Medicine and Ethics

Chapter 6

Ethics

Ethics: thoughts, judgments, and actions on issues that have implications of moral right and wrong.

Etiquette

Etiquette deals with courtesy, customs, and manners.

Ethics should not be confused with etiquette. 

Rights

Rights: claims made by a person or group on society, a group, or an individual. 

Ethical Distress

Ethical distress is a problem to which there is an obvious solution, but a barrier hinders the action that should be taken. 

Ethical Dilemma

An ethical dilemma is a situation with two or more solutions, but in choosing one, something of value is lost. 

Dilemma of Justice

A dilemma of justice involves allocation of benefits and their fair distribution. 

Locus of Authority

Two or more authority figures, each with an idea of how to handle a situation, are the center of locus-of-authority issues. 

The Ethical Decision-making Process

Making an ethical decision is easier with a logical approach and a five-step process. 

Five-step Process

The steps include

gathering relevant information,

identifying the type of ethical problem,

determining the ethics approach to use,

exploring the practical alternatives, and

completing the action.

Using the Five Steps

Gather relevant information.

Identify the type of problem.

Determine the ethical approach to use.

Explore alternatives.

Make the decision and complete the action.

AMA Code of Ethics

The AMA’s Code of Ethics has four components:

principles of medical ethics

the fundamental elements of the patient-physician relationship

current opinions of the CEJA with annotations

reports of the CEJA

CEJA Opinions

Although healthcare professionals do not have to abide by the opinions of the Council on Ethical and Judicial Affairs (CEJA), many professionals practice in accordance with these opinions. 

Ethical Duty

A duty is an obligation that a person has or is perceived to have. 

Non-maleficence refers to refraining from  harming the self or another person. 

Beneficence refers to bringing about good. 

Fidelity is the concept of keeping promises.

Veracity refers to the duty to tell the truth. 

Justice, in relation to medical ethics, deals with the fair distribution of benefits and burdens among individuals or groups with legitimate claims on those benefits. 

Ethical Problems

Ethical distress: problem faced when a certain course of action is indicated, but some hindrance or barrier prevents that action.

The professional knows the right thing to do, but for whatever reason, cannot do it. 

Ethical dilemma: situation in which two or more choices are acceptable and correct, but doing one precludes doing another. Something of value may be lost if a second choice is eliminated.

The proverbial “rock and a hard place,” whereby a choice must be made that has a greater effect than may be seen on the surface.

Dilemma of justice: this problem focuses on the fair distribution of benefits. Dilemmas of justice include those found with organ donations and distribution of scarce or expensive medications. 

In locus-of-authority issues, two or more authority figures have their own ideas about how a situation should be handled, but only one authority will prevail. If one physician believes a patient should have surgery and another does not, how does the patient decide?

The Ethical Medical Assistant

An ethical medical assistant will not participate in known substandard or unlawful practices, especially those that might be harmful to patients. 

Keeping Informed

The medical assistant has an ethical obligation to be aware of current developments that affect the practice of medicine and care of the patients.

Continuing Education

Membership in a professional organization provides continuing education to maintain knowledge and skills.

Confidentiality

Confidentiality is of major importance.

It is unethical to reveal patient confidences to anyone including family, spouse, best friends, and other medical assistants.

Breach of patient confidentiality is sufficient reason for immediate termination. 

HIV

Some individuals might be concerned about reporting to various agencies, but unique identifiers maintain the confidentiality of those tested for HIV.

With these identifiers, patients have much less fear of discrimination due to HIV.

Genetic Testing

Many ethical concerns surround the advent of genetic testing, such as how the information will be used and who will have access to it.

Discrimination could be possible with the knowledge of a person’s genetic blueprint. 

