Gaining Ethical Perspective

Ethical dilemmas generally have wider implications than those we see in a specific case, so it’s critical to step back from the details of one particular scenario to gain a broader perspective on the issue.

For example, let’s say we tackle the ethical dilemma of whether or not euthanasia is ever justified. Now, consider the patient that has prompted the debate, Mr. X, and imagine the following: he’s not in much pain, has at least six months to live, has a 5% chance of total recovery, and in general seems to have a lot to live for. Based on Mr. X’s circumstance alone, we may decide that euthanasia is wrong and apply this belief to other cases in general.

However, perhaps we walked away from the above problem too quickly, ignoring the broader implications of our decision.  What about the woman down the hall, Ms. Q, with terminal cancer? Doctors estimate she has only days left to live, she is in agonizing pain because the painkillers are no longer effective, she has no estimated hope of recovering, and she’s asked her family to help her end her life in a dignified manner.  

Indeed, Ms. Q’s case is very different from Mr. X’s.  Ethics committees often make decisions that apply to issues in general—rather than to just one specific case. This is not to suggest that ethics committees apply a one-size-fits-all approach to problem solving; nevertheless, their decisions invariably apply to a situation in general, rather than one specific person. (Occasionally, committees will review a case that is so unusual in its circumstances that they must deal with it as a one-time situation, but generally, this is not the case.)

How to step back from a situation:

Most people struggle to view an issue from outside of their own perspective. Therefore, one of the first steps to take when considering an ethical dilemma is to back away from the situation and try to look at it broadly, rather than from just one or two perspectives.
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The diagram below represents a useful strategy to use when considering ethical dilemmas.  The two dots in the circle represent two opposing views on an issue, and the circle itself represents a broader perspective. As you are considering the components of an issue, try to keep your thinking on the outer edges of the circle. Look beyond your own perspective and walk the line of possibilities. Think about something from every angle you can. Once you have considered a broad range of perspectives, push yourself even further. The star represents the best thinking you can do on an issue. Push yourself to come up with new ideas, new possibilities, and new considerations that your initial thought process didn’t include. 

