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Ethics and midwifery practice 
Joyce E. Thompson & Henry 0. Thompson 

The twin goals of midwifery 
care are to do good and not to 
do harm. Values, beliefs, 
moral development, theories 
of ethics and decision-making 
are crucial elements in 
learning how to be a midwife. 

Mrs S. Phiri, a midwife in sub
Saharan Africa, has just 
witnessed the death of a 12-

year-old girl who tried to terminate 
her own pregnancy using a wire coat
hanger. Mrs S. Martinez, a midwife 
in Bolivia, struggles to stop postnatal 
bleeding in a 25-year-old woman 
who has just delivered her eighth 
child in a rural health centre where 
there are no fluids to replace her 
blood loss and no transport to take 
her to a hospital. Ms K. Campbell , a 
nurse-midwife in the United States, 
has been providing gynaecological 
health care for a 40-year-old woman 
who is HIV-positive. 

Such scenes occur in the daily 
work of midwives around the world . 
They point to some of the ethical 
dilemmas which midwives have to 
face in trying to provide effective and 
humane care in such difficult situa
tions as may involve abortion, lack of 
life-saving equipment, and sex ually 
transmitted diseases. 

Because midwives are integral 
members of the societies in which 
they live, they often face challenges 
to their most deeply held personal 
beliefs about life when practising 
their profession. Among their guid
ing principles must be the sanctity of 
human life, the fact that women 's 
lives are as valuable as those of men 
or children, and recognition of every 

Young girls hove special needs far adequate nutrition and sound education. They also need to be 
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human being 's need for a certain 
quality of life. Family planning 
services, which many midwives 
provide, both protect women's lives 
and enhance their health and quality 
of life. Healthy women are more 
likely to have healthy children. 

The tragedy of maternal death 
and disability affects well over three 
million women each year. This 
tragedy is shameful because it is 
preventable. Midwives often strug
gle with inadequate resources to care 
for women and their babies properly. 
Protecting the health of the fetus is 
best achieved by protecting the 
health of women. This means pro
viding them with appropriate and 
accessible health care, ensuring 
adequate nutrition, and enabling 
them to space the births of their 
children. In some parts of the world 
abortion is a major concern which 
would largely disappear if women 
who did not want chi ld ren could 
avoid pregnancy. The ethical focus 
here in many cases should be, first 
and foremost, respect for the women 
concerned. 

Respect for others 

Respect is a part of the larger ethical 
principle of autonomy. It includes 
se lf-respect, respect for others, and 
respect for human dignity. Many 
women and girl s, however, simply 
because they are female, are not 
treated with respect. Some are 
subjected to vio lence that shows 
complete lack of respect for the 
value of life. In some societies there 
is preferential feeding of boys, and 
girls are not given adequate nutri
tion. Often girls have far fewer 
opportunities for education than 
boys do. Poor nutrition and lack of 
education mean fewer healthy preg
nancies and fewer healthy babies. 

Around the world, midwives are 
familiar with society 's lack of re
spect for women and the problems 
that it causes for mothers and babies. 
Midwives are trying to meet an 
urgent human need through the care 
they provide for women. That 
includes treatment of sexually trans
mitted diseases, cancer screening, 
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midwives, such as maintaining 
confidentiality and taking responsi
bility for their own actions and 
decisions. Midwives are also re
quired to advance midwifery knowl
edge and practice and protect the 
rights of women through research 
and through the education of new 
midwives. 

A midwife gives prenatal advice to a pregnant woman in India. Photo WHO/}. & P. Hubley. 

Women who are not used to 
making decisions or having a voice 
in what happens to them find them
selves particularly challenged when 
they have to make their own choices. 
They must be encouraged to develop 
a strong sense of self-worth and self
respect, so that they can express 
their needs and strive for health, 
education and participation in 
policy-making. Midwives can help 
the women for whom they care in 
this regard. To enable them to do 
this , training should emphasize the 
social and ethical dimensions of 
midwifery. • 

and diagnosis and treatment of other 
illnesses- including the conse
quences of assault. Women's rights 
are human rights, and women have 
the right to a fair share of the educa
tion and health care that are so neces
sary to human well-being. 

Midwifery practice aims to do the 
right thing for the right reason. This 
is the basis of our code of ethics. 
Learning how to practise in an ethi
cal manner is an important part of a 
midwife 's education. The twin goals 
of midwifery care are to do good and 
not to do hrum. Students need to 
understand the importance of values, 
beliefs, moral development and 
ethical principles in decision-mak
ing. These are crucial elements in 
learning how to be a midwife and 
how to care for women in an ethical 
manner. 

A moral guide 
Most professions define their stan
dards of moral behaviour in a code of 
ethics. In 1993, midwives from all 
regions of the world adopted a code 
of ethics at the 23rd Triennial 
Congress of Midwives, sponsored by 
the International Confederation of 
Midwives (ICM). The ICM 
International Code of Ethics for 
Midwives (1993) is a moral guide for 
the midwife in education, practice 
and research. This code upholds the 
rights and needs of women, seeks 

justice for all people and promotes 
fair access to needed health care 
services. 

The ICM code provides guide
lines for making decisions, and for 
relating to women, families, policy
makers, other midwives and other 
health professionals. According to 
the code, safety is the most important 
priority in midwifery. The dangers 
involved in many situations of child
birth can be reduced or avoided, and 
this is the first requirement. 
Autonomy is another key value. It 
implies the right of women to choose 
and to take responsibility for their 
choices. Other parts of the code 
relate to the professional duties of 
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