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Abstract with 3 clearly stated objectives in 250 words:  

1) Describe how systems factors contribute to recurrent ethics cases 

2) Define methods of identifying systems factors that contribute to ethics cases 

3) Describe types of systems issues identified from a review of aggregated consultation data from a 

large integrated health care network.  

Ethics cases are embedded in, and influenced by, the larger organizational context in which they arise. 

Therefore, many ethics cases have systems-level causal or contributory antecedents.  This means that 

recurrent cases may predict future, similar cases unless underlying systems issues are recognized and 

remedied. The contemporary ethics consultant has a duty to become proficient in identifying potential 

systems issues in ethics cases, and remedying issues directly, or when complex, by referral to an 

institutional mechanism that can take appropriate action (e.g., quality management, executive board). 

An ethics consultant who is sensitive to a systems perspective will routinely look beneath the surface for 

predisposing factors that contribute to the development and maintenance of ethical concerns.  Simple 

tools (e.g., 5 Why’s) exist for those consultants aiming to increase their proficiency in identifying the 

systemic basis of ethics cases. Once identified, many systemic issues can and should be addressed 

through a quality improvement approach, resulting in measurable and sustained improvement in ethics 

practices. Importantly, efforts to address systemic causes of ethics concerns may reduce the recurrence 

of routine (less complex) cases. Since ethics consultants are generally a limited (and sometimes scarce) 

institutional resource, reducing recurring ethics cases may enable the ethics consultant to expand the 

scope of services proffered.  
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