Overview:

Medical Ethics Committee

WHY WE HAVE A MEDICAL ETHICS COMMITTEE

Health care decisions are very complex decisions.  Today with the rapid advance of medical science, new ethical issues and conflicts of ethical values are raised that were not previously apparent in the past.  In particular decisions of “not to resuscitate” (DNR), decisions to withhold or withdraw life support systems and decisions involving diminished competence often present difficult, confusing, conflicting issues.

The Medical Ethics Committee was developed to be the forum to facilitate as orderly, consistent and effective resolution of such issues.  Every person has the right to control their health care and the decisions that he or she makes.

A way to exercise that right, if you are unable to act for yourself, is through the development of an ADVANCED DIRECTIVE or through an individual that is designated as your spokesperson.  When issues are not clearly understood or those involved in your care disagree what should be done, your family may need guidance and that is where the Ethics Committee can offer experience and expertise in Medical Ethics.

WHO SERVES ON THE MEDICAL ETHICS COMMITTEE 

Most Medical Ethics Committees are comprised of a variety of individuals.  The goal is to reflect a broad base of the community’s values so it is usually composed of a chairperson and military members or civilian equivalents of the hospital staff appointed by the Commanding Officer.  The following is how one military treatment facility’s Medical Ethics Committee is composed.

· Four Medical Corps Officers (to include one psychiatrist)

· One Chaplain Corps Officer

· One Judge Advocate Corps Officer

· One Medical Service Corps Officer

· Four Nurse Corps Officers

· Two Hospital Corps Officers

· One Social Worker

WHAT DOES THE MEDICAL ETHICS COMMITTEE DO?

The mission of the Medical Ethics Committee has many functions that include educating patients and medical staff in Medical Ethics, providing consultation to care providers, and guidance to decision makers.

Specifically, as directed by the Commander the Medical Ethics Committee serves as a forum for consultation by physicians, patients or their families, and members of the hospital staff regarding treatment decisions having ethical implications.  These include refusal of treatment, withholding or withdrawal of life support systems, provider refusal to render care, donations of organs, conflict between therapeutic research and educational priorities, or other such matters as may properly come before it. 

The committee is responsible to counsel physicians, patients, members of a patient family, or hospital staff members who request assistance regarding bioethical issues.

The committee is responsible to sponsor and conduct inservice educational programs designed to inform the hospital staff about ethical issues inherent in the practice of medicine.

Here is an example of how the Medical Ethics Committee might help in a very difficult situation:

A patient has suffered a severe stroke.  The patient is being kept alive by “life support” means.  The patient’s doctor says that there is no chance the patient will come out of the coma.  The patient does not have an Advanced Directive and the son and daughter can not agree on what to do.

With their consent the social worker asks the Ethics Committee to have one of its member’s sit down with the family.  The family meeting or “consultation” takes place in a private personal place.  The goal is to help the family understand the situation better so they can make an informed decision based on such factors as; what would the patient want if they could say, the patient’s medical outlook, and how other families have dealt with the same issues.

In this example the committee member acts as a facilitator and as a consultant, but the ultimate decision is still left to the family members and the goal is to ensure the family has a clear and concise understanding of the situation.

OUR RESPONSIBILITY

It’s reassuring to know that the Medical Ethics Committee is available to help in very difficult times.  They play a very important role in our complex health care system today.

But there are a few things that can be done to help in the process of decision making:

· All of us need to take charge of our health care.  We need to know all our options and we need to make sure that our health care provider are clear on our decisions.

· Complete an Advanced Directive.  The document allows you to say ahead of time what your wishes are before you reach a point where you are no longer able to make decisions on your own due to an illness or injury.  And it also allows you to appoint an individual who you feel would speak on your behalf and feel comfortable in doing so.

· Be open about your feelings.  The individual who you designate to be your spokesperson needs to know your thoughts, concerns, and wishes on how decisions are to be made.  If you do not have one particular individual who feel could do this , then you need to discuss your wishes with your family and physician so they are aware of your decisions’  We hope this information provided will give guidance to your future health care planning.
