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Frequently Asked Questions- Ethics Nova Scotia Health

1. Who is Ethics Nova Scotia Health?
Ethics Nova Scotia Health is comprised of an integrated group of committees and teams across the province that are dedicated to building competence and confidence in identifying and addressing ethical issues in health care.  Committee members include staff from a wide-range of professions, administrators, faculty from Dalhousie’s Department of Bioethics and public representatives.  The Ethics Leads Group for the province reports to the Nova Scotia Health Vice-President for Quality and System Performance.

2. What does Ethics Nova Scotia Health do?
Ethics Nova Scotia Health provides:
· Consultation relating to patient care (clinical ethics consultation)
· Ethics education 
· Assistance in health policy development and review
· Consultation relating to organization-wide matters (organizational ethics consultation)

3.  Will ethics consultants take over decision-making authority?
No.  Ethics consultants are a resource and support to those who are working through complex decisions.  As needed or relevant, they may help decision makers and stakeholders identify possible options and explore the trade-offs involved. Ethics consultants can help to identify and articulate the values and principles that are at play and in tension, and, if relevant, facilitate the exploration of alternatives. 

4. Who can access Ethics Nova Scotia Health?
Support from Ethics Nova Scotia Health is available to NSH staff, physicians, administrators, patients and families.  Health care team members, patients and families do not need the permission of a treating physician to request ethics support.

5. Where is Ethics Nova Scotia Health located?
Ethics support is available across the province.  Each zone of the health authority has its own contact person (see below). 

6.  When are ethics consultants available? What are your hours?
Ethics consultants are available during regular business hours.  Ethics Nova Scotia Health is not an emergency or 24/7 service.  However, ethics consultants will prioritize time-sensitive or urgent consult requests, responding as quickly as possible.
 
7. Is clinical ethics consultation confidential?
Yes, ethics requests are confidential. Any disclosure of information to another team member or stakeholder is discussed with you up front. Any reporting on themes and trends arising from ethics consultations is done at a high level with no identifying details.

8. How long does clinical ethics consultation take?
How long consultation takes depends on the complexity and specifics of the clinical situation.  Many consultations involve only a single telephone conversation, and these can be completed quickly.  Other consultations might involve facilitating a small group meeting, or a series of small group meetings.  These more complex consultations take longer.
 
9. What are the benefits of clinical ethics consultation?
Ethics consults provide a dedicated forum for discussing the ethical dimensions of a clinical situation.  This can help to improve relationships and mutual understanding and reduce moral distress.  Thinking things through with the support of an ethics consultant can sometimes help to identify alternative courses of action or provide reassurance or validation of the complexity of the situation.  Ethics consultants help to ensure that the decision-making process is reasonable.

10. Can patients or families request ethics consultation?
Yes! Ethics consultation is available to patients and families.  Here is a link to our public site.

11. I’m not really sure whether this is an ethics issue.  How do I know whether this is an ethics issue?
When in doubt, ask.  If it is determined that your circumstances might be better directed elsewhere, you will be referred to the appropriate department or resource.  Sometimes ethical issues are quite clear, but sometimes they can be hard to put your finger on.  

12.  What are the common issues that give rise to clinical ethics consultation requests?
Every situation is unique, however common themes in ethics consultations include concerns around informed choice or refusal of treatment, substitute decision-making, uncertainty or disagreement about goals of care, living at risk, challenging behaviours or relationships, and professional ethics/integrity.

13.  Does Ethics Nova Scotia Health facilitate team debriefs?
Yes, we can facilitate debriefs in situations where there is lingering uncertainty or disagreement regarding the values and principles that guided a patient’s care, or where there are unresolved ethical aspects.  Ethics consultants can also help to identify circumstances where a debrief might be more appropriately facilitated by a different service or department.

