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Medical Ethics and 
End-of-Life Decisions
Medical ethics encompasses a broad range of difficult clinical issues and decisions. Some of
these issues, such as embryonic research, in vitro fertilization, cloning, and gene mapping,
deal with the beginning of life. Others, such as those involving informed consent, organ
donation, and human experimentation, can occur at any time during life. End-of-life
decisions, including withdrawing and withholding treatment, euthanasia, and advance
directives, comprise a significant and especially challenging part of medical ethics. In this
program, Dr. William Matory interviews Dr. Edmund Pellegrino, a world-renowned
spokesman on ethics and the medical profession. Dr. Pellegrino addresses end-of-life and
other difficult decisions faced by physicians and other healthcare professionals in caring for
patients, and provides clinically and morally sound advice, based on his belief in the moral
nature of medicine and the ethical obligations of physicians.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After taking part in this activity, participants should be able to:

• list the major medical issues that occur at the beginning of life, throughout life, and at
the end of life;

• define the terms vegetative state, futility, and ordinary versus extraordinary care in the
context of medical ethics;

• identify the physician’s role and the role of courts in end-of-life decisions;
• examine the role of ethical consultations in medical decision making; and
• incorporate the principles of medical ethics, including patient autonomy and physician

responsibility, into patient management decisions.
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