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SUCCESSFULLY NAVIGATING ETHICAL 
ISSUES FOR DIETETICS PRACTITIONERS

Julie Stefanski MEd, RDN, CSSD, LDN, CDE, FAND

A Day in the Life of the Dietetics 
Practitioner….

■ A co-worker assesses all her patients from the EMR in your office.  She never 
physically goes to see the patient.  In the education section she documents phrases 
like “Patient was sleeping” or “Patient with therapy staff.”

■ A new resident is admitted from the hospital with no orders written for using his PEG 
tube.  Although the hospital has said that he is on hospice he actually is not.  Is it ok 
to not feed him?

■ A dietetic intern shares a complete medical history of a patient including the 
interventions on her blog and Instagram.  She doesn’t use the patient’s name.  

■ A dietitian recently formed a private practice in PA.  He begins to receive requests to 
provide medical nutrition therapy in other states, including an individual in North 
Carolina.  

■ A physician chooses not to start TPN on a morbidly obese patient despite your 
recommendations to do so stating that weight loss would be beneficial for the 
patient.  

Objectives
■ Discuss current ethical issues 

relevant to dietetics practitioners 

and nutrition students.

■ Identify the parameters of ethical 

decision-making and resources for 

making informed choices.

■ Review the code of ethics for 
dietetics practitioners.  

The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Academy) and 

Commission on Dietetic Registration (CDR) are not 

responsible for the provider’s interpretation of the 

Academy/CDR Code of Ethics for the Nutrition and Dietetics 

Profession or its enforcement as it relates to the scenarios 

and content presented in this activity.
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What is 
Bioethics?

■ Bioethics combines medicine, 

philosophy, theology, law, and 

ordinary life experience.

■ These areas of study are 

merged to examine the 

physical and emotional 

challenges of decision 

making during significant life-

and-death issues. 

■ Bioethics also examine the 

challenge of resolving ethical 

issues to promote patient 

welfare.

What is the Code of Ethics?
■ Nutrition and dietetics practitioners have voluntarily adopted the Code of 

Ethics to reflect the values and ethical principles guiding the nutrition and 
dietetics profession and to set forth commitments and obligations of the 
practitioner to the public, clients, the profession, colleagues and other 
professionals.

■ The revised Code of Ethics for the Nutrition and Dietetics Profession is in 
effect as of June 1, 2018.

■ The code of ethics applies to the following practitioners: 

– All members of the Academy who are credentialed (RDN or NDTR) • All 
members of the Academy who are not credentialed • All RDNs and 
NDTRs who are not members of the Academy

– Available at https://www.eatrightpro.org/-/media/eatrightpro-
files/career/code-of-
ethics/coeforthenutritionanddieteticsprofession.pdf?la=en&hash=0C9D
1622C51782F12A0D6004A28CDAC0CE99A032

What Determines What is Ethical?

Step 2 of the Code of Ethics states 

that any dilemma in your practice 

should be connected to the most 

appropriate educational theory.  

■ Autonomy

■ Nonmaleficence

■ Beneficence

■ Justice
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The Nutrition and Dietetics practitioner:

■ Conducts himself or herself with honesty, integrity, and fairness (Principle 1).

■ Complies with all laws and regulations applicable or related to the profession 

(Principle 4).

■ Does not engage in false or misleading practices or communications (Principle 6).

■ Treats clients and patients with respect and consideration (e.g., Health Insurance 

Portability and Accountability Act) (Principle 9).

■ Protects confidential information and makes full disclosure about any limitations on 

his or her ability to guarantee full confidentiality (Principle 10).

■ Presents reliable and substantiated information and interprets controversial 

information without personal bias, recognizing that legitimate differences of opinion 

exist (Principle 13).

■ Is alert to the occurrence of a real or potential conflict of interest and takes 

appropriate action whenever a conflict arises (Principle 15).

When Was the Last Time You Disagreed 
with the Attending Physician?

■ The standards of our practice demand that we question 

recommendations that may cause harm to our patients.

■ Under what circumstances does the RDN have the right to question a 

primary care provider’s authority?

■ Consider- what is the benefit to the patient and what is the risk?

■ What is the legal liability?  (Only a lawyer could truly address this)

■ Always approach the care provider in a direct, but non-confrontational 
matter.  Present the dilemma in a way which is succinct, evidence 

based, and well-reasoned.  

