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ABSTRACT 

Ethics is the science of the morals of human conduct and provides the 

principles that rule the behaviour of society. It permits or prohibits certain 

actions and is enforced by the imposition of penalties. Ethical principles are 

integral to the Dental profession as well. The Dental Council of India makes it 

absolutely clear that all dentists should maintain the highest ethical 

standards. High Practice standards reaffirm and strengthen the values to 

which all dentists should aspire to firmly adhere to. Ethical guidance should be 

positive, demonstrating best practices and providing guidance on the 

appropriate standards of personal and professional behaviour. Those Dentists, 

whose actions or conduct fall below the expected standard, dishonour not only 

themselves but the profession as a whole. Such actions open them to 

allegations of professional misconduct which may in turn result in the loss of 

their livelihood, their professional standing and considerable damage to 

personal reputation. Maintenance of standards should not be regarded as a 
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burden. Infact, it is merely the exercise of what is to be expected from 

reasonable people under normal circumstances. The dentists should still try to 

keep the standard of the Dental treatment as their top notch priority.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the past few years in dentistry, there has been a sudden transition in the 

balance of decision-making in the dental clinic. The “best” treatment 

determination by the dentist for the patient has shifted from professional 

paternalism towards respecting the informed and autonomous decision of the 

patient.  

       The SARS-COv2 has brought about another tectonic shift in the way 

healthcare is managed all around the world. Hospitals in developing countries 

are bursting at their seams while trying to save lives from this dreaded virus 

while research laboratories are running a mad race against time in developing 

a vaccine for it.   

Dentistry has changed – forever and for the better. Forever, because we will 

never go back to taking ‘infection control’ for granted and for the better because 

we are going to protect ourselves, like we always have (or were supposed to), 

but several notches higher! These changes have meant increased investments 

on gadgets and attires. As with any business and Dentistry certainly being one, 

the cost has to be passed on to the end user – the patient. The competition 

around us will ensure that we do not stray out of line with our costs.  

             Dental ethics, as per us is a moral obligation that encompasses 

professional conduct and judgment imposed by the members of the dental 

profession. Dental ethics has to be like a uniform code and every dentist 

should ideally wear the same one, but alas it's not the way we wish it to be. An 

ethical challenge that almost every fresher faces is a poor knowledge in ethics 

and attitude amongst the fellow dental practitioners. As mentioned above, 

dental ethics represents a set of principles of professional conduct, rules and 

responsibilities, starting with respect for autonomy, beneficence, non-
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maleficence and justice – the founding ethical principles that govern any dental 

practice. 

 

REVIEW 

Business survival with high costs and competition is a tight rope walk and 

that’s where the ETHICS comes into the picture.  Let us discuss the 5 

principles of medical ethics: autonomy, non-maleficence, beneficence, justice 

and veracity and how they play a role in our daily COVID-19 era lives.  

 

1. AUTONOMY: Autonomy is defined as the ability of the person to make 

his/her own decisions. One of the first uses of this principle will take place 

when the patient has to decide whether he/she wants to be seen at the 

dental practice during this pandemic. A 70-year-old Ex-Army Colonel who 

has been a patient of ours for decades called us up with a dental 

emergency. He used to stay close to our clinic but recently moved his 

residence to a suburb far away from our clinic. This made it difficult for 

him to travel since he had to procure passes and permissions to travel 

during the lockdown. He perfectly fit the mould of a “high-risk” patient 

with co-morbidities. Such patients are better off staying at home during 

this pandemic. After the initial enquiries about his condition, we offered to 

see him in our clinic for an emergency procedure. His next question was – 

“Do you think it is safe for me to come to the clinic?” We explained that it 

probably might not be safe for him to travel during these times but that 

our clinic is still a safer haven for him. Our reply centered on the facts 

about how he has seen the efforts we had been making to ensure our 

clinic premises were safe irrespective of the pandemic. Before letting him 

decide, we asked him if he had access to dentists close to where he was 

living and offered to speak to whichever dentist he chooses and give them 

his dental history. All of this gave him the confidence, that we were 

available to see him at any given point of time. He decided that he would 
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take medications for the time being and come visit us, if the symptoms 

worsened. By now, it has been established that aerosols do have some role 

to play in the spread of corona-virus.  The word has spread in the 

community that dental clinics are a source of aerosols and are best 

avoided while the virus spread is at its peak. As a dental practitioner, it is 

our duty to inform the patient about risks of virus transmission and allay 

any unfounded fears amongst our patients. We need to be honest with 

them and explain the way dental clinics are handling this pandemic and 

getting safer thanks to newer gadgets and measures taken by us and our 

team. With all the data in hand, the patient needs to make an informed 

and educated decision about coming and visiting the dental clinic. This 

autonomy cannot be trampled upon by our desire to see patients and 

increase our footfall. The patients should feel invested in their treatment 

when they make some decisions about themselves and their dental visit 

based on their personal circumstances. 

