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Abstract

I have identified five ethical challenges that are

fundamental for the hospital clinician to consider in

delivering optimal healthcare to children. This is not

to ignore challenges that children face on a global

scale, such as provision of safe drinking water, food

security, vaccines and access to basic healthcare.

These are obligations, as world citizens, that we all

share, but my expertise is in paediatric practice in a

large children’s hospital so the ethical challenges I

have identified reflect my experience. Even in the

privileged environment that I practice, there is

much work to be done to improve healthcare for

children. I have given these five ethical challenges

descriptive monikers in an attempt to cut-through

the complexities and name the problem to be

solved. The first is the ‘Toxic Brew’ which describes

the milieu in which child health is practiced in the

current era with technical possibilities and parental

demands mixed with poor scientific understanding

and reduced respect for medical expertise. The next

is ‘The Deer in the Headlight’ as new and expensive

innovations bear down on healthcare systems,

threatening to overwhelm them. Then there is ‘The

Swinging Pendulum’ of decision-making as good

practice has moved from physician directed to

shared, but perhaps gone too far with every thought

bubble offered up to parents in the guise of

information sharing. The next challenge is finding

‘The Lost Child’ in paediatric practice in which the

adults take up all the space and the person who is

our patient becomes subsumed to the interests of

others. Finally, I will consider how bioethics should

be placed in our hospitals to shine a light on these

and other challenges (the ‘Lamp under a Bushel’). 
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