Ethics Case Study:  Reporting Abuse

Abstract


The following case study addresses several issues involving child abuse and the responsibility of health care workers everywhere.  Our formula:  knowledge + power = responsibility, plays a major role in this case study.  Knowing that a child is being abused places an immense amount of responsibility on the person who retains this information.  They have the power to do something about the abuse, but should they?  They must weigh the consequences of revealing this information to their supervisor and Children and Family Services.  In addition, this knowledge comes with a promise of confidentiality and the trust of a child.  Honesty, duty, and liability all play a role in the decision process to report the abuse or not.

Case Study


You are a physical therapist working with 17 year old Sally, who has cerebral palsy.  She is non-ambulatory and uses a power wheel chair for mobility in her home and the community.   One day during your treatment session, she discloses personal information to you and asks you to promise to not tell anyone.  She reveals that her step father had hit her in the past and she was repeatedly being verbally and psychologically abused.  On a later date you ask about a rug burn on her arm and she says she received it when her step dad dragged her across the floor to move her out of the way.  She doesn’t think her step father is aware of the rug burn and says its not a big deal.  You are required to report abuse to your supervisor, should you break your promise to Sally and tell? You know the system will not do much for Sally because she is almost an “adult” and it may cause more problems than its worth, should you tell anyway?

The Players

Directly involved

· Sally

· Sally’s mother and step-father

· Physical therapist (you)

Indirectly involved

· Case workers at Family and Children’s Services

· PT Supervisor

Questions

1.  What are the consequences of telling your supervisor about the possible abuse?

2.  Is the rug burn really abuse or just an accident?

3.  Is Sally’s story accurate?  What is her step-father’s and her mother’s side of the story?

4.  Is this a “cry for help” or just a “cry for attention”?

5.  Should you talk to the parents before talking to your supervisor?

6.  Should you honor your promise and not tell anyone?

7.  Is it for you to decide if Sally is being abused or not?

8.  Are promises void when someone’s well-being is involved?

9.  Who is at greater risk if you do not tell anyone:  Sally, yourself, your job ,or your employer?

Analysis


This ethical dilemma, to tell or not, is centered around trust, honesty, and responsibility.  Sally trusts you and tells you her story with the explicit understanding that you will not tell anyone.  Then again, she may be telling you with the hope that you’ll take some action; this may be an implicit “cry for help”.   This brings into question Sally’s honesty as well as your own.  She could be exaggerating or she could be telling the truth.  You are not being completely honest when you promise not to tell anyone, as you know you are required to report abuse to your supervisor.  You are placed in the difficult situation where responsibility lies on either side of the dilemma.  You have a responsibility to your supervisor, to follow the company’s policies and the law on reporting abuse.  Yet you also have a responsibility to your patient to “do no harm” and keep her secret.  


The consequences of telling your supervisor immediately involves additional players.  Your supervisor would be required to contact Family and Children’s Services, which would involve one or more case workers.  Family and Children’s Services will then decide to take action or not.  Based on Sally’s age, you know she is almost an adult and they are not likely to do much.  However, if they decide to take action, Sally’s parents immediately become involved.  Now Sally could be at a greater risk of being abused, as this action will most likely enrage her step-father.  As a result of notifying your supervisor, you have broken your promise to Sally.  You have lost her trust and may have made her life more miserable by involving more players.


The consequences of not telling your supervisor could be devastating for both you and Sally.  If Sally is truly being abused and you fail to call this to the attention of your supervisor, you are breaking the company policy and the law.  You are REQUIRED to report all abuse and not doing so puts your career in danger.  In addition, if Sally is being abused and you do not tell, she may be in great danger.  It is difficult to predict the future actions of her step-father.  He may never touch her again, or he may become more violent.  Finally, there may be other complaints brought against the family by other professionals.  By not telling your supervisor and the appropriate authorities, you are withholding valuable information that could be used if there is an established case against the family.


Physical therapy is more than simple patient care.  You are someone to look up to, to confide in, and share stories with.  It is never your job to decide if the stories are true, especially if they involve abuse.  Your job is to report to your supervisor.  However, it may be difficult to do your job when you are acquainted with all the variables and understand the consequences of your actions.  If you could simply do your job it would be easy to remove yourself from the situation.  Unfortunately, you are one of the players directly involved and  you feel compelled to do more than your job requires. 

