
 

 

Statement on Ethical Dilemmas in General Practice 

GPs regularly encounter situations where conflicting values or obligations create an ethical 

dilemma. Common examples include:  

Balancing Autonomy and Beneficence:  

A competent adult patient has the right to refuse treatment, even if it is life-sustaining, 

which can conflict with the GP's duty to promote health and act in the patient's best 

interest. 

Confidentiality vs. Public Safety:  

Deciding whether to report a patient as unfit to drive (e.g., due to dementia or a medical 

condition) involves balancing patient confidentiality with the need to protect the public and 

the patient themselves. 

Family Involvement:  

Navigating requests from family members to withhold a serious diagnosis from a patient due 

to cultural beliefs, which clashes with the patient's right to full disclosure and self-

determination. 

Resource Allocation:  

Managing time and resources fairly among all patients (justice), especially when dealing with 

those who have complex needs or seek medically questionable interventions. 

Conscientious Objection:  

A provider's personal beliefs about certain procedures (e.g., termination of pregnancy or 

voluntary assisted dying) may conflict with a patient's request for that care.  

Handling Ethical Dilemmas 

GPs and practice teams handle these dilemmas by using a structured, person-centred 

approach:  

Shared Decision-Making:  

This is a crucial strategy where the GP and patient collaborate to reach a decision that 

respects the patient's values and beliefs while considering the medical evidence. 



Documentation:  

All discussions, issues, and outcomes related to an ethical dilemma are thoroughly 

documented in the patient's medical notes. 

Seeking Advice:  

GPs often consult with colleagues, use a buddy/mentoring system, or contact their medical 

defence organisation or clinical ethics committees for support and guidance. 

Policy and Guidelines:  

Adhering to robust internal practice policies and professional codes of conduct, such as 

those provided by the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) or the 

Australian Medical Association (AMA), helps ensure consistent and ethical care. 

Effective Communication:  

Clear, honest, and empathetic communication is essential to ensure patients are fully 

informed and understand their options, risks, and benefits.  

Patient Rights in General Practice 

Patient rights are foundational to ethical practice and are enshrined in documents such as 

the Australian Charter of Healthcare Rights. Key rights include:  

• Right to Informed Consent: Patients have the right to receive comprehensive 

information about their condition, treatment options, potential benefits, and risks, 

and to voluntarily consent to or refuse any treatment or procedure. 

• Right to Autonomy: Competent adults have the right to make their own decisions 

about their healthcare and their body (self-determination). 

• Right to Privacy and Confidentiality: Patient information must be kept safe and 

confidential, only shared with authorised individuals, unless required by law or public 

interest considerations. 

• Right to Respect and Dignity: Patients should be treated as individuals, and their 

culture, identity, and personal beliefs must be recognised and respected. 

• Right to Information and Feedback: Patients can access their health information and 

provide feedback or complaints about their care without fear of negative 

consequences. 


