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Professional Ethics 
 

As pre-hospital providers we are often faced with moral and ethical dilemmas in our practice.  As an 
example these may involve making decisions about resuscitation, patient consent or patient refusal.   
We owe it to our patients and ourselves to be prepared to handle these situations appropriately when 
they occur. 
 
To begin with, we must first understand the meaning of morals, ethics and values.   
 
Ethics – refers to the principles that define behavior as right, good and proper.  It is generally thought of 
as the study of right action.   
 
Morals - the system through which we apply ethics.   They may be social, religious or personal standards 
of right and wrong.   
 
Values – the inner judgments that determine how a person actually behaves. 
 

Ethics and Values are not interchangeable 
Ethics = behavior 
Values = beliefs 

 
It is important to understand the difference between your personal ethics and the ethics of your 
profession.   
Personal ethics are the product of your upbringing, family and community influences, your religious 
background, and your conscience.  
 Professional ethics arise out of the standards and practices of your profession and in certain cases 
various state and federal laws such as HIPPA. 
Situations may arise in which the personal ethical beliefs of an EMT may come into conflict with the 
professional ethical standards.  In almost every such case, the paramedic will be bound by professional 
ethics and must understand that personal ethics must be temporarily set aside.  The interest of the 
patient must always take precedence over personal beliefs and standards.   
 
In 1978 the National Association of Emergency Medical Technicians felt this was so important they 
wrote the Code of Ethics for Emergency Medical Technicians, which is still in effect today.    
 

 



The "Code of Ethics" 

 

Professional status as an Emergency Medical Technician and Emergency Medical Technician-
Paramedic is maintained and enriched by the willingness of the individual practitioner to accept and 
fulfill obligations to society, other medical professionals, and the profession of Emergency Medical 
Technician. As an Emergency Medical Technician-Paramedic, I solemnly pledge myself to the following 
code of professional ethics:  

A fundamental responsibility of the Emergency Medical Technician is to conserve life, to alleviate 
suffering, to promote health, to do no harm, and to encourage the quality and equal availability of 
emergency medical care.  

The Emergency Medical Technician provides services based on human need, with respect for human 
dignity, unrestricted by consideration of nationality, race creed, color, or status.  

The Emergency Medical Technician does not use professional knowledge and skills in any enterprise 
detrimental to the public well being.  

The Emergency Medical Technician respects and holds in confidence all information of a confidential 
nature obtained in the course of professional work unless required by law to divulge such 
information.  

The Emergency Medical Technician, as a citizen, understands and upholds the law and performs the 
duties of citizenship; as a professional, the Emergency Medical Technician has the never-ending 
responsibilty to work with concerned citizens and other health care professionals in promoting a high 
standard of emergency medical care to all people.  

The Emergency Medical Technician shall maintain professional competence and demonstrate concern 
for the competence of other members of the Emergency Medical Services health care team.  

An Emergency Medical Technician assumes responsibility in defining and upholding standards of 
professional practice and education.  

The Emergency Medical Technician assumes responsibility for individual professional actions and 
judgment, both in dependent and independent emergency functions, and knows and upholds the 
laws, which affect the practice of the Emergency Medical Technician.  



An Emergency Medical Technician has the responsibility to be aware of and participate in matters of 
legislation affecting the Emergency Medical Service System.  

The Emergency Medical Technician, or groups of Emergency Medical Technicians, who advertise 
professional service, do so in conformity with the dignity of the profession.  

The Emergency Medical Technician has an obligation to protect the public by not delegating to a 
person less qualified, any service which requires the professional competence of an Emergency 
Medical Technician  

The Emergency Medical Technician will work harmoniously with and sustain confidence in Emergency 
Medical Technician associates, the nurses, the physicians, and other members of the Emergency 
Medical Services health care team.  

The Emergency Medical Technician refuses to participate in unethical procedures, and assumes the 
responsibility to expose incompetence or unethical conduct of others to the appropriate authority in a 
proper and professional manner.  

Adopted by: The National Association of Emergency Medical Technicians, 1978. Written by, Charles 
Gillestie M.D.  

Adopted by: The National Association of Emergency Medical Technicians, 1978. Written by, Charles 
Gillestie M.D. 

 

The characteristics necessary to practice ethically as an EMT are many.  They fall under each of the 
categories listed below.   

Integrity  
Compassion 
Accountability  
Respect 
Empathy 
 
It would be impossible to list all the ethical dilemmas potentially encountered in your profession.  
Regardless of the scenario you need to remember these three basic principles in your treatment 
decisions. 

1. Do no harm:  this essentially means that you should take all due care in ensuring that your 
patient receives the best possible care.  This requires you to assess your patient appropriately, 
treat and transport the patient so that you do not exacerbate their medical problem.   

2. Act in good faith: this is your commitment to place the interest of the patient above all else. 
3. Act always in the best interest of the patient: you must be able to state confidently that the 

treatment decisions you made were motivated by your desire to benefit the patient.   

http://www.naemt.org/


 

You can see that in order to follow these three principles the EMT must possess all 5 of the 
characteristics listed above. 

It is important to remember that anytime you are faced with an ethical dilemma in patient care, 
medical control is just a phone call away.   It is your responsibility to paint a clear picture for 
medical control so they can help you make the appropriate decision. 

There will be times when you are faced with ethical dilemmas that indirectly effect patient care.  
These could include: 

A. Knowledge that a mistake has occurred in patient care (for instance a medication error) and the 
patient did not suffer any adverse effects.  Your partner asks you not to say anything. 

B. False information has been documented in the patient care record. 
C. One of your co-workers comes to work after having a few drinks.   
D. Your partner treats a patient disrespectfully. 

You have to be prepared to act appropriately.  Even though at the time none of these had an 
adverse effect on the patient, it is important that you act in an ethical manor to ensure patient 
safety in the future.  No one can alter your integrity but you.   

In conclusion 
All various codes and rules of right and wrong ultimately stem from a concern for the welfare of the 
patient.  It is safe generalization that is you place the welfare of the patient ahead of all other 
considerations, you will rarely is ever commit an unethical act in medical care.   
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1.  Define ethics: 

 

2. Define Morals: 

 

3. Define Values: 

 

4. Explain the difference between personal and professional ethics. 
 

 

5. The interest of the patient must always take precedence over personal beliefs and standards.  
True     False 
 

6. The Code of Ethics written by the National Association of Emergency Medical Technicians in 
1978 are still in effect today.    True   False 
 

7. Five characteristics that are necessary to practice ethically are _________________, 
________________, __________________, ___________________, _____________________. 
 

8. List the three basic principles you need to remember to ensure ethical treatment of your 
patient. 
A. ____________________ 
B. ____________________ 
C. ____________________ 

 
9.  It is important anytime you are faced with an ethical dilemma in patient care to contact medical 

control.       True   False 
 

10. The Code of Ethics for Emergency Medical Technicians does NOT require you to maintain 
professional competence.      True    False 
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