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Frequently Asked Questions: Medical Ethics 

What are the guiding principles of medical ethics? 
Beneficence—Is the proposed course in the patient’s best interests? 
Non-Maleficence—Will the proposed plan cause harm to the patient? First do no harm. 
Patient Autonomy—Has the patient indicated his/her wishes in advance?  Respect for the self-
determination of the patient. 
Justice/Fairness—Are there legal questions or moral concerns that might affect decision-making? 
Contextual Features—Are there concerns in the family or culture that have bearing on the care plan?  
 
What might be an example of an ethics consult? 
If a patient was unable to make their own decisions and there was a disagreement among qualifying 
family members about the course of treatment, that could be an ethics consult if there was at least 
some validity to each party’s goals of care. Or, in a situation where a marginalized patient or voiceless 
patient needs support in decision making. Often critically ill patients for whom decision makers are 
unclear can lead to an ethics consult. 
 
What tools should be used to determine patient preferences? 
Advance Directives can determine patient preferences. Other less official methods may not be binding, 
but should be taken into consideration, including written notes and the spoken word as observed either 
by clinical staff or family of patient. 
 
Do patient preferences trump medical indications? 
No. A patient request does not mean a physician needs to comply if the request is not medically 
indicated.   
 
Who qualifies as a surrogate decision maker? 
This varies significantly by state and country. Additionally, the laws can be updated with some 
frequency. Check with local statutes to be sure you understand who makes healthcare decisions for you 
when you are unable to do so. In most places, having an appointed person to make healthcare decisions 
for you (an appointed healthcare representative, power of attorney for healthcare, etc.) will be 
honored. 
 


