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Handout 5.1
Strengthening Ethical Arguments—Summary 


ETHICAL ARGUMENTS BASED ON CREDOS

1. Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements: 

Deconstructed Format for Credo-Based Rationales
[Decision or action] is (consistent/inconsistent) with the [type of credo] that [credo statement].

Example:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal is ethically justifiable because…

Clarified Rationale:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal is consistent with the policy standard that we are obligated to provide benefits that are covered under our health plan, and vasectomy reversal is a covered benefit.

2. 	Make the ethical argument more compelling by ensuring that its rationale is normative, logical, and credible:

1) 	Normative: Check to see if the rationale makes it clear that the credo relates to an ethical behavior.

Example:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is ethically justifiable because…

Normative Rationale:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is consistent with our policy that we should offer heart transplants to all patients for whom it is medically indicated, and heart transplantation is medically indicated for severe cardiomyopathy.

2) 	Logical: Add supporting information to explain how the credo is logically connected to the decision or action in question. 

Example:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is ethically justifiable because…

Logical Rationale:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is consistent with our policy that we should offer heart transplants to all patients for whom it is medically indicated, and heart transplantation is medically indicated for this patient because he has severe cardiomyopathy.

3) 	Credible: Add supporting information to explain why you think that the credo is true (ideally direct quotes from authoritative sources).

Example:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is ethically justifiable because…

Credible Rationale:
Offering this patient a heart transplant is consistent with Medical Center Policy 471, which states “Heart transplantation shall be offered to all patients for whom it is medically indicated.” This patient meets the criteria for heart transplant specified in the 2006 International Society for Heart and Lung Transplantation Guidelines.

ETHICAL ARGUMENTS BASED ON CONSEQUENCES

1. Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.

Deconstructed Format for Consequence-Based Rationales
[Decision or action] (will/will not) result in [consequence].

Example:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal is ethically justifiable because…

Clarified Rationale:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal will result in an improvement in the patient’s well-being and no harm to anyone else. 

2. Make the ethical argument more compelling by ensuring that its rationale is normative, logical, and credible:

1) 	Normative: Add supporting information to make it clear whether the consequences are good or bad.

Example:
Transferring Nurse Jones is ethically justifiable because…

Normative Rationale:
Transferring Nurse Jones will likely result in Nurse Jones gaining valuable skills, which will be highly beneficial to Nurse Jones in her future career.

2) 	Logical: Add supporting information to explain how the consequences are logically connected to the decision or action in question. 

Example:
Firing Dr. Santiago is not ethically justifiable because…

Logical Rationale:
Firing Dr. Santiago will result in difficulty in hiring another neurosurgeon. Dr. Santiago is so well-known and well-respected in the neurosurgery community that other neurosurgeons may be reluctant to come here if they find out we fired her.

3) 	Credible: Add supporting information to explain why you think that the consequences will result from the decision or action in question (ideally empirical data or other clear reasons).

Example:
Writing a DNR order over the objection of this competent patient is not ethically justifiable because…

Credible Rationale:
Writing a DNR order over the objection of this competent patient will result in damaging effects on the clinician-patient relationship. A survey published in the New England Journal of Medicine found that the practice of writing a DNR order over the objection of a patient or surrogate increases mistrust of health care professionals among racial and ethnic minorities.

ETHICAL ARGUMENTS BASED ON COMPARISONS

1. Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.

Deconstructed Format for Comparison-Based Rationales
[Decision or action] is (similar to/different from) [another decision or action].

Example:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal is ethically justifiable because…

Clarified Rationale:
Giving the patient a third vasectomy reversal is similar to giving a third vasectomy reversal to other patients, and we have given other patients a third vasectomy reversal. 

2. 	Make the ethical argument more compelling by ensuring that its rationale is normative, logical, and credible:

1) 	Normative: Add supporting information to ensure that the rationale makes it clear whether the other decision or action is ethically justifiable or not ethically justifiable.

