
Values (or principles):  A Sampler 

 

 

About ethical decision-making 

In all the challenging situations of moral or ethical choice, there is a good reason for doing this—and a 

good reason for doing that – and we cannot do both – but we must choose, and act.  In the health care 

context decision-makers are often making choices on behalf of others – which services shall we 

offer/prioritize (and by extension which services will we contract – or not offer.)  Because these 

decisions are on behalf of the community we serve, the decisions must be accountable.  Generally, we 

achieve accountability by going through a process which exhibits the appropriate characteristics.  One 

standard approach is “Accountability for reasonableness” (A4R).  See page 3.  

In conditions of scarce resources (and resources are always relatively scarce) any decision to do this – 

leaves other things undone.  Often, we are in the business of “balancing” harms to one individual or 

group against the benefits or harms to others.  As we conduct those discussions – we will invoke ethical 

values or principles to justify or explain our reasons.  Ethical principles or values are reasons for doing 

this.. rather than that.   

 

The most often cited principles of Bioethics (from Beauchamp and Childress) are: 

 

Autonomy   

The idea that one ought to be able to make the decisions that most affect you.  That each person can 

develop his or her life plan and make his or her own choices. 

Autonomy gives rise to respect for persons and consent. 

Beneficence 

Do good. 

Non-maleficence  

Do not harm. 

Justice 

Fairness 

 

In 2005 The Joint Centre for Bioethics produce a paper on Pandemic Planning called “Stand on Guard for 

thee.”    http://www.jcb.utoronto.ca/people/documents/upshur_stand_guard.pdf 

http://www.jcb.utoronto.ca/people/documents/upshur_stand_guard.pdf


There they presented ten substantive ethical values and five procedural values to guide planning for a 

pandemic.  The values have broader application than just for pandemic planning.  Their text has been 

edited for broader applicability, and I have included some additional explanation.  In addition, I have 

added the principles of “utility” and “compassion.” 

Individual liberty  

Restrictions to individual liberty may be necessary to protect others from serious harm.  

Restrictions to individual liberty must:  

• be proportional, necessary, and relevant;  

• employ the least restrictive means; and  

• be applied equitably.  

Utility 

Maximise the good for the benefit of the entire community.  This value assumes far more than usual 

significance during the exceptional circumstances of a pandemic public health emergency.  Note that 

this can conflict with the dictates of individual liberty, fairness. 

Protection of the public from harm  

To protect the public from harm, health care organizations and public health authorities may be 

required to take actions that impinge on individual liberty. Decision makers must:  

• weigh the imperative for compliance;  

• provide reasons for public health measures to encourage compliance; and  

• establish mechanisms to review decisions.  

Proportionality  

Proportionality requires that restrictions to individual liberty and measures taken to protect the public 

from harm should not exceed what is necessary to address the actual level of risk to or critical needs of 

the community.  

Privacy  

Individuals have a right to privacy in health care. 

Individuals have a right to have their health information kept confidential  

 Duty to provide  

Inherent to all codes of ethics for health care professionals is the duty to provide care and to respond to 

suffering. Health care providers have to weigh demands of their professional roles against other 

competing obligations to their own health, and to family and friends. Moreover, health care workers 

face significant challenges related to resource allocation, scope of practice, professional liability, and 

workplace conditions.  



Reciprocity  

Reciprocity requires that society support those who face a disproportionate burden in protecting the 

public good, and take steps to minimize burdens as much as possible. Measures to protect the public 

good are likely to impose a disproportionate burden on health care workers, patients, and their families.  

Equity  

All patients have an equal claim to receive the health care they need. 

Trust  

Trust is an essential component of the relationships among clinicians and patients, staff and their 

organizations, the public and health care providers or organizations, and among organizations within a 

health system. Trust is enhanced by upholding such process values as transparency.  

Solidarity  

Calls for collaborative approaches that set aside traditional values of self-interest or territoriality among 

health care professionals, services, or institutions.  

Stewardship  

Those entrusted with governance roles should be guided by the notion of stewardship. Inherent in 

stewardship are the notions of trust, ethical behaviour, prudent use of resources, and good decision-

making. This implies that decisions regarding resources are intended to achieve the best patient health 

and public health outcomes. 

Compassion 

Understanding the suffering of another and the willingness to help where possible. 

 

Accountability:  Five procedural values (A4R) 

Reasonable  

Decisions should be based on reasons (i.e., evidence, principles, and values) that stakeholders can agree 

are relevant. The decisions should be made by people who are credible and accountable.  

Open and transparent  

The process by which decisions are made must be open to scrutiny, and the basis upon which decisions 

are made should be publicly accessible.  

Inclusive  

Decisions should be made explicitly with stakeholder views in mind, and there should be opportunities 

to engage stakeholders in the decision-making process.  

Responsive  



There should be opportunities to revisit and revise decisions as new information emerges throughout 

the crisis. There should be mechanisms to address disputes and complaints.  

Accountable  

There should be mechanisms in place to ensure that decision makers are answerable for their actions 

and inactions.  


