



Confidentiality vs. Safety

A QUICK OVERVIEW


It is often said that when it comes to success, it is more often who you know and not necessarily what you know.  In the world of athletic training, this is particularly true.  There are a select few within the profession that have carved out a niche that seems to be on a level above everyone else.  If you end up working with or around one of these individuals, the impression you leave with him or her could very well make or break your career.  These people have the ability to pick up a phone or, in today’s world, a keyboard and promote or kill you.  This in itself can lead to a dilemma.


What if one of these individuals is hiding a secret addiction?  As an up and coming professional in the field, it may very well pay to keep your eyes and ears shut.  However, this is not always an easy thing to do and the signs can jump right out at you without you even looking.  This was the case with my ethical dilemma.  What I had seen and heard began to add up and pointed to a secret problem with addiction.  I had almost become a confidant with this extremely powerful man and others who had seen some of the same signs were beginning to ask me questions that I really did not want to answer.  Bringing this secret into the open could very well end my career before it even started, and I had been told as much, though not in so many words.  But it was illegal and could end up killing the man involved.  

THE DETAILS

Finally the hard work during my undergraduate education had paid off.  I thoroughly enjoyed my experiences as a student athletic trainer and tried to get as much of it as possible.  Somewhere along the line, I had caught the attention of our head athletic trainer.  He was someone who was known throughout the country for everything that he had done for the profession.  He had been around long enough and had seen enough that it seemed like he knew someone on each and every staff in the country.  He could pick up the phone and call someone just about anywhere you wanted to go.  At the end of my career as a student athletic trainer, he had offered me a paid position to stay on and take over the care for the women’s rowing team.


I hadn’t even considered staying before the offer was made, but it was not something that I could turn down.  I was extremely comfortable with the staff and the department as well as many of the athletes that I would be working with.  It was a very good opportunity for me to gain some valuable experience and to continue working with an individual who could get my name out into the profession.  


Because of who he was, it was often intimidating to meet him the first time.  After being around him, however, it quickly became apparent that he was a hard working individual who was good at what he did.  I respected that aspect in his life and it helped me become one of the few who allowed into his inner circle.  This was an honor that I took seriously.  Although we did not always see eye-to-eye, many of our ideas and values were the same.  However, during the times that I did not exactly agree, the respect was there that allowed me to speak my mind as a colleague and not as a student.


It did not take long for me to be accepted as one of the staff members.  I had an idea that it may be somewhat difficult to make the transition from being a student in the program to being a staff member.  The staff quickly helped to put that thought out of my mind and made me feel very comfortable.  It also helped that I was on the good side of the head athletic trainer.  In fact without really knowing how I had done it, I had become his confidant and the one he seemed to be bouncing many of his ideas off of.


By the end of my first year on staff, I had begun to take notice of some signs that made me think that something was not quite right.  My duties with the rowing team kept me busy and I had accepted a position at a physical therapy clinic that had just opened so my time was at a premium.  On top of all of this, the rowing team often had practices in the morning so I was often in the training room very early.  As a head athletic trainer at a Division I university, Kyle was often in the training room as early as I was.  There was a lot of time when it was just he and I and many of the signs appeared during this time.  There were often times when I heard him open his desk drawer and take some type of pills from a bottle.


Kyle had always been someone whose mood was liable to change at any point during the day and for a number of reasons.  In fact, as student athletic trainers we had developed a type of code that went around when he was in one of his bad moods.  This was a warning that unless I was absolutely necessary, it was probably a good idea to stay away from Kyle.


Recently however, his mood swings had become much more frequent and seemed to involve larger extremes.  He would go from being friends with absolutely everyone to the last person in the world that you would want to speak to in what seemed like minutes.  Perhaps more obvious was the fact that the low times seemed to be lasting longer and were more frequent.


Kyle was an individual who liked to claim that he had figured it all out.  He had a job that he thoroughly enjoyed, a strong family life and he played just as hard as he worked. Even during his bad moods, there was always a spark in his eyes and he was always there when someone needed him.  Recently, however, the spark had dulled a little bit and he had actually missed some of his appointments.  


He had also begun to change his administrative style.  One of the best things about working with Kyle was the fact that his idea of administration involved hiring good people and letting them do their jobs.  Everyone knew the boundaries and the goals of the program and strived to reach them.  How they did that was pretty much up to them.  This began to change.  Kyle had begun to micromanage a little bit and on a personal level, had stopped confiding in me.


