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Ethics in Practice

Ethical dementia practice is the ongoing process of
recognising, thinking through and responding to questions
about what matters, what is right, whose interests are being
served, and how the rights, dignity, relationships and
wellbeing of a person living with dementia mate wareware

and their whanau can be upheld.



What are researchers asking about?

Main topic of 321 papers on ethics in dementia care

Use of technology I 44 (14%)
Decision-making = 36 (11%)
End of life and palliative care I 31 (10%)
Autonomy, self-determination, agency B 27 (8%)
Person-centred care I 24 (7%)
Advance directives NN 23 (7%)
Feeding issues N 21 (7%)
Behavioural issues [N 19 (6%)
Truth telling NG 17 (5%)
Euthanasia and assisted dying " 15 (5%)
Personhood and identity NN 13 (4%)
Dignity NN 12 (4%)
User involvement NG S (2%)
Non-pharmacological interventions NI 7 (2%)
Dementia friendliness NN 6 (2%)
Pharmacological interventions [ 5 (2%)

Wellbeing and quality of life [N 4 (1%)

Forced and life sustaining treatments B 3 (<1%)

Other I 3 (<1%)
Abuse and mistreatment ll 1 (<1%)
Managing health issues ll 1 (<1%)
Oral health and dental treatment l 1 (<1%)

Source: Serrat et al. (2026), Neuroethics 19:29, Table 2. Excludes 67 papers on dementia care in general.

Ethical Principles and Frameworks in Dementia Care: A Scoping Review | Neuroethics | Springer Nature Link



https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12152-026-09655-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12152-026-09655-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12152-026-09655-3

Ethical challenges

Dignity Justice
Truth Harm
Independence

Safety




Ethics and Risk




Building a moral compass

Dignity

Relationships. R - Autonomy

What is really going on
for this person?

Attentiveness

/. Justice

Can they tell me when
I have got it wrong?

Whose job is it
to respond?

Responsibility

An ethic
of care

.

Responsiveness

Competence

'—f

What did my care Did I do this well enough
do to them? to help?

Adapted from Tronto (1993) and Sevenhuijsen (1998), as applied to dementia care by
Barnes, M. and Brannelly, T. (2008). Achieving care and social justice for people with dementia. Nursing Ethics, 15(3), 384 to 395.
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How do you * Elsie is calling out for her mc?ther, she
o sounds upset. Her mother died many years
respond : ago — how do you respond to this?



e e.g. Your Mum is dead

Possible outcomes:
* Unnecessary distress

TeIIing the * Person feels more isolated
Truth * Conflict between person and member of
staff

e Unmet needs



’

e e.g. “Do you want a cuppa’

Possible outcomes:
* Distress has been ignored
Distraction * Person feels more isolated

* Feelings have no outlet
e A shortterm distraction
e Unmet needs



Lying

e e.g. “she’s just popped out”

Possible outcomes:

False expectations

Further confusion

Mistrust of staff member
Further distress

Mistaken belief is enhanced
Unmet needs



s It ever
acceptable to
lie?

Socially acceptable lies

Father Christmas

Lying to protect somebody’s feelings
“Does my bum look big in this?”

“If a white lie is the only way to make your
loved one feel better in a particular
situation, and isn’t hurting anyone, then
you’re helping your loved one by entering
his world instead of forcing reality upon
him.”



MHF: An inquiry about truth and
lying in dementia care (2017)

What is Truth?

* MHF suggest there is a truth lie
axis as part of a continuum.

e Recommends starts with truth
telling except in situations where
it is known it will cause distress.

* All responses to be underpinned E_\ o
with respect and kindness. e




Truth lie axis (mental health foundation 2017)

Truth telling Distracting Lying
2\ 2\ 2\ 2\ 2\
\_/ \_/ \_/ \_/ \_/

Looking Going
for along with
alternative

meaning
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