14.  What’s the difference between organizational versus clinical ethics consultation?
Clinical ethics consultation relates to a specific patient’s care, either past or present, or to a particular clinical situation that involves questions of professional ethics.  Organizational ethics consultation relates to broader, systems-level issues, often affecting a wide range of patients or other stakeholders.  Some situations have both clinical and organizational ethics aspects. 

15.  Can someone from Ethics Nova Scotia Health participate in our team/committee meeting to provide an ethics lens to the discussion?
Yes.  Ethics consultants are available to participate in team, staff or committee meetings as desired, to help identify and work through ethics issues.

16.  Will I receive a written consult report following my consultation?
Every ethics consultation is documented by the involved ethics consultant and saved in a secure, centralized system.  In complex situations, ethics consultants follow-up with a formal consultation report that summarizes and analyzes the ethical issues.  These consultation reports are placed in a patient’s health record (chart) and/or provided to the requestor who then shares it with relevant team members. In less complex situations where ethics consultation is of an informal nature, e.g., involving a single telephone conversation, requestors may request a copy of the consultant’s documentation.

17. Does Ethics Nova Scotia Health deal with research ethics?
No, Ethics Nova Scotia Health does not handle research ethics approval.  For research ethics questions, please contact your relevant Research Ethics Board (REB).  More information on research ethics is available here.

18.  What kinds of education sessions can Ethics Nova Scotia Health provide?
Ethics Nova Scotia Health maintains a set of presentations on common health ethics topics including informed consent, end of life decision-making and moral distress.  Working with the Ethics Collaborations Team in Dalhousie’s Department of Bioethics, we can also develop presentations and facilitate discussions on health ethics matters/ particular to your team or program. 

19.  Does Ethics Nova Scotia Health deliver public education sessions?
Yes!  Patients and families are essential partners in care.  Building the public’s capacity for exploring ethical matters in health care is important.  In some instances, requests for public education may be shared with, or referred to, other Nova Scotia Health departments.

20.  How do I know whether a policy should be reviewed by Ethics Nova Scotia Health?
Policies that affect vulnerable/disadvantaged populations, a curtailing of liberty/freedom, or other kinds of value-based trade-offs are likely to benefit from review by Ethics Nova Scotia Health. Highly technical and clinical kinds of policies are less appropriate for review by Ethics Nova Scotia Health.

21.  When should I involve Ethics Nova Scotia Health in policy work?
Depending on the subject matter, Ethics Nova Scotia Health may be involved at different times in a policy’s development or review.  In some instances, you may consider including someone from Ethics Nova Scotia Health on the policy development working group or asking for preliminary feedback early on in a policy’s development.  Ethics Nova Scotia Health also completes formal reviews of policy drafts that are further along in the development process.  These formal reviews involve distributing the draft policy to Ethics Committee members across the province and consolidating their feedback into a single document for the policy working group’s consideration.

22. How long does a formal policy review by Ethics Nova Scotia Health take?
A formal policy review by Ethics Nova Scotia Health is likely to take approximately one month.  An ethics review of a draft policy can often be completed at the same time as a policy is sent out for feedback from other stakeholders.

23. What is the difference between Ethics Nova Scotia Health and the Nova Scotia Health Ethics Network (NSHEN)?
NSHEN and Ethics Nova Scotia Health are connected and have some shared membership.  NSHEN’s primary focus relates to education and capacity-building for ethics work through the development and holding of workshops and conferences, and the development of online health ethics resources.  NSHEN’s membership and services include, but also extend beyond, Nova Scotia Health. 

24. How do I contact Ethics Nova Scotia Health?

You will find contact information for the Ethics Nova Scotia Health contact person in your zone on Ethics Nova Scotia Health’s public and corporate website:
Public website: https://www.nshealth.ca/content/ethics-nsha 
Corporate website: https://www.cdha.nshealth.ca/ethics-support/contact 

You can fill out the relevant request form available on the Ethics Nova Scotia Health website and email your completed form to the Ethics Nova Scotia Health contact person in your zone.  Alternatively, you can simply call or email the contact person in your zone with your request.  
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