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Among the most important ethical principles in medicine is patient autonomy – the right for patients to  
choose the most appropriate care for themselves. This medical right is predicated upon informed consent,  
the standard that directs physicians to fully discuss available care options and their risks and benefits so that 
patient decisions are well-informed. 
 

Patient autonomy and the practice of obtaining informed consent are threatened when state or federal laws 
impose restrictions on the confidential, trust-based relationship between a patient and her or his physician.  
Three key examples demonstrate the importance of protecting this relationship and serve as a model for  
legislation that promotes the health of the community. 
 

Regulations governing reproductive medical standards  
of care should be based on medical evidence and the  
input of trained medical experts, rather than on  
political opinion: 
 

 Family planning decisions are confidential and private  

and are best made by a patient and her or his provider,  

and this must be reflected in legislation and regulations 

 Ultrasound mandates for family planning patients are 

invasive, unethical, and medically inappropriatei, and 

should be stricken from existing and proposed legislation 

Physicians must be able to ask about gun safety and 
educate patients on basic public health precautions 
whether or not the patient owns a firearm: 
 

 Physicians have the responsibility to educate individual 

patients so they are equipped to protect themselves  

and their families from common sources of injury and 

accidents; this includes asking about guns and how they  

are secured and stored in the home 

 Counseling patients on household gun safety can  

favorably influence how patients store guns
ii
, and  

proper gun storage can influence rates of gun injuries  

and gun-related death.
iii,iv

 

Laws and regulations that protect proprietary trade 
secrets must include medical necessity disclosure 
requirements, so that physicians can promptly and 
adequately treat chemical and toxin exposure: 
 

 Physicians cannot adequately diagnose toxic exposures  

or provide detoxification treatment when legislation 

restricts them from asking for or obtaining this information, 

or restricts patients from access to their own personal 

exposure information 
 

 New technologies such as hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) 

can accidentally overexpose workers to caustic 

chemicalsv,vi, and laws that restrict physician and patient 

access to essential information on the nature of the 

chemicals should be amended, stricken or repealed 

In Conclusion: 
State and federal law and regulation affecting the practice 
of medicine should conform to the standard of protecting 
proven and appropriate medical standards of care, and 
should support the integrity of the physician-patient 
relationship. The medical community should oppose 
legislation and regulations that restrict the freedom  
of physician-patient communication or weaken the  
principles of patient autonomy and informed consent. 
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United across medical specialties, the National Physicians Alliance was founded in 2005 to restore physicians' primary emphasis  
on the core values of the profession: service, integrity, and advocacy.  The NPA works to improve health and well-being,  

and to ensure equitable, affordable, high quality health care for all people.  The NPA strictly refuses  
financial entanglements with the pharmaceutical and biomedical industries.   
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