
Case 1: Client Choice Versus Client Good
In most circumstances, respect for autonomy is compatible with beneficence - the commitment to do good for the client and to do no harm. Indeed, things like helping the client to understand treatment options and to clarify values may serve therapeutic purposes. Moreover, when given the freedom to choose, clients usually use this freedom in ways compatible with a treatment or plan of care that is also favoured by the nurse.
However, if the freedom to choose is genuine, it means that the client may also choose something different from what the nurse believes is beneficial, and perhaps even something positively harmful. In such instances, respect for client autonomy is in conflict with beneficence. This conflict may be very difficult for nursing staff to deal with, as the following case illustrates:
Mrs. Wright, a fifty-five year old woman with advanced multiple sclerosis, was admitted to the chronic care unit of a hospital. As part of the admission routine, a full diet was ordered. At lunch time, Nurse Klein observed that Mrs. Wright was eating very slowly and appeared to have difficulty swallowing some of the foods on her dinner tray. Mrs. Wright explained that she needed to chew the food well in order to avoid choking. After staying with her until she finished her meal, Nurse Klein told Mrs. Wright that she was going to fill out a special diet requisition for a soft diet.
At dinner time when her food tray was presented, Mrs. Wright became very angry and upset. "I don't want baby food!" she asserted. "Bring me some real food that I can enjoy." Nurse Klein patiently explained to her why it was best that she eat a soft diet and informed her about the risks of choking and aspiration. She also pointed out that the nursing staff would have limited time to spend assisting her with meals. Even so, Mrs. Wright was adamant."It's my life and I will live it the way I want!" she insisted.
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