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	Ethical Principles for Consideration

	


Please consider the following ethical principles when developing a position on ethical dilemmas brought to the attention of the Lincoln Regional Medical Center Ethics Committee:
1. Respect: Consider the following issues regarding respect for the patient:
· Autonomy – Physicians must respect a patient’s right to make decisions about his/her own treatment. 
In the past several decades, physicians tended to take a paternalistic approach with their patients, meaning that they made decisions for the patient. Today, patients have increased rights, including making decisions about their own treatments. 

· Fidelity – Physicians, bound by the Hippocratic Oath, cannot endanger their patients or act outside the scope of their responsibilities. 

· Confidentiality—Medical ethics require health care professionals to protect the confidentiality of their patients. 
Health care professionals should not release information about their patients’ history, including anything the patients tell them in confidence. 
Note that adhering to this principle is not always straightforward.  For example, maintaining confidentiality may be problematic when doing so endangers another person’s physical or psychological well-being. (The person in danger may be the patient or someone else – as in if the patient is a child abuser.  Keeping such information confidential can put the life or well-being of a child at risk.) 

Ultimately, health care professionals must use their best judgment to balance their commitment to confidentiality with the ramifications of doing so.
· Truth and honesty—Physicians cannot lie to their patients, not even in an effort to influence their patients’ decisions for the patients’ well-being, nor to protect themselves. Physicians must honestly explain treatment options, including risks.

2. Beneficence (doing good) – Beneficence means that one’s actions will result in a good outcome. Health care professionals should consider the benefits to the patient and try to “do good,” meaning, to act in the patient’s best interest. 

3. Nonmaleficence (not doing harm) – Physicians must avoid unnecessary or intentional harm, meaning they must consider the risks and potential harm their actions or decisions could cause to the patient. Physicians are bound to this principle when they take the required Hippocratic Oath.
4. Justice – The principle of justice deals with fairness and requires physicians to consider the effects of their actions on the community. 
For example, consider a patient who cannot pay for a life saving surgery. Should the hospital pay for the procedure? The physician and/or hospital must consider whether such a policy would be fair to other patients who would not receive help paying for their procedures. For instance, might someone else be denied treatment because this person’s surgery exhausted the hospital’s available resources?  If the policy is not fair to the larger community, it is not ethical.

