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Ethics is a complex tapestry, a picture with many colours and strands

As controversial and sensitive ethical issues continue to challenge doctors and other healthcare professionals, many professionals have begun to develop an appreciation for personal philosophies of ethics and diverse viewpoints of others.

Ethical choices, both minor and major, confront us every day in the provision of health care for persons with diverse values living in a pluralistic and multicultural society. In the face of such diversity, where can we find moral action guides when there is confusion or conflict about what ought to be done? Such guidelines would need to be broadly acceptable among the religious and the nonreligious and for persons across many different cultures. Due to the many variables that exist in the context of clinical cases as well as the fact that in health care there are several ethical principles that seem to be applicable in many situations these principles are not considered absolutes, but serve as powerful action guides in clinical medicine. 
Doctors should know how hospitals and other medical institutions function and how different health care providers and administrators work together. These relationships include physicians’ interactions with nurses, respiratory therapists, physical therapists, occupational therapists, nurses’ aides, and members of hospital administration in the areas of finance and risk management. 

Ethics is not a prescription or set of rules to be followed blindly. There is rarely a single ‘right’ answer to the ethical dilemmas in practice, but ethics involves a systematic approach to moral dilemmas. Patients and society should be confident that difficult choices are not dealt with in an arbitrary fashion, or simply dependent on the particular moral stand taken by clinicians. Central to modern clinical ethics is the dignity and respect for the patient as individuals capable of understanding and where possible taking decisions about their treatment.

Ethics is NOT a set of rules. Each case should be treated on its merits and specific circumstances (for example not all premature babies will have the same outcome). A one rule fits all approach might be unethical as it fails to consider the specific interests of those involved.

Four fundamental principles are often applied in modern medical ethics:

1. Respect for individual autonomy – individuals are regarded as moral agents with duties and obligations and the capacity to understand and make ethical decisions.

2. Principle of beneficence – seek to do good

3. Principle of non-maleficence – avoid doing harm

4. Principle of Justice – people should be treated fairly
Ethics DOES seek to set up guidelines to act as signposts to good ethical practice. Always consider any guidelines issued by medical professional bodies; but be prepared for exceptions. Also, guidelines may change in the light of experience and new evidence. 

