Case of Jimena

Jimena is a 15 year old girl with an I.Q. of 52 and is considered to have mental retardation.  She functions at the intellectual level of an 11 year old.  Jimena suffered brain damage as a result of complications during her birth.
Shortly after Jimena’s tenth birthday, her parents separated and divorced and her mother later claimed that raising Jimena was extremely frustrating to her.  She filled out an application to place Jimena in a state school and hospital for children who have mental retardation. 
Jimena’s aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. Garcia, were distressed at this possibility and allowed Jimena to come and live with them. 

One evening, Mrs. Garcia was helping Jimena get ready for her evening bath and noticed a swelling in her abdomen.  She took Jimena to the doctor and learned that she was four months pregnant.  Jimena apparently was not aware that she was pregnant; she occasionally complained of mild stomach pains, but did not ask questions about her bulging stomach.

The doctor suggested that the Garcias not tell Jimena of the pregnancy and to arrange to have the baby adopted.  The doctor was concerned about confusing and distressing Jimena and felt that it was in her best interest not to be informed about the baby.  The Garcias reluctantly and with great misgivings accepted the doctor’s advice and agreed not to tell Jimena and to put the baby up for adoption.  Mrs. Garcia was developing cataracts and Mr. Garcia was himself recovering from a mild stroke.  It simply was not realistic for them to care for Jimena’s baby.

The Garcias consult you, a social worker, about their decision.  Answer the following questions:

1. To what extent does a social worker have an obligation to be truthful in his or her work with clients?

2. Should Jimena be told about the baby and involved in the decision concerning adoption?

3. Whose interests should be considered primary?  Jimena’s?  The baby’s?  The Garcias’?
4. When, if ever, is it acceptable to withhold information from a client on the grounds that it is in his or her “best interests”?

5. What will you advise them to do?