 

2. NON-MALEFICENCE: Non-maleficence means doing no harm. This 

principle applies to our patient as well to our entire dental team and their 

families. The dentist should be updated about the health history of his 

team as well as of his patients. The reverse holds true as well. The dentist 

needs to be honest about his health history during this pandemic. Doing 

no harm also means not putting anyone at risk. If the dentist or any 

dental team member feels sick/ill they should avoid seeing patients until 

they feel better. If they test positive for COVID, then the scheduled 

patients need to be informed and the clinic should be shut down for a 

minimum of 14 days or based on local health regulatory body 

recommendations. We need to expect the same level of sincerity and 

honesty from our patients when it comes to their history. Unfortunately, 

pain can be a major driver for patients to lie about their medical history or 

contact history during these COVID times. Keeping this in mind, we need 
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to treat every patient of ours as an asymptomatic carrier of this virus. We 

and our staff need to adhere to all universal precautions as well as 

sanitation and sterilization requirements. Prior screening of patients is 

essential by inquiring regarding symptoms, travel, exposure, fever, etc. for 

all patients who will be in the office as well as their accompaniments. 

Complying with social distancing requests and scheduling staggered 

appointments so that we limit the number of people in the dental office at 

any given time.  

 

3. BENEFICENCE: Beneficence refers to actions that promote the well-being 

of others. During these trying times, beneficence would mean to defer 

elective procedures until the virus curve has flattened. The dentist shall 

remain available to manage dental emergencies. We know of many dentists 

who are choosing not to see patients at all and are staying at home. They 

may have their own reasons to do that such as age, co-morbidities, single 

parenting. They should not be judged under any circumstances. Infact 

they are thinking about the well-being of themselves and their patients. 

There are others who have taken the decision to only see patients of record 

from their practice. While this certainly does promote well-being for the 

doctor and his/her patients, the well-being of the patient who is not a 

patient of record needs to be addressed and acts against the ethics of 

beneficence. A phone consultation at the minimum is ideal for such 

patients. A proper referral to either a colleague who is seeing such patients 

or the local dental school or hospital should be the norm.  

 

4. JUSTICE: Justice in ethics refers to everyone having an equal opportunity 

or the duty to treat everyone fairly. As doctors we have the discretion to 

select whom we treat. This discretion can not and should not result in us 

refusing to treat patients based on their religion, caste or standing in 

society. Some dentists have refused to treat patients coming from an area 
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where a lot of COVID-19 cases have been reported. This is acceptable 

since this virus spreads easily amongst people living in close quarters in 

certain areas. What is not acceptable is the refusal to treat someone from 

a particular religion, only because a lot of people from that religion tested 

positive for this virus. COVID-19 does not see race, religion, colour, caste, 

creed, language or borders before infecting someone.  

 

5. VERACITY: Veracity is the duty to communicate truthfully. This pandemic 

has affected the economy to an extent which our generation and our 

parents’ generation have never faced in their lifetimes. It has threatened to 

wipe away savings since there is no income that is being generated. In 

these times, we as doctors have a significant role to play in the society. 

Our incomes have also been affected and an increase in treatment charges 

is inevitable. This is not a time to expand our businesses. Unnecessary 

treatments should be avoided, not just now but even during non-pandemic 

times. The treatment charges should be communicated to the patient at 

the start of the appointment. Some may express the inability to pay the 

increased fees. The least we can do is offer payment terms and options to 

our patients. The patient should be given a chance to express their 

concerns about the cost before you invest your time and effort.  

 

DISCUSSION 

As soon as dentistry changed gears in this modern era, the law suits have 

increased manifold making our attention to ethics higher than before. With the 

introduction of NABH standards and the looming Clinic Establishment Act, 

ethical standards in modern dentistry are advancing rapidly with full gusto. As 

a responsible general dentist, it is imperative for us to learn to handle ethical 

issues practically side by side while carving out our own niche professionally. 