I was not the only person in the program that was seeing these changes.  Our insurance coordinator and even our team physician had come to me on separate occasions and asked me if I had noticed anything peculiar.  We seemed to be spending a lot on some prescribed medications and they were questioning if there had actually been that many prescriptions written for athletes.  They had even asked me to obtain the drug log and bring it to them if possible.


Though they did not actually come right out and say it, they both suspected that Kyle was illegally using the drugs himself or maybe giving them out without a doctor’s prescription.  Although they had not actual proof of this occurring, they did have legitimate reasons for these suspicions.  Kyle was the athletic trainer for the football team, the sport that used most of the prescription drugs that we had at our disposal through the team physicians.  He also made sure that he was the only one that knew the combination to the safe in which they were stored and that he was the one that entered the drug allotment into the drug log.  If allegations were made, he stood to be the one that was suspected first.  


As an up and coming professional in the field of athletic training I really began to wish that I had not seen or heard any of what was going on.  I wanted to close my eyes and make it all disappear.  This was a man that I needed behind me in order to advance in the profession.  If nothing else, he was definitely someone that I did not want against me.  He could end my career before it had begun.  


Just as I was trying to decide what road to take, Kyle told me that he wanted to see me.  I found out later that he had asked to see everyone of the staff.  During our meeting he made it a point to make sure that I knew who had hired me and who signed off on my paychecks.   To this day, I’m not completely sure if he knew that both the team physician and the insurance coordinator had come to me with their concerns.  Whether he did or not, I was now officially between the proverbial rock and a hard place.  Ethically, I needed to follow up on what I had seen and heard.  However, if Kyle found out, it could be the end of my career.  

THE CAST 

Me- At the time of this scenario, I was an up and coming athletic trainer.  I had chosen a Division I university as a student athletic trainer to be exposed to big time college athletics.  Now as a certified athletic trainer, I was able to stay at the same school and was in charge of the women’s rowing team.  Perhaps more importantly, I had become a confidant for the head athletic trainer.
Kyle- Kyle had been in the field of athletic training for thirty years.  During that time he had twice served as president of the national organization and had been named the distinguished athletic trainer of the year and was a member of the athletic training hall of fame.  He had served as the head athletic trainer at a major university for twenty years.  It seemed as though everywhere I went, I was asked how it was to work with Kyle.  He had been elevated to a status within the profession that few achieve in any career.  He truly was one of the best in the business, and he knew it.

Insurance Coordinator- The insurance coordinator at this university was another individual who was very good at her job.  Unfortunately, her job was the type that the only way she truly got recognized was if something went wrong.  She was the unsung hero of the athletic training department.  During the scenario in question, she had noticed some things that did not seem right with regard to the prescription drugs ordered.  She had begun to investigate the source of these disturbances.
The team physician- The team physician at the university had just recently arrived on the scene.  He struck me as someone who was looking to make a name for himself and was looking to impress whoever it took to make that name.  He had gone behind Kyle’s back and had asked me to obtain the drug log.  We had gotten off on the wrong foot from the beginning and this only seemed to make things worse.

Questions:

Who will benefit and who will get hurt

1.  Who will be hurt be not turning Kyle in for help?


Virtually everyone involved in this scenario has the potential to be hurt if Kyle is not turned in for help.  If Kyle really is using the drugs illegally, he may be the one that is hurt the most.  If he continues to use without receiving help for his problem, he is facing the possibility of doing permanent damage to his body and to his family.  As someone who potentially knew about the problem, I can also be hurt if he is not turned in for help.  Ethically and professionally, it is my duty to report things like this, and failing to do so could harm my career.  


The careers of both the insurance coordinator and the team physician are also both on the line.  Like me, they had information that may have lead them to believe that something was going on.  If further investigations were to reveal that abuse did occur and that the drugs were being charged to the university, they can be responsible both personally and financially.


On a level a little less individual, the university may also be facing a large problem.  If it comes out later that personnel knew about the problem, the university could be held responsible.  The functioning of the athletic training room will more than likely suffer as well due to the continued use of the drugs.  The harmony within the training room had already been affected.

2.  Who will be hurt if Kyle is turned in for help?


Kyle’s career will be affected tremendously.  He would have to leave his job for rehabilitation.  The publicity would be enormous even though the university should protect him.  However, his status as a former president of the NATA and current position as a head athletic trainer for a Division 1 university places him in a position to draw attention if he suddenly vacates his position.


