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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

When practitioners are presenting treatment options to a patient, the current process of informed consent ensures the ethics
of this decision by requiring that the patient understands the risks and benefits of each treatment option and chooses the one
best aligned with their values (Beauchamp 2011; Drolet and White 2012; Falagas et al. 2009; Grady 2015; Steinberg 2009).
Herein lies a puzzle. The practitioner could conceivably describe all possible paths forward (from the most medically
substantiated treatment option to an ineffective option to doing nothing, and everything in between), but time is limited.
Present too many and the patient is bewildered. Present too few and the fear is this compromises the patient’s autonomy.
Thus, it seems that the practitioner must determine a set of options to present. How does one choose what to bring forward?
My doctoral research describes this construction of the option set in clinical decision-making, and consists of three parts: a
descriptive section, a normative section, and practical applications. I describe how the nature of the medical profession
requires physicians to determine a subset of courses of actions to present to their patient, based on the medical knowledge
that they acquire through their experience and training. My normative argument builds upon this descriptive section to argue
that it is permissible to omit options if those options would tempt the patient to go against their genuine values, and that this
omission can promote autonomy. Finally, I apply this argument to address how the current informed consent process is
impacted, and how it can be improved. I propose a shift from privileging patient autonomy to recognising what I call the
“implicit agreement” that underlies the practitioner-patient relationship which grounds assumed adherence to the medical
field’s norms and practices. This alleviates the burdens of measuring “true” patient understanding and captures the real-life
scenario of “whatever you say, doc”. This agreement simply asks whether the patient is willing to give over some control to
their medical team, with the reassurance that their practitioner will adhere to the ethical standards set by their professional
duties.
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