The core issues in dental ethics will always be primarily, the ethics of the 

dentist-patient relationship, patient confidentiality and the urgent need to 
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obtain informed consent. Consent is often a misused and confused term in 

dental practice set ups. The process of informed consent is required for 

compliance with the law. The need of a written informed consent, thus, 

requires a thorough knowledge on the part of the dentist (need to alter the 

curriculum), unbiased presentation of all options available in priority wise 

sequence (even if you are offering the same option or not), consequences 

(malpractice or negligence suits) including costs (litigation and damages 

awarded) and the probability of all outcomes (in some situations whether 

followed the road less traveled but ethical). It also requires the capability of the 

dentist to communicate effectively with the patient (in a language, the patient 

understands) and satisfy them about all choices. Some of us are unaware that 

it is not necessary to obtain informed consent for clinical examination and 

routine radiography. In general, the consent process provides an opportunity 

for the dentist to create a good dentist-patient relationship by communicating 

with the patient regarding the details of the treatment, tailoring the information 

to specific needs and understanding of the patient. It also allows the patient to 

express his opinions, fears and concerns unabashedly. This can help build 

patients’ trust and confidence in the dentist as they feel they are in control of 

the decisions (autonomous process) in their treatment. Although law and ethics 

have similarities, law may be better defined as the sum total of rules and 

regulations by which a society is governed. Therefore, there is a need for oral 

health professionals to update their understanding on ethics, informed consent 

and its amendments. 

 

SUMMARY 

In general, whenever a seminar on medico-legal ethics (MLE) is conducted, 

many of our colleagues do not attend it and have an ‘I don’t give a Damn’ 

attitude towards ethics (the bitter truth can be in these words, ‘they give it a 

royal ignore totally to keep minting money at their clinic practice’). The rising 

cost of dental education and an even higher cost to setup clinical practice 
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mean every month a good chunk of EMI has to be paid. When the need for 

money arises, a few colleagues are willing to forego ethics to make that moolah 

(inadvertently means crossing the line on the wrong side of law). If at all, the 

subject of medical or dental ethics is brought up for discussion at a gathering 

or seminar, inevitably, someone raises an apparently logical question: "When 

society at large is corrupt and unethical, how can you expect dentists or 

doctors to remain honest?" The question assumes that if everyone is doing 

wrong, we are entitled to follow suit. It also shows that most of us in the dental 

profession, though literate are not educated enough to be able to transcend our 

baser impulses. In doing so, of course, ‘we are cheating for a heap of gold’. We 

have also forgotten two lessons taught in recent times. The mystic sage from 

Bengal, Ramakrishna Paramhansa (1836 – 1886), commented on the Indian 

penchant for idol worship and offered a suggestion that could be used by all 

Indian doctors to the advantage of their patients: "If God can be worshipped in 

images of clay, should He not be worshipped in one's fellow beings?" Mahatma 

Gandhi (1869 – 1948) offered a talisman to be used when we are in doubt as to 

the course of an action or when we are obsessed with ourselves and our own 

wellbeing: "Recall the face of the poorest and weakest man whom you may have 

seen and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to be of use to him 

and you will find your doubt and yourself melting away”. Dental professionals 

belong to a group of health-care providers that are governed by a uniform code 

of ethics. An important component of ethics is the informed consent, which 

corresponds to the basic principle of patient autonomy and respect. Informed 

consent signifies that every patient should provide autonomous, voluntary and 

informed consent for the treatment rendered to him/her. The process of 

informed consent is also helpful in improving the dentist-patient relationship 

thereby providing quality treatment. Overall speaking, as per the various court 

room verdicts, it is merely the exercise of what is to be expected from 

reasonable people under normal circumstances as the courts don’t expect us to 

be Hercules. Medical/Dental science is not perfect and many things are based 
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on assumptions as well. So, our work ethics and culture needn’t be court 

phobic. We should adhere to the prescribed standards; never compromise on 

the same and for the rest, there is a higher being or a force to take care of all of 

us. The dentists should try to keep the standard of the Dental treatment as a 

top notch priority. A fair amount of education about the ethical issues enables 

the dentist to deal effectively with patients and can be a solution to many of 

dentistry’s professional challenges.    

 

CONCLUSION 

Bertrand Russell said: ‘Man is not a solitary animal and so long as social life 

survives, self-realization can’t be the supreme principle of ethics’. Trust, in 

these times, can not and should not be compromised. Dentistry, as part of 

healthcare, is at the centre of the fabric of society. Ethics and law cannot be 

ignored and, for that reason, it is essential for every Dental healthcare 

professional to get knowledge of ethics in Dentistry. A fair amount of education 

about the ethical issues enables the dentist to deal effectively with patients and 

can be a solution to many of dentistry’s professional challenges. Ethics needs 

to be incorporated in the University BDS Syllabi of all Dental Graduates as a 

youngster these days finds himself at the crossroads after freshly graduating 

out from the college.  
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