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What is 
ethics?

Philosophical study of moral questions

Many influences & branches

More than good/bad or right/wrong

In truth – no right answers!

Integrity, principles, conscience 

Fairness, responsibility, honesty



Ethics in healthcare –
Bioethics

Traditionally – the 4 pillars

Sanctity of Life doctrine

Where do these impact the most?

- Extremes of life

- Resource allocation

- Emotive, polarizing topics: 
abortion, VAD



VAD in WA



Why do dying people seek 
VAD?

Existential distress
Loss of function
Loss of dignity

Rarely physical symptoms

Never for lack of 
alternatives



Ethical concerns 
regarding VAD



Ethical 
challenges –
those 
seeking VAD

Unclear prognosis/trajectory

Mental health conditions (primary vs 
complicating terminal illness)

Young people

People like “us”

Where people contribute to their own 
demise - smoking, alcohol & drugs



What about 
Hippocrates?

The Oath does not contain the words 

”First do no harm”

Does specify

• “I will not give a lethal drug…”

• “I will not use the knife…”

• “I will not… cause an abortion”

Today?... Medicine has moved on



Hippocratic Oath vs Physicians Pledge



How can VAD be ethically 
justified?

Autonomy

Fundamental human right

Freedom of choice

Professional responsibility to respect patients wishes

Truly patient centred care



How can VAD be ethically 
justified?

Justice

It is the law

Regulatory safeguards

All patients considered equally



How can VAD be ethically 
justified?

Beneficence

Ultimate relief of suffering

Offers control over end-of-life care

Compassionate

Acknowledges not all suffering is curable

Some conditions are deeply traumatic, esp. in terminal phase

Existential distress is hard to palliate



How can VAD be ethically 
justified?
Non-maleficence

Inability to:

- Relieve suffering 

- Act on patient requests 

Is harmful to the doctor patient relationship







The courageous man 
who paved the way



The crux of the 
ethical issues



At the end of life, how 
is VAD different to?...

A patient’s decision to refuse 
treatment, nutrition and hydration

A doctor’s decision to withhold or 
withdraw treatment

Terminal sedation, governed by the 
doctrine of double effect



What is the 
overall intent 
of medicine?







Thank you


	Ethical considerations at the end of life, including VAD��Navigating complex legal, moral and metaphysical concerns��Dr Clare Fellingham�VAD clinical lead EMHS�October 2025
	Overview
	What is ethics?
	Ethics in healthcare – Bioethics
	VAD in WA
	Why do dying people seek VAD?��Existential distress�Loss of function�Loss of dignity��Rarely physical symptoms��Never for lack of alternatives��
	Ethical concerns regarding VAD
	Ethical challenges – those seeking VAD
	What about Hippocrates?
	Hippocratic Oath vs Physicians Pledge
	How can VAD be ethically justified?
	How can VAD be ethically justified?
	How can VAD be ethically justified?
	How can VAD be ethically justified?
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	The courageous man who paved the way
	The crux of the ethical issues
	At the end of life, how is VAD different to?...
	What is the overall intent of medicine?
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Thank you

