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Ethical Principles 

• Beneficence
• Do “good” by the patient 

• Non-Maleficence
• Avoid harm

• Autonomy
• Uphold right of self-determination 

• Justice
• Distribute resources in an equitable manner 



Ethics in Palliative Care 

• Complexity beyond guiding principles
• Technology

• Politics

• Demographics/Diversity

• Shift from paternalism to autonomy

• Surrogate decision makers



Case Demonstration 

• Mr. Auto is a 91 year old
• PMHx: Alcoholism, subdural hematoma, hypertension, dementia (MOCA: 

15/30)

• Medications: none

• Social Hx: divorced, two children, educated, military, lives in a house alone, 
private pay caregiver 3hr/d, 2d/week, delivered meals, likely still drinking

• Functional status: Walks with a cane, manages ADLs, requires assistance with 
IADLs



Case Demonstration

• Matters
• Avoiding hospitalization, living and passing away in his home, independence, 

direct communication 

• Mentation
• Moderate dementia, anger/frustration

• Medication
• No medications

• Mobility
• Walks with cane, has avoided falls since his subdural hematoma 



Case Demonstration
• Mr. Auto’s children live out of town but visit frequently

• Son is his MPOA and communicates with caregiver
• Mr. Auto is resentful of his children 
• Son has taken away guns, alcohol and car keys (supported by MD)
• Mr. Auto calls the police about these “stolen” items
• He feels children do not “trust” him
• He feels his children are trying to be his doctor
• Long term care discussions have been initiated

• Mr. Auto and caregiver have a close relationship
• Caregiver receives differing input from family and Mr. Auto
• Caregiver has been told by family to avoid driving him to buy alcohol 
• Mr. Auto reports he feels he is “in jail” 



Case Discussion Points 

• What ethical principles should be considered in this case?

• How should the health care team reconcile differences between a 
patient’s strongly felt wishes vs. those of a loving and concerned 
family?
• How are his relationships affected?

• How does the patient’s alcoholism add a layer of complexity to this case?

• How would you help this patient meet what matters to him? 



Summary

• Four guiding principles of medical ethics need to be considered in 
palliative care

• Ethical challenges are common in palliative care given added 
complexities

• Communication, centered on what matters to the patient, is essential 
for ethical care
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