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Caring for an Aging Population:
Ethical challenges and solutions for patient choice
Pam Zimmerman, LSW, MA
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Recognize demographic projections and the
implications of the population shift on all sectors of
society.

Objectives

Explore our response in caring for an aging population
and initiatives to help people age well.

Identify ethical challenges created by an aging
population and discuss solutions to these presenting
dilemmas.

Explore issues of patient choice within the context of
the Social Work Code of Ethics.

Apply an ethical decision-making framework to discuss
and problem-solve an ethical dilemma/case study.
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Demographic
Projections
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Population Shifts
Minnesota’s changing demographics
65+ population will double – 2000 to 2030
85+ population will triple – 2000 to 2050
Life expectancy is also on the rise
73 years – men
79 years – women
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Impacts of Population Aging

Policy

Healthcare

Social Programs
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How are we responding?
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Emerging partnerships between social service and health care
providers

Partnerships,
Practice Change,
&
New Models

Growing demand from payers to control health care costs and
help older adults live healthy lives

New service concepts adopted by the community-based systems
Risk management

Evidence-based
programs

Focus on
sustainability and
business acumen

Preparing
Lifetime
Communities

8

Driving
Principles

FOSTER
COMMUNITY
LIVING AS LONG
AS POSSIBLE.

USE PERSONCENTERED,
EMPOWERMENT
APPROACHES.

USE EVIDENCEBASED
SOLUTIONS TO
IMPROVE
OUTCOMES.

HELP
INDIVIDUALS
MANAGE RISK.

FOCUS ON
PARTNERSHIPS.
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Ethical
Challenges
and
Solutions
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Ethical Challenge:
Health Care
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Dressing
Bathing
Feeding
Finances
Cooking
Cleaning
Shopping
Transportation
Companionship
Care
Coordination

•
•
•
•
•

Medical
Financial
Insurance
Legal
Living
arrangements
• Supportive
services

Healthcare needs

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Decision making

Daily living needs

Ethical Challenge: Family Caregiving
• Medication
management
and
administration
• Medical care
• Doctor visits
• Emotional
support
• Supervision
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Caregiving
can lead
to…

Health
issues

Stress and
anxiety

Depression

Family strain

Workforce
interruption
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Ethical
Challenge:
Rising Health
Care Costs
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Ethical
Challenge:
Practicing with
Cultural
Competence
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Creative
Solutions
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Creative
Solution:
Targeting
At-Risk
Older Adults
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• Prevents/delays
placement in
institutional
settings –
assisted living or
nursing home

Better Quality of Life

• Better
compliance with
medical regimes
• Reduced length
of hospital stays
• Fewer hospital
readmissions
and ER visits

Living Well at Home

Improved Healthcare

Creative Solution: Partnerships with Families
• Improved health
• Increased
socialization
• Decreased
isolation
• Preferences for
independence
are honored
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Creative
Solution:
Telemedicine
&
Assistive
Technology
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Creative
Solution:
Promoting
Healthy Aging
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NASW
Code of Ethics

Source: https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics
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Purpose of the NASW Code of Ethics
1
Identifies core
values on
which social
work’s mission
is based.

2
Summarizes
broad ethical
principles that
reflect the core
values of SW;
establishes
specific ethical
standards that
should be used
to guide social
work practice.
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Helps social
workers
identify relevant
considerations
when
professional
obligations
conflict or
ethical
uncertainties
arise.

Provides ethical
standards to
which the
general public
can hold social
workers
accountable.

Socializes
practitioners new
to the field to SW’s
mission, values,
ethical principles,
and ethical
standards.

Articulates
standards that
the profession
can use to
assess
whether SW’s
have engaged
in unethical
conduct.
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Exploring
Issues of
Patient
Choice
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Social Worker’s Ethical Responsibilities
to Clients

Social workers respect and
promote the rights of clients to
self-determination and assist
clients in their efforts to identify
and clarify their goals.

Social workers may limit clients’
right to self-determination when,
in the social workers’ professional
judgment, clients’ actions or
potential actions pose a serious,
foreseeable, and imminent risk
to themselves or others.

Source: NASW Code of Ethics 1.02 Self-Determination
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Social Workers’ Ethical Responsibilities
in Practice Settings

Social workers generally should adhere
to commitments made to employers and
employing organizations.

Social workers should work to improve employing agencies’
policies and procedures and the efficiency and effectiveness
of their services.

Source: NASW Code of Ethics 3.09 Commitments to Employers
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Social workers should take reasonable steps to
ensure that employers are aware of their ethical
obligations as set forth in the NASW Code of
Ethics and of the implications of those obligations
for social work practice

Social Workers’
Ethical
Responsibilities
in Practice
Settings

Social workers should not allow an employing
organization’s policies, procedures, regulations, or
administrative orders to interfere with their ethical
practice of social work.

Social workers should take reasonable steps to ensure that
their employing organizations’ practices are consistent with
the NASW Code of Ethics.

Source: NASW Code of Ethics 3.09 Commitments to Employers
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An Ethical
DecisionMaking
Model
Corey et al., 1998

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Step 1: Identify problem.
Step 2: Identify potential issues involved.
Step 3: Review relevant ethical guidelines.
Step 4: Know relevant laws and regulations.
Step 5: Obtain consultation.
Step 6: Consider possible & probable courses of action.
Step 7: List consequences of these courses of action.
Step 8: Decide on what appears to be the best course of
action.
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