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Ethical theories " ¢ )
For centuries, philosophers have come up Emﬁ:.ﬂsmowm:nm_ §M.<m “n_; ﬂm\w,_\_*_dsm right from,
wrong and for giving guidelines about how to live m:.& act et ically. €N you are
faced with a difficult situation in life, you can use ethical theories to guide your
ferent points, in order for you to reach an

decisions. Each theory emphasises dif > 1IN O r
ethically correct decision. You will have your own individual choice of theory baseq oh

your life experience. Some of the key theories are described briefly here.

Consequentialism
Early writers on consequentialism were Jeremy Bentham (1748-1 832) and one of his

students, John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). A modern writer on consequentialism is Peter
Singer (born 1946). This theory says that the correct moral response is related to

the outcome, or consequences, of the act, not its intentions or motives. If you were
making a decision about a person’s health or social care using this theory, you would
look at the likely results of your decision for that person’s wellbeing and the wellbeing
of others. For example, a critically-ill child needs a very expensive surgical treatment
and has low survival expectancy. Should the NHS do the operation or should the
money be allocated to carry out hundreds of tonsillectomy operations? What are the
consequences of spending the money either way? Which is the most important?

Deontology
Writers on deontology include Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and W.D. Ross CmNNwa;

Deontology theory says that you should stick to your obligations and duties to a
person or society when making a decision because this m.m ethically correct. It focuses

on your intentions rather than the outcomes of your N.Q.O:m, This means, for example.
that rules about who receives what treatment are applied universally and consistently.
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| patients are oYV'Ed the dUt\( of care and the duty of not being harmed. This theory
A s not take vf"lrIOUS factors into account, such as a lack of resources making it
dopossib'e to give everyone the same care everywhere,

im

principlis™
fors on 'nin(ipliun include Tom |, Beauch
ntens

X amp and James F. Childress. This
v uses the following four key ethic

”“‘,\\.u' al practices.
Autonomy: respecting the decision-makir

’ enabling them to make independent, re

'8 capabilities of autonomous people by
asoned and informed choices about their
ownh care.

geneficence: l\-\'-\'f""‘ﬂ benefits of treatment against the risks and costs, so acting
inaway that benetits the patient

» ‘ and promotes the wellbeing of others. For
eample, using the cancer drug trastuzumab (Herceptin®) costs £22,000 to treat one

person for one year (correctin August 201 5). Would this money be better spent on
ving many people who suffer a heart attack each year?

» Non-maleficence: doing no harm, so avoidin
making sure that any side effects of treatme
treatment.

g causing harm. For example, by
nt do not outweigh the benefits of that

» Justice: being moraIIY right and fair, distributing a fair share of benefits, doing what
the law says and looking at the rights of the people involved.

The aim of principlism is to bring together the best elements of the various other
ethical theories that match with most social, individual or religious belief systems.

virtue ethics

This theory, which has its roots in the work of Plato and Aristotle, focuses on the
moral character, or virtues, of the individuals. If using this theory as a health or social
care professional, you would make decisions based on your morals and what you feel
is the right way to behave towards patients and colleagues. For example, you might
take time to explain treatment options to a patient and find out what they want to
happen.

rTheory into practice )

r . )
Jenna is 23 years old. She has a baby who is 6 months old and a partner, and

they have just moved into their first flat together. She smokes 40 cigarettes a day
to cope with the cravings she now has because, when she was 16, she became
addicted to drugs. She has been clean for two years now.

David is 60 years old and has always made healthy lifestyle choices, so he is fit and
active. He lives with his wife in a cottage in the countryside and has four grown-
up children who are all married, or with a long-term partner, and have their own

homes,

Both Jenna and David have a life-threatening iliness and need very expensive
treatment to save their lives. There is only enough money in the budget to give
one of these two patients the treatment. Who should it be? Apply each of the

. : inking using each theory. Then
eth: . ; _Explain your thinking using Y
thical theories to the situation. Exp hink is the most ethical.
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