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Ethics as the key to professional health care in South Africa
South African health care is currently under severe pressure due to a steady increase in the
number of incidents of medical malpractice that almost inevitably resulted in an alarming
escalation in medical malpractice litigation in both the public and private sectors.
Numerous studies on the matter have indicated that this dilemma can be largely attributed
to a grave neglect and even contempt of core ethical principles and professional duties among
health care professionals.
In response to the latter, there is an urgent need to cultivate an adequate understanding of
the concept and rationale of ethics as portrayed in King IV and of core ethical principles such
as respect for human dignity, best interest or well-being: non-maleficence, best interest or
well-being: beneficence, human rights, respect for patient autonomy, integrity, truthfulness,
privacy, confidentiality, compassion, tolerance,

justice, professional

competence,

voluntariness and contributions to society that constitute the standards for good professional
practice.
Furthermore, these principles need to be integrated in the health care practice, tied to what
it means to be a professional and to have professional duties and integrated in the duties
health care professionals have towards their patients, colleagues and other professionals,
referred patients, themselves, their profession, society and the environment.
Also required, is an appreciation of the decisive role of deeply embedded morals, values and
attitudes and of the ethical rules of veracity, privacy, confidentiality and fidelity in the
establishment and maintenance of a proper doctor-patient relationship.
On this basis, further guidance can be provided on matters such as informed consent, conflicts
between beneficence and autonomy and on ethical dilemmas such as abortion and
euthanasia.
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