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Hospital Ethics Committee
The health care system's setting today has significantly changed as more regulations and policy guidelines are created to control the behaviors and interactions of the stakeholders, especially health care professionals. With the advancement of technology, personal data protection is becoming a significant concern to the stakeholders in health care. As such, policies and regulations are created to set an environment where patients can confidently feel free to seek medical services in the institutions as their data protection and safety are paramount. I interviewed Dr. Warren Washington, a member of the ethics committee in a local hospital in New Orleans, Louisiana, to try to understand how hospital ethics committees work, the rules guiding their operations, and issues that influence medical ethics and application of ethical conduct. In my interview with a member ethics committee, these were the findings on the role of hospital ethics committees.
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Rules governing how Ethics Committee Works
In my interview with the committee member, I sought to inquire about the guidelines and rules governing how ethics committees work. Dr. Washington explained that hospital ethics committees exist to provide the hospitals with the information that can help make appropriate decisions that involve the care, patients and their families, physicians, and other health care professionals. Hospitals often face problems that can raise ethical challenges about patient care decisions. Even though the ethics committee has a responsibility to oversee the operations of health care professionals in the hospital, their operational guidelines must also be regulated to ensure that the committee members do not misuse their power. In response to this question, Dr. Washington highlighted some of the committee's operational guidelines and rules. In the case of New Orleans East Hospital, the committee's provisions include:
· Appointment procedure-Direct appointment by the mayor
· Conflict of interest- Transparency is encouraged in the appointment process to avoid conflict of interests
· Terms of appointment- The duration of appointment for members is three years with a possibility of renewal
· Decision making- The committee's decisions are expected to have a minimum quorum, which in the case of New Orleans East Hospital, should be more than half of the members.
Apart from the above policies and procedure regulations, the ethics committee is also allowed to call upon an independent consultant who can provide special expertise to the committee before making a decision. As Strech et al. (2010), in decision-making about health care, every stakeholder may be faced with ethical challenges. The ethics committee exist, in this case, to provide stakeholders with the assistance in addressing these ethical issues that may arise from patient care as well as facility decision making in respect to patients' concerns and interests as well as health care professionals' values (Strech et al., 2010).
How Ethics Committees decide on Issues of Morality
As Austin (2017) explains, the ethics committee's role has expanded as the demands on health care organizations continue to impact their moral habitability negatively. As such, ethics committees have been considered an asset in ensuring that ethical practice is effectively and meaningfully supported in the hospital (Austin, 2017). In my interview with Dr. Washington, I learned that moral distress in health care organizations had been mainly attributed to lack of adequate resources, which range from material to human. Dr. Washington cited that inadequate number of health care staff and inappropriate skill mix of the staff as some of the major issues that affected the moral habitability of health care institutions. However, in case of a situation where the committee must make a decision regarding the ethical issue in the hospital, the committee is expected to follow specific guidelines and procedures, as discussed below.
First, an ethics committee member with a conflict of interest in the issue must withdraw from the committee before a decision is reached. This is to ensure that the decision is not influenced by a party that has an interest in the issue examined. Conflict of interest may emerge where a member of the committee is related to the personal implicated in the ethical issue.
Secondly, the ethics committee is expected to make a decision or make a ruling on an issue after a thorough investigation to ensure that no innocent person is victimized for nothing. Issues of morality are difficult to decide on unless proper and sufficient time is allowed for the review and discussion of how it has been applied in the given situation. In this case, the committee must refer to the ethical policies and guidelines that apply to the given situation. Even though every state or even the local government may make policies that they deem fit to run their hospitals, the federal government policies on ethics and moral responsibility of the health care professionals must be adhered to. Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA) was enacted in 1996 with the aim of improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the health care system. According to Asbell (2018), HIPAA is a well-known law in health care as it relates to the privacy, security, and confidentiality of patients and health care professionals. HIPAA privacy guidelines set the standards for protecting the medical records of patients and other patient health information. In this regard, the hospital ethics committee is expected to deal with the breaches on the issues that impact the patients' rights on the protection of their information. As such, the privacy rule in HIPAA addresses how protected health information can be used or disclosed.
Another section of the HIPAA involves the security rules that apply mainly to electronically protected health information. The ethics committee is expected to make decisions regarding the security of patient data. As technology advances, hospitals have established the electronic systems where patient treatment records and data are stored and documented. My interviewee, Dr. Washington, the committee's role is to safeguard patient information as well as the physical security of the patients who are seeking care services in the hospital. The technical safeguard standards provided under HIPAA include access, audit controls, integrity, and authentication of patient data (Asbell, 2018). In regards to physical safeguard standards, HIPAA establishes measure, policies and procedures that ethics committees are expected to use in protecting electronic information systems. These measures include safeguards related to facilities' access control, workstation use, workstation security, and device and media controls (Asbell, 2018). Dr. Washington further added that before the committee reaches a decision, a proper review of the situation must be considered to ensure that there is sufficient evidence to rule for or against a certain issue.
Issues of Influencing Medical Ethics and Application of Ethical Conduct
For the ethics committee to administer a decision regarding the ethical conduct of a medical health practitioner, they must understand the ethical problems. Some of the issues that influence medical ethics include justice, autonomy, and nonmalfeasance. Justice is important in ensuring that the medical ethics committee distributes both the benefits and challenges of care across society. Autonomy is the patent's rights to determine their own health care. Finally, nonmalfeasance is to ensure that the medical practitioner does not harm their patients. All these three factors are important in determining appropriate ethical standards in a medical care setting. Medical practitioners are expected to behave in a manner that shows respect to the rights and privacy of patients, as explained under HIPAA guidelines. Dr. Washington explained that medical ethics is a matter of conscience, but it also has practical implications and applications. Ethics committees help hospitals in ensuring that all stakeholders interact and socialize in a respectful and dignified way. As such, the committee must adopt and adhere to the policies and procedures that can help them deal with the moral and ethical issues arising in the organization. As Dr. Washington mentioned in the interview, setting these standards can help keep the medical staff in check with the acceptable medical standards as they deliver their services to patients.
Every institution is unique, and sometimes, they may need to make internal policies that reflect the organizational mission and goals. As such, the ethics committee must uphold the principles to which the institution is created. Also, the internal policies must be structured in a way that they support in staffing the hospital and helping in other areas to meet the needs of the institution and patients. In a diverse area, the committee should comprise of diverse perspectives, expertise, and experience.
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