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Objectives
Understand the core ethical principles

Understand some of the clinical challenges in 
addiction treatment

Understand ethical decision making



What are ethics?

Generally, ethics are….

◦“A set of principles that guide our actions” 
(Berton, 2014)



Core Ethical Principles

Autonomy Justice

Beneficence Fidelity

Nonmaleficence



Autonomy
Independence 

Individuals have the right to determine what course of action is 
appropriate for them

A person acts in his/her own self-interest as a rational actor

The clinician is obligated to treat the patient as autonomous

Clinicians should work to create an environment that promotes 
the individual’s freedom



Autonomy
-Capacity

Patients are presumed to have capacity

Capacity may be questioned in a patient 
with an SUD because psychoactive 
substances interfere with cognitive 
processes and decision-making ability

Capacity can wax and wane or change 



Autonomy
-Capacity

To be adequately informed – patients must 
understand:

◦ Nature and consequences of the healthcare 
issues at stake

◦ Risks and benefits associated with proposed 
intervention

◦ Alternative options
◦ Including no treatment or intervention



Autonomy
-Capacity

Decisional capacity:

◦ Ability to comprehend information

◦ Communicate their choice

◦ Make a reasonable and rational choice
◦ Including considering risks and benefits

◦ Be able to understand the situation and the effects/ 
consequences on their life 



Autonomy
-Voluntariness versus Coercion

Patients with SUD may have been coerced 
into treatment by friends, families, courts 
or employers

Ethical arguments for and against

Patients must still have informed consent



Beneficence
Moral obligation to act for the benefit of the patient

Treatment providers are obligated to help the patient and 
not harm them

Treatment providers need to practice good boundaries 
and not be overly involved with their patients 
◦ This does not mean you cannot be empathic
◦ But ensure you have good boundaries and are making 

good, clinical decisions 



Nonmaleficence
Do no harm

The clinician must not knowingly provide 
ineffective treatments or act with malice 
toward a patient

This principle is not about exposing 
patients to known risks



Justice
In general, mandates that society 
distributes medical services fairly

More specifically, mandates that 
clinicians treat patients with equal 
conditions equally



Justice
The AMA Code of Ethics affirms that:

“Nonmedical criteria, such as ability to 
pay, age, social worth, perceived 
obstacles to treatment, patient 

contribution to illness, or past use of 
resources should not be considered”



Fidelity
Focuses on the quality of being faithful or loyal to the 
duties and obligations of a caregiver to a patient

Encompasses telling the truth and keeping actual and 
implicit promises to the patient

Also involves not representing fiction as truth

Involves the inherent agreement to follow ethical 
codes, maintain competence, follow laws, etc.

Also encompasses confidentiality



Dealing with Denial
The clinician has an ethical duty to act 
◦ If there is reason to believe that the patient’s use of alcohol 

and/or drugs is negatively affecting that patient’s health

Denial is a common aspect of SUD

Individuals in denial 
◦ Fail to recognize 

◦ Or are reluctant to acknowledge their problem 

◦ Or find ways to deny or minimize the extent of their substance use 
because they are ambivalent about changing that use



Step-by-Step Model for Making Ethical 
Decisions 

- Identify the Ethical Issue

What is the clinician's reaction to the situation?

A significant step is examine one’s own feelings 
about the situation
◦ Does something not feel right?

If basic principles seem to be compromised, the 
clinician should stop and evaluate further



Step-by-Step Model for Making Ethical 
Decisions 

- Review the Principles at Stake

What is the true dilemma

Clear back the other issues to assess 
the real issue and its significance



Step-by-Step Model for Making Ethical 
Decisions

- Consider Possible Solutions

At this point several options may be 
clear

If there are multiple choices, it is 
useful to list them and carefully 
examine each one

Can list pros and cons of each one



Step-by-Step Model for Making Ethical 
Decisions

- Take Action

Make a decision

The decision may not be one that is 
comfortable for everyone

Should be the least objectionable decision

The patient should be educated on the 
rationale behind the decision



Step-by-Step Model for Making Ethical 
Decisions

- Follow Up and Evaluate the Outcome

Outcomes should be evaluated and 
monitored

Can help to prevent dilemmas in the 
future



Questions
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