■ Be prepared to take it to a higher level after the discussion, but 

hopefully a compromise can be reached.  

Pondering the Extent of Nutrition Support

Picture the last time you were asked to begin or the decision 
was made to withdraw nutrition support for a resident or 
patient. Some of the ethical questions that arise include:

■ Is nourishment medical care or a basic healthcare right?

■ If a patient requests to be allowed to die due to pain, should feeding 
be discontinued?

■ Should individuals be force-fed who choose not to eat?

■ Should feeding be stopped when an individual has very little hope of 
recovery or is in a persistent vegetative state?
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How Can We Know What a Patient Wishes?

■ An advance directive is a document that states an individual’s care 

preferences, and it was enacted into law in the Patient Self-Determination 

Act of 1990. 

■ Healthcare professionals are bound by law to abide by a patient’s choice. 

■ The Advance Directive must be signed by a competent adult, witnesses must 

be present, and it must be valid in the patient’s state of residence. It should 

be in place before any medical situation comes up.

■ Advance Directives contain specific information regarding the patient’s 

wishes known as the Living Will and the designation of the Durable Power of 

Attorney for Healthcare.

■ Some states require that decisions about providing or withholding artificial 

nutrition and hydration interventions be delineated separately from other 

life-sustaining treatments in advance directives.

■ When accompanied by a physician orders for life sustaining treatment 

(POLST) form the patients’ wishes may be respected.

The PA Living Will i.e. "Healthcare Treatment 
Instructions"

■ https://www.everplans.com/articles/state-by-statepolst-forms. 

Statements Regarding Nutrition Support & 
Hydration
American Society of Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition (ASPEN)

American Society for Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition Statement on Ethics of Withholding and/or 
Withdrawing Nutrition Support Therapy 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0884533610385429

The American Medical Association (AMA)

AMA Opinions on Caring for Patients at the End of Life

https://www.ama-assn.org/sites/default/files/media-browser/code-of-medical-ethics-chapter-
5.pdf

The American Academy of Hospice and Palliative Medicine (AAHPM)

Statement on Artificial Nutrition and Hydration Near the End of Life  
http://aahpm.org/positions/anh

American Geriatrics Society

Feeding Tubes in Advanced Dementia Position Statement 
https://geriatricscareonline.org/ProductAbstract/american-geriatrics-society-feeding-tubes-in-
advanceddementia-position-statement/CL017
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Tube placement in Advanced Dementia

■ The American Academy of Hospice and Palliative Medicine, American 

College of Physicians, American Geriatric Society, and European 

Society of Parenteral and Enteral Nutrition provide specific statements 

recommending that feeding tubes not be placed in patients with 

severe dementia, based on available research.

■ The evidence does not support the administration of tube feeding in 

dementia to prolong life, reduce skin breakdown, reduce infection, or 
prevent aspiration pneumonia  (Schwartz, 2014).

■ The preferred treatment for patients with advanced dementia is hand 

feeding. This can nurture oral satisfaction although families may still 

request tube placement.  

How to Approach an Ethical Dilemma 

■ Ethical dilemmas require critical thinking skills.  Thinking is a complex 
process that involves feelings, past experience, and individual 
tendencies.

■ Steps in making ethical decisions include:

– Gather relevant information

– Identify the type of ethical dilemma

– Use ethics theories or approaches to analyze the problem

– Explore the practical alternatives

– Act

– Evaluate the outcome

What Should the Dietitian Consider?

• Patient’s mental capacity to make decisions 

• The benefit of the care versus the burden

• The terminal status of the illness

• Permanent vegetative state versus documented brain death

• Chronic medical condition versus imminent death

• State laws effecting feeding issues

• Family wishes

• The patient’s autonomy to determine the course of care
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What Is Our Active Role?

■ Be informed on the rights and desires of the patient and/or family

■ Be informed on the severity of illness and complications of 

treatments, inclusive of the benefits and burdens of feeding in all 

conceivable routes

■ Be active in the patient’s care as the dietitian reporting on the 

nutritional status of the patient, as well as an advisor to the physician 

and medical team

■ Be informed of legal decisions that may help determine the route of 

care for the patient, such as more aggressive or palliative care.

