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Abstract

In paediatrics, health professionals and parents usually agree about appropriate medical
treatment for the child. Sometimes, however, clinicians and parents disagree.Parents might
prefer an option that differs from the doctor’s recommendation. These disagreements are
sometimes not resolved by further discussion and the situation reaches an impasse. An
ethical approach to navigating this type of situation will be the focus of this presentation. 

The zone of parental discretion is an ethical tool developed at the Royal Children’s Hospital in
Melbourne, Australia.  It addresses the question: When should a parent’s decision about their
young child’s medical treatment be overridden? The key idea of the zone of parental
discretion is that parents are ethically entitled to make choices for their children that are
suboptimal from the clinician’s perspective, as long as the choices are not harmful to the
child. This approach aims to balance children’s wellbeing and parents’ rights to make
medical decisions for their children. 

The tool is intended to guide clinicians and clinical ethicists in a hospital context, who are
facing an entrenched conflict about medical decision-making for a young child. The clinical
ethics service at the Royal Children’s Hospital had seen many such cases since its inception in
2005, leading to the articulation of this tool.Some of these were cases where parents were
refusing the medical intervention that was recommended for their child. Other cases
involved parents who were seeking a form of treatment or management that doctors had
not recommended and often were opposed to. The idea of the zone of parental discretion
arose directly out of the experience of providing clinical ethics case consultation and support
for clinical staff at at the hospital. 

Using some case examples, this presentation will explain and explore the zone of parental
discretion. Aspects covered will include the development of the tool, detailed questions for
applying the tool in practice, different ways of overriding parents’ decisions (beyond state
intervention), and the concept of harm in the paediatric context. Strengths and limitations of
the tool will be addressed.
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