






  
    Skip to main content
  

    
    
        

           
                Intended for healthcare professionals

            


            
                
                    
                

            



            
            
            
                
                    
                        	
        Subscribe
    
	
    

  
    My Account    
  
  	My email alerts




	
        BMA member login
    


  
    Login    
  
  	


  Username *
 



  Password *
 



  Forgot your log in details? 
 




  Need to activate 
 




  




  BMA Member Log In 
 



  Log in via OpenAthens 
 



  Log in via your institution 
 








                        
                                                    
                                  
    

      
  
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Edition: 

  
    US    
  
  	UK
	South Asia
	International



  


  
  



  




 
  

                            

                        
                        
                            
                                Our company
                            

                        


                    

                

            


            
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                            
                                Toggle navigation
                            
                            
                                                            
                                    
                                    The BMJ logo

                                
                                                        Site map

                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Search

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                                                                      
    

      
  
      Search form

    Search
Search







 
  

                                                                                            


                                            
                                                	Advanced search
	Search responses
	Search blogs


                                            

                                        

                                    

                                

                            


                            
                            
                                
                                Toggle top menu
                            

                            
                            
                                
                                
                                                                        
                                    
                                                                                    	covid-19
	Research	At a glance
	Research papers
	Research methods and reporting
	Minerva
	Research news


	Education	At a glance
	Clinical reviews
	Practice
	Minerva
	Endgames
	State of the art
	What your patient is thinking
	Rapid recommendations
	Student


	News & Views	At a glance
	News
	Features
	Editorials
	Analysis
	Observations
	Opinion
	Head to head
	Editor's choice
	Letters
	Obituaries
	Views and reviews
	Careers
	Rapid responses


	Campaigns	At a glance
	Better evidence
	Climate change
	Divestment from fossil fuels
	Patient and public partnership
	Too much medicine
	Wellbeing


	Jobs	Doctor Jobs UK
	Hospital Jobs UK
	GP Jobs UK
	International Jobs



                                        
                                        
                                        
                                            	Archive
	For authors
	Hosted


                                        

                                    
                                


                                                            





                        

                    

                

            

        

         
            
            
                
                
                                        	News & Views
	Elective caesarean...
	Elective caesarean section on request

                    

                                        
                                                                                                                                                                                          
    

      
  
       
        

      
    

    
  

  

  
      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    

            Letters
    
    
            Elective caesarean section on request
    
    BMJ
    1999;
    318
     doi: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.318.7176.120
    (Published 09 January 1999)
  
    Cite this as: BMJ 1999;318:120  

    
    


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Article
	Related content
	Metrics
	Responses
	Peer review
	

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  
    
  
      
  
  
    This article has a correction. Please see:
	Errata - February 06, 1999


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    




Patients do not have right to impose their wishes at all cost

	Paquita de Zulueta, Clinical lecturer
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EDITOR—Paterson-Brown seems to assume that an autonomous patient has an unconditional right to have her wishes fulfilled.1 The (negative) right to decline treatment needs to be distinguished from the supposed (positive) right to demand it. In English law, the principle of autonomy allows, for example, competent people the right to refuse life saving treatment, and doctors have a correlative duty to respect this right.2 A dying patient, however, does not have the right to impose a duty on a healthcare professional to end his or her life.

With respect to medical and surgical interventions, the law is also clear. A patient, however competent, cannot invariably impose his or her demands and force a practitioner to act in a way which he or she believes to be contrary to the patient's best interests. This prerogative would be viewed by the courts as “an abuse of power as directly or indirectly requiring the practitioner to act contrary to the fundamental duty which he owes to his patient” (per Lord Donaldson).3

Healthcare professionals could not preserve their professional integrity, self respect, or credibility if they were to act as mere instruments to the “foolish” or “irrational” demands of patients, particularly if this ran contrary to good medical practice or violated their deeply held values.4 Decision making should be a collaborative enterprise based on mutual respect with the shared goal of the good of the patient.

Distributive justice also deserves consideration here. If patients demand expensive treatments such as caesarean sections, in circumstances for which there is little or no evidence of benefit—and, indeed, there may be evidence of harm—the costs should be considered.

The profession and the public, in the interest of patient welfare, should consider setting limits to personal autonomy and to professional self effacement.
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All types of anaesthesia carry risks
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