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— Abstract—

Refusal of care by chronically and
terminally ill patients :
An ethical problem faced by nurses

Um, Young Rhan* - Hong, Yeo Shin*™

Respect for human life and respect for human dig-
nity are two basic values to which organized nursing
has urged its members to adhere in their service to
mankind. Thus it is the nurses’ duty to provide
health care in support of sustenance of life and to
pay respect for the patient’s right to dignity.

In practice, however, nurses may experience
dilemmas between these duties much due to the de-
velopment of modern advanced techniques. These
dilemmas have become more complex and difficult
to resolve, Nurses are often faced with situations in
which the terminally ill refuse professional care,
posing serious conflicts between respect for human
life and respect for human rights to self —determi-
nation. In such cases, resolution of the problem is
not a simple matter, thus requires intensive study
into the ethical questions related to the situation,

The purpose of this study was to identify ethical
problems that nurses experience in caring for
terminally ill patients and explore the ways to the
resolution of problems within the context of the
situations. The methodology used for the study was
a case study method which ‘New Casuistry’
proposed by Jonsen & Toulmin(1988) and the ‘Speci-
fied Principlism’ proposed by Degrazia(1992) as an
alternative to old deductive and intuitive method.
Cases were developed through semistructured
indepth interviews according to the casutistry

* Nursing Department, Seoul Health Junior College
** College of Nursing, Seoul National University

method. A total of seven nurses were interviewd
who were caring for therminally ill patients. Four
cases out of a total 14 cases were related to the
topic.

Through the case analysis it became evident that
nurses appreciated other values more often than re-
spect for the patient’s right to self —determination.
These other values were convenience and effiency
in nursing practice in case 1, preservation of life
above all other values in case 2, provision of nursing
care to fulfill the nurse’s professional obligation at
most in case 3, and respect for the family’s demand
against the patient’s wish in case 4.

This study showed that the most important ethi-
cal problems were conflict between respect for the
patient’s right to self —determination and susten-
ance of life for the fulfillment of professional obli-
gation, For this problem, benefit /burden analysis
from the perspective of the patient and family for
the promotion of patient’s wellbeing may be a way to
resolve the conflict,

Further, through these analysis it was shown that
physicians’ and families’ opinions dominated in the
decision—making and the opinions of nurses’ and
patients’ tended not to be reflected. Thus the
patient’s right to his or her care was not readily
respected. To solve this problem, nurses should
make efforts to communicate reciprocally with their
patients, family members and physicians in an effort
to respect for their patient’s rights to life and
diginity from the point of view and values of the
patient,

It is also important that nurses provide good basic
nursing care up to the time of death regardless of
decisions about providing or not aggressive treat-
ment for chronically and terminally ill patients.
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