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Ethics

A set of standards for behavior that helps 

us decide how we ought to act in a range 

of situations. 

• making choices

• providing reasons why we should make 

these choices.



Ethics vs. Morality

Ethics

Standards of “good and 
bad” or “right and wrong” 
distinguished by a certain 
community or social setting

Morality

One’s own personal sense 
of “good and bad” or “right 
and wrong”, not imposed 
by anyone external 



Public health ethics

Public health ethics involves a systematic process to clarify, 

prioritize and justify possible courses of public health action 

based on ethical principles, values and beliefs of stakeholders, 

and scientif ic and other information.



The Complicated 
Business of 

Ethical Public Health 
decision-making



Conflicting Discourses

Utilitarianism (outcomes)

Liberalism (rights and opportunities)

Communitarianism(character and vir tue)



Conflicting Discourses

Utilitarianism (outcomes)
Liberal ism (r ights and opportunit ies)

Communitariani sm(character and v ir tue)

• The right choice is the one that 
produces the most gain for the 
largest number of people 

• The largest reduction in the burden 
of disease



Conflicting Discourses

Uti l i tar ianism (outcomes)

Liberalism (rights and opportunities)
Communitariani sm(character and v ir tue)

• Positive vs. negative rights



Conflicting Discourses

Uti l i tar ianism (outcomes)

Liberal ism (r ights and opportunit ies)

Communitarianism(communal 
formulations of the good)

• Universal vs. relativist 
communitarianism



The
VERY Complicated 

Business of Ethical 
Decision-Making 
in Public Health 

Emergencies



The complicated 
Context of Public Health 
Emergencies

Uncertainty

Material scarcity

Social panic 

Polit ical opposit ion 



What Kind of 
Decision?

Sounds right

Feels right

After talking about it, people 
generally agree it’s right.





values

Trust

Justice



Trust

The effectiveness of institutions depends heavily on the public's 

trust and this trust is earned through ethical interaction. 

• Truthful communication 

• Transparency

• Accountability Reliability

• Reciprocity. 



Justice

Treating all persons and groups fairly and equitably

• considering who benefits and who is burdened by measures

• avoiding discrimination

• minimising or eliminating inequities in the distribution of 

burdens, benefits, and opportunities



Principles
Promoting well-being



Principles
Promoting well-being

Health is a state of complete physical, mental and 

social well-being and not merely the absence of 

disease or infirmity.



Principles
Promoting well-being



Principles
Minimising Harm

Effectiveness

Precaution

Proportionality

Reciprocity



Principles
Minimising Harm

Effectiveness 

• A reasonable likelihood that the proposed 

decision or action will achieve its goals.

• Supported by scientific evidence

• Feasibility of implementation



Principles
Minimising Harm

Precaution

Scientific uncertainty should not prevent 

decision makers from taking action



Principles
Minimising Harm

Proportionality 

Measures should be proportionate to the relevant 

threat and risks, and the benefits that can be gained



Principles
Minimising Harm

Reciprocity

Those who are asked to take increased risks or face greater or 

disproportionate burdens for protecting the public good 

• should be supported by society in doing so

• the burdens they face should be minimised to the greatest 

extent possible



Principles
Respect persons, communities 
and human rights

Autonomy
Capacity of self-governance

Liberty
Freedom from government interference

The Siracusa Principles



Principles

Legal Strictly 
necessary

Proportional Gradual
Respect persons, communities and 
human rights



Principles
Solidarity

Collective action in the face of common threats

Supporting efforts to overcome inequalities



Let’s Get 
Practical



NOT 
Reopening 

Schools



Step 1: 

• Preventing the increase in COVID-19 
cases

• Keeping children safe

• Keeping teachers and their families 
safe

• Supporting the health system 

• …

Name the question or COVID-19 related issue 
you are trying to address



Step2:Clarify the Facts 
as much as Possible 

• Evidence

• Unprecedented situation~unprecedented decisions



Step 3: Identify 
Stakeholders and their 
Perspectives 

• Students and their families
age and grade, special  needs, access to and success 
with onl ine education, socio-economic status, 
essential  workers,  etc.

• Teachers
Age, increased personal  health r isk,  fami ly member 
with compromised health, in-person training out of 
school,  etc

• Local health system
Capacity,  preparedness,



Step4:Identify and 
Analyze the Ethical 
Principles and Values

• Preventing the increase in COVID-19 
cases

• Keeping children safe

• Keeping teachers and their families 
safe

• Supporting the health system 

• …
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Step4:Identify and 
Analyze the Ethical 
Principles and Values

• Preventing the increase in COVID-19 
cases

• Keeping children safe

• Keeping teachers and their families 
safe

• Supporting the health system 

• …



5. Identify Alternative 
Courses of Action in 
Light of the Values

• What are all of the options (including 
doing nothing)? 

• What are the pros and cons of each 
option (including intended and 
unintended consequences) - as 
measured against the prioritized 
values?



Step 5. Alternatives

• Preventing the increase in COVID-19 cases

• Keeping children safe

• Keeping teachers and their families safe

• Supporting the health system 

• …



Step 6: Make a Decision 

• Which option best fulf ills the principles and values identif ied?

• Are there contingency plans in case the decision does not 

have the intended outcomes, or creates possible conflicts?



Step 7: Implement the Decision

• Who will implement the decision? How and when will the 

decision be communicated to all stakeholders? 

• What process and criteria for measuring will be used to 

evaluate the decision and outcome?



Step 8: Review and Document the 
Decision 

• Who will be responsible for documenting, following-up and 

maintaining the decision? 

• How will the decision be effectively communicated to all 

relevant stakeholders?



Protecting Healthcare Workers



Public Health professionalism

• An ability to demonstrate ethical 
choices, values, and practices in 
decision-making

• A cross-cutting competencies
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