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Session Purpose: 
 

The purpose of this session is to illuminate the overlapping legal and ethical questions 
that hospitals, private providers, and health departments may face in allocating scarce 
medical resources, such as hospital ICU beds, ventilators, and medications, during 
emergencies such as a pandemic flu.  Issues include adjusting standards of care and 
creating “agents of the state” with legal protections.  
 
The goals of the session are: 
 
• Explore the legal and ethical dimensions of creating a framework and management plan 

for medical triage in an emergency, particularly focusing on hospital management 
decisions and the relationships between hospitals and health departments in a public 
health emergency; 

 



• Use ethics guides to facilitate analysis and deliberation about the needs, perspectives 
and interests of the various stakeholders, such as hospitals, private physicians 
practicing in hospitals, the local health department, and the state health department; 
and, 

 
• Explore the role of hospital ethics committees in hospital organizational planning and in 

future allocation policies and cases during a public health emergency.   
  
Learning Objectives: 
  
 By the close of this session, conference participants will be able to: 
  

• Provide emergency preparedness officials, health department officials, and health 
attorneys with an understanding of the complex legal and ethical decisions involved in 
creating new standards of care to address a community-wide scarcity of medical 
resources in a public health emergency, and 

 
• Use a case study to create and evaluate a sample community hospital triage plan, 

based on ethical principles from medical ethics and public health ethics.    
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