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The collateral damage of autonomy

Dear SaskEthics Readers,  

very fall, I am 

delighted by a 

smattering of 

requests for 

education sessions 

from a wide variety 

of teams who are 

trying to get 

energized for the year ahead. This fall, I 

started to notice a pattern as almost every 

team who reached out asked me to address 

some variation of this question: “How do 

we continue to care for someone who is 

making choices we don’t agree with?” 

Luckily for me, during my first year as an 

ethicist I designed a talk to address 

precisely this issue. However, as I began 

making my rounds to different care teams, 

I quickly realized that the issues raised by 

this question have intensified during the 

pandemic. Rather than asking, “how can 

we care for this one person,” the question 

has become, “how can we keep doing this 

day after day when people are coming into 

our hospital unvaccinated,” or, “when my 

colleagues show no appreciation for why I 

do not want to be vaccinated?” 

The reason that is sometimes given for 

respecting other people’s choices is that 

the individual is the only one affected by 

his decisions. But this answer misses the 

mark. When a patient makes a choice, he 

may be the person most impacted, but that 

choice starts a ripple effect and it is most 

often our frontline staff who are caught up 

in that wave. This can happen whether 

they are asked to support an unsafe move 

back home, assist a patient who has 

refused a feeding tube, or care for 

someone who refused to wear a 

motorcycle helmet. 

Our reason for respecting these choices 

runs deep enough that facing the 

challenges usually feels worthwhile. The 

Catholic Health Ethics Guide roots 

autonomy in our respect for persons and 

their free will, and I hope most of us 

would say that healthcare has improved 

since we shifted from paternalism to 

autonomy as a grounding principle. 

Yet, we still must acknowledge that 

respecting the choices of others is not 

always easy, especially when it has an 

impact on the care we provide. What does 

your team do to help each other weather 

the collateral damage of autonomy? Are 

some situations harder to face than others? 

What makes them hard? What helps you 
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to let go of frustration when you know you 

need to continue to provide care? 

As a resource for your team, I hope you 

will consider attending the W.F. Mitchell 

Bioethics Presentation. This year Erin 

Beckwell of Seen + Heard Consulting will 

be leading a session titled, “Beyond Burnt 

Out: Coping with Trauma, Grief, and Loss 

as Healthcare Workers in a Global 

Pandemic” as well as a session aimed 

specifically at leaders titled, “Beyond 

Burnt Out: A Session for Leaders on 

Supporting Healthcare Workers and 

Teams.” Please see the attached posters 

for more details on how to join. 

Dr. Mary Heilman,  

CHAS Bioethicist 

(306)-655-5197 

mary@chassk.ca

 
 

https://skhealth.webex.com/skhealth/j.php?MTID=m40e444e7e6699d37106cb93ecfd037a4


  

For more information contact Mary Heilman 

mary.heilman@saskhealthauthority.ca 

October 28 
12-1pm 

 

Click to join meeting 

2021 W. F. Mitchell Bioethics Presentation 

  

 

Annual conference funding supported by 

William F. Mitchell Endowment Fund 

  

  

November 3 
2-3pm 

 

Click to join meeting 

Two opportunities to join via WebEx: 

https://skhealth.webex.com/skhealth/j.php?MTID=m3c6f94d29f3d15dcaadebf0f7e6ff721
https://skhealth.webex.com/skhealth/j.php?MTID=m87685d8cc2432d4fe686b8678eeb6b1a


  

For more information contact Mary Heilman 

mary.heilman@saskhealthauthority.ca 

October 26 
2-3pm 

 

Join meeting 

2021  W. F. Mitchell Bioethics Presentation 

  

 

Annual conference funding supported by 

William F. Mitchell Endowment Fund 

  

  

Join via WebEx: 

https://skhealth.webex.com/skhealth/j.php?MTID=mc1b88476c8c1677f7864d71c56a4a3cb
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