT was obligated to sign the 
documentation since they were technically the supervisor of 
the OTA when the documentation was completed.  The 
business threatened to remove the OT from the “PRN list” if 
they didn’t oblige to sign the documentation.

63

61

62

63



2/26/2023

22

Section 5
Examples

• Values: 

• Prudence (govern ones self through reason)

• Truth (accountable, forthright, honest)

• Principles:

• Beneficence (prevent harm)

• Fidelity (discretion and integrity) 

• Standards of Conduct:

• 1C – inform employers and others of applicable laws

• 1G – do not engage in acts that reduce the public’s trust

• 3C - record and report in a timely manner

• 5E- take action to resolve unethical or illegal practice

• 7D – Do not engage in actions that are intimidating or bullying
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Section 5
Examples

• Travel Assignment

• A new OTA graduate decided to take a Home Health travel 
opportunity to explore new places and diversify their skillset.

• The OTA was only able to complete one extended Level II 
fieldwork due to the Covid-19 pandemic (outpatient hands) 
but did have Level I experience in peds, SNF, and 
outpatient.  

• When the OTA arrived for assignment, they asked to 
follow/observe another OT to learn the documentation and 
visit expectations.  The company declined stating this was 
not policy and was not conducive to financial expectations 
and threatened to find a replacement.  The OTA complied 
and immediately began providing therapy services.  
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Section 5
Examples

• Values: 

• Altruism (concern for the welfare of others)

• Justice (upholding moral and legal principles)

• Principles:

• Beneficence (prevent harm)

• Fidelity (treat clients with fairness, discretion, and integrity) 

• Standards of Conduct:

• 1G – do not engage in acts that reduce the public’s trust

• 5G – provide appropriate supervision based on AOTA guidelines

• 5C- take steps to avoid harm when standards don’t exist

• 4H – provide services within the practitioner’s level of competence

• 3D – do not follow arbitrary directives
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Compliance

• Medicare/Medicaid (OIG)

• State Regulations

• DOPL (State)

• Individual License

• Ethics Complaint
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Compliance Reporting

• Immediately stop engaging in any activity that you believe to be 
a compliance violation

• Discuss concerns and questions with your immediate 
supervisor

• Contact your facility or corporate compliance officer or hotline 
(all corporations should have a compliance officer)

Steps for reporting found at:

https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics/Tools-for-Productivity-
Requirements/compliance-reporting-fraud-abuse-medicare.aspx
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Compliance Reporting

• If you report something via the compliance officer the officer 
must:

• Direct compliance issues to appropriate resources for investigation 
and resolution

• Report violations to duly authorized enforcement agencies as 
appropriate or required by law

• Legally bound to maintain confidentiality of those reporting 
violations to ensure those who report violations not subject to 
retribution (confidentiality vs. anonymity)
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Compliance Reporting

• If nothing happens via internal channels

• Report your concerns to Department of Health and Human Services

• Report your concerns to the Office of Inspector General (OIG)

• For issues regarding state regulations, consider contacting the state 
ombudsman

• Seek professional legal counsel

• Contact the AOTA

The website on the next slide has links to all the above resources
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Compliance Reporting

An OT/OTA Teams Experience Reporting Illegal Skilled 
Nursing Facility Billing: Relying on Core Values, AOTA, 
and the OIG to Persevere  10/1/2018

Nursing Facility Company agreed to pay $30 million of an 
alleged $244 million of unsubstantiated charges back to 
the federal government

https://www.aota.org/Publications-
News/otp/Archive/2018/illegal-billing.aspx

www.website.com 72
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Individual License Reporting

• Reporting violations of another OT (or other discipline)

https://dopl.utah.gov/complaint/index.html

www.website.com 73

Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Ethics Reporting

• Complete an Ethics Complaint Form

• Gather supporting documentation which includes evidence, 
facts, and information as required

• The Ethics Committee (EC) will then follow procedures as 
outlined to investigate, review, and potentially hold a 
disciplinary council

Steps for reporting found at: 
https://www.aota.org/practice/practice-essentials/ethics
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Ethics Reporting
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Section 6
Steps for Reporting

• Ethics Reporting
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In addition
(disciplinary actions)

https://www.aota.org/About-Occupational-
Therapy/Ethics/Enforce.aspx

(how to file a complaint)

https://www.aota.org/practice/practice-essentials/ethics

(ethics and legal resources) 

https://www.aota.org/Practice/Ethics/Resources.aspx

www.website.com 77

Final Statement
• Reporting an ethical or legal issue is a scary thing

• Being a whistle blower may have consequences but you are protected

• If you feel the practice of OT has been legally or ethically jeopardized by an 
individual or entity, there are resources and support locally and nationally

• Too few therapists are afraid to do “what is right” due to fear

• Fortunately, we have law and code supporting “what is right”

• Jobs are out there so do not settle!
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References 79

Thank You
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Bonus Materials: 
OT ethics and overlap with PT and SLP     
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Bonus Materials
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Bonus Materials
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Bonus Materials
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