
The Ethics of Care, Treatment and Services 
 

The ethics of care is a normative ethical theory that holds that moral action centers on interpersonal 
relationships and care or benevolence as a virtue. 

 

The language of ethics related to healthcare, also commonly called bioethics, is applied across all 
practice settings, and four basic principles are commonly accepted. These principles include 
(1) autonomy, (2) beneficence, (3) nonmaleficence, and (4) justice. For Case managers, and other 
health professionals, veracity (truthfulness) and fidelity (trust) are also spoken of as ethical principles 
but they are not part of the foundational ethical principles identified by bioethicists. 

The Principle of Autonomy 

Autonomy is an American value. It is the ability to make decisions for oneself, also known as self-
government. We hold great respect for individual rights and equate freedom with autonomy. Our 
system of democratic law supports autonomy and, as such, upholds the right of individuals to make 
decisions about their own healthcare. 

Respect for autonomy requires that patients be told the truth about their condition and be informed 
about the risks and benefits of treatment in order for them to make informed decisions. Under the law, 
they are permitted to refuse treatment even if the best and most reliable information indicates that 
treatment would be beneficial, unless their action may have a negative impact on the well-being of 
another individual. These conflicts set the stage for ethical dilemmas. 

The Principle of Beneficence 

The beneficent practitioner provides care that is in the best interest of the patient. Beneficence is the 
act of being kind. The actions of the healthcare provider are designed to bring about a positive outcome. 
Beneficence always raises the question of subjective and objective determinations, of benefit versus 
harm. A beneficent decision can only be objective if the same decision would be made regardless of who 
was making it. 

Traditionally the ethical decision-making process and the ultimate decision were the determination of 
the physician. This is no longer the case; the patient and other healthcare providers, according to their 
specific expertise, are central to the decision-making process. 

The Principle of Nonmaleficence 

Nonmaleficence means doing no harm. Providers must ask themselves whether their actions may harm 
the patient either by omission or commission. Actions or practices of a healthcare provider are “right” as 
long as they are in the interest of the patient and avoid negative consequences. 

Harm by an act of omission means that some action could have been done to avoid harm but wasn’t 
done. Omission would be failing to raise the side rails on the patient’s hospital bed, upon which the 



patient fell out and was injured. An act of Commission is something actually done that resulted in harm. 
An example of an act of commission would be delivering a medication in the wrong dose or to the wrong 
patient. 

Patients with terminal illnesses are often concerned that technology will maintain their life beyond their 
wishes; thus, healthcare professionals are challenged to improve care during this end stage of life. 
Patients may even choose to hasten death if options are available. The right of the individual to choose 
to “die with dignity” is the ultimate manifestation of autonomy, but it is difficult for healthcare providers 
to accept death when there may still be viable options. Indeed, in most states it is still illegal to hasten 
death by any active means. 

The Principle of Justice 

Justice speaks to equity and fairness in treatment. Hippocrates related ethical principles to the individual 
relationship between the physician and the patient. Ethical practice today must extend beyond 
individuals to the institutional and societal realms. This means that, in addition to providing fairness in 
treatment to the patient, the institution and staff must also be treated fairly. For example, it is not fair if 
a patient cannot make payments and the institution has to pay for the treatments already given for the 
patient’s benefit. 

Justice may be seen as having two types: distributive and comparative. 

 Distributive justice addresses the degree to which healthcare services are distributed equitably 
throughout society. 

Comparative justice determines how healthcare is delivered at the individual level. It looks at disparate 
treatment of patients on the basis of age, disability, gender, race, ethnicity, and religion. 

Process to Address Ethical Issues 

Gather as much information as possible. Before taking action to solve an ethical issue, you need to have 
as thorough an understanding of that issue as possible. The problem may not be as straightforward as it 
first appears. 

 Ask yourself if you really know enough information to determine what's going on. 

Ideally, you should gather all relevant facts concerning the issue at hand, but if you 

cannot collect all the facts, you at least need to know enough to make a well-educated 

hypothesis. 

 You also need to ask yourself if you might be making assumptions. Everyone has their 

own personal and professional biases. Some of those biases are grounded in 

experience, but if you aren't careful, they could be skewing your perspective and 

making you see something that doesn't actually exist. 



Identify the parties involved. Determine who else in the company is involved in this issue. Involvement 
can be direct or indirect. 

 On a direct level, those participating in the ethical violation are certainly involved. 

 On an indirect level, those who will be impacted regardless of having no say in the 

issue are also involved. Among others, this can include coworkers, customers, and 

stockholders. 

 You'll also need to determine who, among those involved, will be your allies. Since 

fixing this issue goes beyond the limits of your power, you will need the support, 

assistance, and direction of others when solving it. That being the case, knowing who 

you can trust is a very important matter. 
 
Pinpoint the ethical issues involved. Instead of settling for a general sense that something is wrong, you 
need to ask yourself which ethical principles are being abused. 

 Some ethical violations are more obvious than others. For instance, if you caught a 

coworker stealing expensive equipment, you could make the clear distinction that 

theft is wrong. In situations dealing with small violations or interdepartmental strife, 

though, the violation may not be as clear. 

 Review the circumstances again and ask yourself which fundamental principle is 

affected. Possible options include violations of power, integrity, honesty, objectivity, 

professional competence, confidentiality, or fairness. 

 
Review the company's standard procedure. Find out if your company currently has an internal system 
set up for dealing with ethical issues like this. 

 If you have a company manual or similar documentation, review it now. Look into the 

organization's policies concerning workplace ethics. 

 Pay close attention to the chain of command. Find out who you should involve at 

which points, and the correct procedure for doing so. 

 If the company doesn't have a set structure for dealing with ethical issues, you will 

need to determine who to go to using your own experience and understanding. 
 
List and evaluate your options. Think of every possible option available to you instead of settling for the 
most obvious. Write out each of these options and consider the impact each one might have.[2] 

 When evaluating your options, consider how each one fares in the light of your 

company's internal procedures, any external laws involved, and any general ethical 

values upheld by society as a whole. 



 Predict the consequences that will result from each option. This includes both positive 

and negative outcomes. Understand that, in some circumstances, each option may 

come with both negative and positive consequences. 
Execute the best option. After reviewing all of your options, determine which is best and put it into 
practice. 

 In most cases, the solution will require you to escalate the issue to an authority within 

the company. The correct person may depend upon who within the company is guilty 

of the violation. Moreover, if the highest authorities in the company are guilty, you 

may need to bring the violation to the attention of an external authority. 

 The best option should address the ethical issue in a productive manner. If multiple 

ethical values are involved, your solution should usually correct as many violations as 

possible. 

 Whatever option you choose, be prepared to stand by it. There will always be critics, 

and there is no guarantee that you can remain anonymous throughout the entire 

corrective process. 

 
Keep a record as you monitor the outcome. Unfortunately, your work doesn't end just because you've 
reported the issue. Keep an eye on how things progress to make sure that the issue is genuinely 
addressed. 

 As a general rule, it's a good idea to document nearly everything in writing. This 

includes your own investigations, the reports you've filed, and the discussions you've 

had concerning this issue. You may need to use these written records to defend 

yourself later. 

 
Take things to the next level when needed. If the initial solution you implement doesn't work, keep 
trying. Continue through the hierarchy until you've exhausted every possibility. 

 Don't be afraid of going above someone's head if he or she isn't getting the job done. 

Be reasonable when evaluating how that supervisor has handled things, but don't let 

yourself be bullied into submission by someone trying to sweep things under the rug. 
 