3.   Should a newly appointed employee (lowest person on the totem pole) be expected to 

      expose the biggest authority in athletic training of wrong doing?


This was and still is a difficult question.  Established athletic trainers were unwilling to see what was right in front of their eyes.  They pretended it was not there and did not want to get involved.  Instead, they pushed me to the front of the pack.  I had no authority over Kyle, but he had the authority to fire me in the blink of an eye.  Team physicians, sport psychologists, insurance coordinators were all asking me to find the evidence and turn him in.  But, in a sense, I had the most to loose and the least to fall back on.  I should have been able to turn to the upper administration, yet they were turning toward me.  Kyle had a tremendous amount of power within the university and others seemed to be worrying about how to protect themselves and the name and reputation of the university, instead of, addressing the person and the problem.

4.  Will the team physicians loose their license to prescribe medications if Kyle is indeed    

     using their prescription pads?


The scope of practice for athletic trainers does not include prescribing medications.  In fact, athletic trainers are required to be under the supervision of a physician.  If Kyle is using their prescription pads, the physicians can be held responsible and could indeed lose their license.  Kyle was using their prescription pads to write his own prescriptions, which is against the law.  The physicians left their prescription pads in the training room and Kyle had access, thus it effects their license as well.

Is it a rumor or is it fact?

1.  Is Kyle really using prescription drugs illegally?


This is one of the big questions.  Kyle is not only my boss but is a trusted friend.  He helped me to get my career started and helped me immensely as a student athletic trainer.  To falsely accuse him of using these drugs could not only destroy my career, it could also ruin that friendship and trust.  To me, this could be an even larger side effect.  I told him some were suspicious and he pulled every team doctor, sports psychologist and employee into his office.  He let the team physicians know that he could end their contracts with the university, thus they would no longer have the opportunity to work with Division 1 athletes.  He stated the same speech to all his employees. I couldn’t honestly say that Kyle was or was not using pain medication.  Kyle had always had many aliments and had used several medications to control the symptoms.  His wife is a physician’s assistant and did not seem to be concerned about his mood swings nor his general mood.  She was concerned that as a staff, we were causing him too much stress and needed to “step-up” our efforts in or individual jobs.  I had my suspicions that he was using something, but I could not prove it and I did not want to believe it.

2.  What will happen if accusations are made and they are false?


As mentioned in the previous question, there are a number of things that could happen.  My career could be destroyed and the network and friendships that I have worked hard to develop could also be ruined.  The physician and insurance coordinator seemed to have put me on the front line.  I would wrongly accuse my mentor and in turn, I would ruin my career.  Kyle had the power to make a call and find you a job anywhere in the country.  He also had the power to make a call that would ruin your career forever.  But more importantly, I would loose the mentor who I respected and had learned so much from.

What are the written policies?

1.  What are the guidelines from the National Athletic Trainers Association?


As a professional athletic trainer, it is my duty to report any misuse of medication and to report any actions that act outside the scope of athletic training.  If it is later determined that I had knowledge of the incident and did not report it, my certification could be revoked.

2.  Does the university have a drug/alcohol policy?  

The university does have a drug and alcohol policy.  At the time, I did not know the exact language.  However, I now know that the university is obligated to maintain the employment of the person while they are actively seeking help.

Where can you find help?

1.  Does the university assist in rehabilitation?

  No, the university does not pay for nor do they pay the salary of the person while they are seeking help.

2.  Is rehabilitation anonymous?

Rehabilitation should be anonymous.  But, there always seems to be a leak to the local paper, which leaks it to the national papers.  Anonymous is great in theory, but was never practiced in this situation.

What is the bigger picture?
1.  How can this affect the P.R. of the university?  Any time there is negative publicity about the university or a member of the university community, it causes a stir.  The university has just gone through several negative publications in local and national papers, news reports and magazines, thus they could not afford more negative publicity at this time.  Negative publicity associated with the athletic department was even more crucial at this time.

2.  How will this affect the employees of the department?

The employees could loose a mentor and a leader in their department. Secondly, employees may choose sides either to support Kyle or stand back from the fall out.  Employees may have to fill the void of Kyle’s position, find a temporary boss.  One employee may become the interim director or their maybe no leader at all.  