Example:
Refusing to provide dialysis in this case is not ethically justifiable because…

Normative Rationale:
Refusing to provide dialysis in this case is different from refusing to provide dialysis when the patient is too unstable for dialysis to be performed effectively—that practice is ethically justifiable because doctors are not required to provide a treatment that will not accomplish its intended goal.

2) 	Logical: Add descriptive information to explain how the other decision or action is logically connected to the decision or action in question, citing sources if applicable. 

Example:
Withholding the information from Mr. Chang is ethically justifiable because…

Logical Rationale:
Withholding the information from Mr. Chang is different from not disclosing an adverse event—which would not be ethically justifiable. In this case, there was no adverse event involving Mr. Chang. 

3) 	Credible: Add supporting information to explain the other decision or action and why you think it is similar or different from the decision or action in question.

Example:
Allowing the family to observe the procedure is ethically justifiable because…


Credible Rationale:
Allowing the family to observe the procedure is similar to allowing the family to observe the patient having their blood pressure checked. In both cases, the procedure can be performed safely and the patient’s modesty can be preserved. 
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Handout 5.2
Strengthening Ethical Arguments Based on Credos—Worksheet

Instructions
1. Work through the 2 ethical arguments on the worksheet.
2. Follow the directions for each argument, clarifying the arguments and making them more compelling.
3. Try not to change the meaning of the argument.
4. Your revised argument does not need to match the standardized form, but should be written in everyday language.
5. You can either invent your own supporting information or indicate where you would find supporting information to strengthen the arguments.
6. Be prepared to discuss your answers.


Ethical Argument 1:	Category:
	Her behavior toward that patient is unprofessional. Nurses should keep their personal and professional lives separate.
	
Credo-based rationale




1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Ethical Argument 2:	Category:
	
It was wrong for that chaplain to give the patient last rites since the patient isn’t Catholic.

	
Credo-based rationale




1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:
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Handout 5.3
Strengthening Ethical Arguments Based on Consequences—Worksheet

Instructions
1. Work through the 2 ethical arguments on the worksheet.
2. Follow the directions for each argument, clarifying the arguments and making them more compelling.
3. Try not to change the meaning of the argument.
4. Your revised argument does not need to match the standardized form, but should be written in everyday language.
5. You can either invent your own supporting information or indicate where you would find supporting information to strengthen the arguments.
6. Be prepared to discuss your answers.

Ethical Argument 1:	Category:
	Social security numbers should not be printed on wristbands because of the risk of identity theft.
	
Consequence-based rationale





1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Ethical Argument 2:	Category:
	
We shouldn’t even collect the data since the press might get a hold of it and twist it around.

	
Consequence-based rationale




1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Handout 5.4
Strengthening Ethical Arguments Based on Comparisons—Worksheet

Instructions
1. Work through the 2 ethical arguments on the worksheet.
2. Follow the directions for each argument, clarifying the arguments and making them more compelling.
3. Try not to change the meaning of the argument.
4. Your revised argument does not need to match the standardized form, but should be written in everyday language.
5. You can either invent your own supporting information or indicate where you would find supporting information to strengthen the arguments.
6. Be prepared to discuss your answers.

Ethical Argument 1:	Category:
	
It’s wrong for the doctor to refuse to renew the patient’s pain medication just because the patient’s toxicology screen was positive for marijuana. There’s a difference between using opioids or cocaine and smoking a little weed now and then.

	
Comparison-based rationale




1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Ethical Argument 2:	Category:
	
I don’t think it’s right to stop the dialysis. There’s a difference between futile care—i.e., care that “won’t work”—and care that is not cost-effective—i.e., care that is “not worth it.”

	
Comparison-based rationale




1. Is the ethical argument clear?
· Clarify the ethical argument by deconstructing its rationale into its essential elements and making sure the essential elements are clear.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Is the ethical argument compelling?
· Make the ethical argument more compelling by adding supporting information as necessary to make the rationale normative, logical, and credible:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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