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Lying to patients from benevolent motives
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Abstract

Telling the truth to patientsis akey issuein medical ethics. Today, most physicians hold that truth-telling to
patientsis crucial, and that lying to patients or withholding information from them is not acceptable. It
seems, however, that absol ute and unconditional truth-telling is not always possible, and it may not be
feasible to tell some patients certain truths under some circumstances. Although truth-telling is arudimentary
principlein ethics, it is allowed to withhold truth or even to tell liesin some circumstances. From the point of
view of reason and tradition, lying under certain circumstances is allowed; for instance when one is
disinclined to tell the truth, or in emergencies where truth-telling might lead to loss of life, property or
someone’s reputation, and when truth may involve two adequately unpleasant situations. In my opinion, it is
necessary to tell the truth, regardless of possible harms, when continuation of treatment, or the patient’s
cooperation and consent depend on it, and also when the truth which needs to be told to a patient is the
incurability of his disease and therefore his inevitable death,. In other cases, however, when there are truths
such as severity of disease, death of othersin the accident, family problems outside the hospital, predicted
survival time, and other possible diagnoses, the truth can be withheld and the patient can even belied to if
thereisany risk of harm to the patient.
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