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Synopsis 

The "four principles approach" to medical ethics (now regrettably commonly called 'principlism') provides 

a simple, accessible, and culturally neutral approach to thinking about ethical issues in health care. The 

approach, developed in the United States, is based on four common and basic prima facie moral 

commitments- respect for autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice- plus (as I emphasise) 

concern for their scope of application (to whom or to  what are these moral commitments owed and to 

what extent?). It offers, as well as this  set of common and basic prima facie  moral commitments, a 

common and basic moral analytical framework and a common and basic moral language. Although the 

approach does not provide a method for prioritising or judging between these principles when they or their 

specifications  conflict the principles can help doctors and other health care workers to reflect more 

systematically about the moral issues that arise in their work.  Below are references to the latest canonical 

account of the approach by Beauchamp and Childress (which I strongly recommend that those interested 

in  the approach- and also its critics- actually read!)  and to  my own rather briefer  accounts, defences  and 

uses  of  the approach which I have offered about every ten years since 1985.    
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