What Is the Process at Your Facility?

■ How are advance directives handled at your facility? Who is involved? 

■ Who clarifies who makes decisions on behalf of the patient? 

■ Where is the advance directive located in the medical record?

■ Are palliative care consults available?

■ Is there a formal process to meet with a family for a care conference?

■ Is there a dietitian employed by your hospice services or contractor?

■ Is there a bioethics committee? Is an RDN included on the 
committee? 

■ How does a patient or resident receive an ethics consult?

What Should I Say?

If you have to present to an ethics committee:

– Outline the patients individual and personalized case including 
their current nutritional status, their background with feeding 

and/or feeding intolerance, and the options for alternative feeding 

modalities

– Advise on the burden of care versus the patient’s wishes

– Present the plan for offering palliative care or incremental feeding

– Present the medical teams discussion on the plans regarding 

nutrition

– Present the current policies for handling ethical feeding issues
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Is It Within Your Scope?

The Academy has created Standards of Practice for 
higher levels of practitioner conduct in specific subject 
areas.  These include:

■ Behavioral healthcare

■ Diabetes care

■ Eating disorders

■ Education of dietetics 
practitioners

■ Food allergies

■ Management of food and 
nutrition systems

■ Nephrology care

■ Nutrition support

■ Oncology nutrition care

■ Pediatric nutrition

■ Sports dietetics

■ The Academy chose to address ethical conduct online in the official 

practice paper Social Media and the Dietetics Practitioner: 

Opportunities, Challenges, and Best Practices, published in 2016. 

■ The guidelines regarding this form of communication encourage 

practitioners to remember that when using social media platforms, 

the Code of Ethics that guides all other aspects of practice still 

applies.

Conduct Online

“Demonstrate respect, constructive dialogue, civility and 

professionalism in all communications, including social media.”

Perception is Reality

In reality the seal on each 

package represented that Kraft 

was a significant supporter 

monetarily of the Kids Eat Right 

program.
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Does not invite, accept, or offer gifts, monetary incentives, or other 
considerations that affect or reasonably give an appearance of affecting his 
or her professional judgment (Principle 18).

■ There is not specific language required by the FTC when disclosing a relationship. 

But you DO have to disclose.

■ Suggested language: 

– #sponsored  #ad  #paid  #client  

– “Company X gave me this product to review.”  

– “I was compensated by X to write this blog post.” 

– Avoid using vague hashtags or abbreviations such as #sp, #spon or #cl.46 

– Use #ad or #sponsored at the beginning of a post instead of the end, 

especially when using multiple hashtags 

Disclose, Disclose, Disclose…..

Is It a Conflict of 
Interest?

■ In Boyd’s article “The Balance of Professional 

Ethics,” the author provides a great quote 

about how financial relationships can impact 

our effectiveness as practitioners. 

“The Academy/CDR Code of Ethics is 

based upon four key principles of ethical theory: 

autonomy, nonmaleficence, beneficence, and 

justice …. Because nutrition and dietetics 

practitioners utilize evidence-based research in 

their practice when making nutrition-related 

recommendations, the receipt or solicitation of 

funds can give the appearance of impropriety.”  

■ Review the licensure requirements for your state or other states that may 

penalize you for unprofessional conduct on social media or restrict out-of-

state counseling.

■ Identify your professional credentials (RDN or nutrition and dietetics 

technician, registered) on your blog, website, and any social media platforms.

■ Disclose your employer when posting related information (e.g., #employee).

■ Declare any conflicts of interest. Disclose any financial or other 
compensation, including non-monetary benefits, in social media posts (e.g., 

by using a descriptor or hashtag #ad or #sponsored)

■ Do not use social media accounts to defame or harass other professionals. 

Ethical Practices from the Social Media 
Practice Paper 
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Consider Signing the 
Academy’s Pledge of 
Professional Civility

■ I pledge to demonstrate respect to 

my colleagues and all others.

■ I pledge to support constructive 

dialogue and positive engagement.

■ I pledge to discourage the public 

belittling of my colleagues, even 

when we do not agree.

■ I pledge to model professional 

conduct in all my public 

communications and actions.

■ Visit 

https://foodandnutrition.org/profe

ssionalcivility/pledge/ to sign the 

pledge.  
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