176 Unit 2

Making the Transition to Professional

Critical-Thinking Exercises
CASE STUDY IN ETHICS

Analyze the following case study using the ethical decision-making process:

Sally Jones, registered nurse (RN), a public health nurse for a rural health
department, was preparing to visit Mr. Weems, a 68-year-old client who was re-
cently diagnosed with chronic bronchitis and emphysema. Mr. Weems was unem-
ployed as a result of a farming accident and had been previously diagnosed with
hypertension and extreme obesity. Ms. Jones was making this visit to see why Mr.
Weems had missed his last appointment at the clinic and whether he was taking
his prescribed antibiotics and antihypertensive medications.

As Ms. Jones pulled into the driveway of Mr. Weems’s house, she no-
ticed him sitting on the front porch smoking a cigarette. She felt a surge of anger,
which she quickly suppressed, as she wondered why she spent so much of her
limited time teaching him about the health consequences of smoking.

During the visit, Ms. Jones determined that Mr. Weems had stopped tak-
ing both his antihypertensive and antibiotic medications and rarely took his expec-
torants and bronchodilators. He coughed continuously, had a blood pressure of
196/122 mm Hg, and had severely congested lung sounds. Mr. Weems listened
politely as Ms. Jones explained again about the need to stop smoking and the
importance of taking his medications as prescribed. She also scheduled another
appointment at the clinic in 1 week for a follow-up.

As she drove away to her next visit, Ms. Jones wondered about the ethi-
cal responsibilities of nurses who must provide care for clients who do not seem
to care about their own health. Mr. Weems took little responsibility for his health,
refused to even try to stop smoking or lose weight, and did not take his medica-
tions. She wondered whether there was a limit to the amount of nursing care a
noncompliant client should expect from a community health agency. She reflected
that the time spent with Mr. Weems would have been spent much more produc-
tively screening children at a local grade school or working with mothers of
newborn infants.

* What data are important in relation to this situation?

» State the ethical dilemma in a clear, simple statement.

» What are the choices of action, and how do they relate to specific ethical principles?
» What are the consequences of these actions?

» What decisions can be made?
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