
Discussion

In the previous lecture segment, Tom asked whether you would allow a patient

to leave the hospital if it was clear it would cost him his life.  

As you think about that, consider how you would deal with the following case,

taken with permission from Virtual Mentor, the ethics journal of the American

Medical Association.

CASE STUDY

Does Patient Autonomy Outweigh Duty to Treat?

Commentary by Catherine A. Marco, MD

Dr. Avery, a second-year emergency medicine resident, was on duty in a large urban hospital

one night with 2 other residents, when a police officer escorted in a young man. The officer

had found Scott Daley semi-conscious and with a cut on his head. When questioned by the

officer, Mr. Daley had responded quickly, telling the officer that he had fallen. He then stood

up and walked without difficulty. To be on the safe side, the officer decided that Mr. Daley

should receive medical attention. Mr. Daley agreed.

Upon physical examination, Dr. Avery documented a minor laceration on Mr. Daley's

forehead and some significant occipital swelling and tenderness. He appeared slightly

intoxicated but was alert and aware. He understood the physician's questions and answered

basic questions, such as his name, the location, and the date. However, he did not

cooperate with more detailed questioning. He said that he had hit his head on the sidewalk

and that it hurt. His pupils were equally round and reactive to light. There was no obvious

evidence of intracranial bleeding, but Dr. Avery said she wanted to do a CT scan to be

certain there was no skull fracture or intracranial bleeding.

At this suggestion, Mr. Daley became argumentative. He did not want any tests and did not

want to spend any more time in the emergency room. He said he was fine. "Just give me

some aspirin or something for the headache, and I'm outta here," he said. Because of the

signs of head trauma and her difficulty in completing a detailed mental status exam, Dr.

Avery did not want to let Mr. Daley leave the hospital before ruling out significant internal

head injury. She attempted to explain the gravity of the situation, and risks of leaving

without allowing her to complete diagnostic tests. The patient seemed inattentive and

refused to cooperate with further questioning.

After reasoning with the patient for several minutes to no avail, Dr. Avery asked the other
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residents to help her convince the patient. They were equally unsuccessful, and the patient

became increasingly agitated. He said that they were "ganging up on" him. He got up and

started to leave. Dr. Avery could, of course, allow the patient to leave against medical advice.

Given the possibility that he could have a life-threatening head injury, though, she

contemplated whether to restrain him and complete the diagnostic work-up against his will.
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What do you think the doctor should do here?
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