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1. The RUH Clinical Ethics Committee

This is a group that provides advice in a hospital setting on
problems with an ethical component. The members include
clinicians (doctors and nurses), an academic ethicist, a
psychologist, a chaplain and a solicitor. There is also a
representative from the management team.

Members of the group can be contacted at any time by staff
who would like the group to help resolve particular ethical
problems. We accept any referral about a clinical ethical
problem. We are unable to consider matters of clinical
competence, professional discipline or resource allocation.
Enquiries outside our remit will, with the enquirer’s
permission, be forwarded to the relevant person or group.

Once a member is contacted and the nature of the problem
established, additional members will be contacted as
necessary. Members’ views may be summarised in a
written response.

The enquirer and any people involved in the referral (staff
and patient) will normally remain anonymous during
discussions and when records are kept, although it is
accepted that this will not always be possible. With the
consent of those involved, a note about the consultation
may be put in the patient’s notes.

The group meets every three months, but is available to
make decisions at any time. The group is chaired by one of
its members on a rotating basis.

Anyone who wants to refer a case to the Clinical Ethics
Committee can do so by phoning the Committee secretary,
Anna Jenkins ext 5725 during office hours, and switchboard
out of hours.



2. Introduction

All doctors are required under the terms of their registration
with the GMC to practice ethically. Some areas of medical
ethics and law may be unclear to staff and this booklet was
designed to give brief guidance on a number of situations
which may be encountered in hospital practice. The Clinical
Ethics Committee was set up to give advice to any member
of RUH staff on any ethical issue and members would be
very happy to answer questions or receive comments from
anyone after they have read this booklet.

3. Confidentiality

Patients are entitled to expect that medical staff will not
divulge their personal information to others. This
expectation is enshrined in tradition and in law. If an adult
does not wish to have medical or other personal
information discussed with others, even with their close
family, then such wishes must be respected. Medical staff
must not hold discussions about patients’ private medical
details in public places or otherwise allow personal
information to be inappropriately divulged.

There are few exceptions to this obligation. Confidentiality
can be broken under circumstances where there is an
expectation of harm to others, and that harm would
outweigh the harm done by breaking confidentiality. A
decision to act in this way is not to be taken lightly, and
should follow discussion with senior colleagues. There are
legal circumstances in which a patient’s condition must be
reported, for example if public health is at risk from a
disease outbreak. Finally, children are not normally able to
insist that their medical condition be kept from their parents.
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This does not automatically entitle parents to know other
personal information unless there are overriding reasons for
disclosure (see Specific issues in children, Section 13). |

It is particularly important when treating members of staff
and their families to be mindful of confidentiality. Where
patients are your colleagues it is inappropriate to be
sharing information about their medical management,
reading their case notes and so on, unless you are directly
involved in their care.

For further information please see the GMC booklet
‘Confidentiality: Protecting and Providing Information’ at
www.gmc-uk.org |

4. Consent

You may treat an adult patient where he or she has
consented to be treated. In essence, consent comprises
three elements: it must be voluntarily given, by a
competent person, who is sufficiently well informed as to
the nature of the procedure, its risks and benefits and any
alternatives that may be available. When a patient refuses
to consent to treatment, this must be respected, unless you
believe - in good faith - that the refusal was not made
voluntarily or that the patient is not competent.

The extent of disclosure required is generally greater for
elective compared with emergency procedures, where there
may not be sufficient time to discuss issues fully. However,
all possible efforts should be made to ensure that patients
consent as far as circumstances allow. Particularly stringent
rules apply to obtaining consent for procedures involved in
research.



