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COVID-19: A social pandemic?





Health, Society and COVID-19



Why do social determinants matter for ethical practice in a pandemic?

Discussion



COVID-19: The great divider



Where you work…

The UK:

• Over 50% of frontline or key workers are from ethnic minority backgrounds

• 40% of all healthcare staff are from ethnic minority backgrounds

The US:

• 28% of doctors are from ethnic minority backgrounds

• Black Americans are disproportionately represented in the top 9 essential occupations

• Only 19.7% of Black and 16.2% of Hispanic workers are able to work from home

Both Countries:

• People from ethnic minorities backgrounds are disproportionately represented in all 
person-facing roles at risk of infection



Both countries:

• Ethnic minorities are more likely to live in deprived, urban and overcrowded areas than the white population

The UK:

• Ex. Black (98.1%) and Asian (97.4%) minority groups are more likely to live in urban locations than the white population (79.1%)

• The rate of overcrowding for all BAME groups (range 3%-30%) is higher than in equivalent White British households (2%).

• 50% of the Pakistani population, 54% of the Bangladeshi population, 45% of the Black African population and 46% of the Other Black 
population lived in areas falling within the two most deprived deciles

The US:

• 39% of Black Americans and 33% percent of Hispanic Americans live in poverty, compared to 14% for non-Latino, White, and Asian 
Americans

…where you live…



Deprivation and COVID-19











• Pandemic measures to stay at home are only safe if:

• You can actually stay at home to work

• Home is safe:

• Able to ventilate rooms

• Isolate from sick people

• Good air quality

• Sufficient heat and food to stay healthy

• Neighbourhood safe to exercise in

• Different populations have different health needs

• Not everyone “started” the pandemic in good health

• Pandemic is widening health inequalities

…all matter when it comes to COVID



Is “Fair” Really Ethical?



• Pandemics present challenges to existing ethical guidelines

• Public health ethics often favour utilitarian principles

• Clinical ethics often favour autonomy and what is best for that individual patient
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Fairness

EQUITY



Equity







Global Vaccine Inequity



Where have 
all the ‘good’ 
leaders 
gone?



Follow the 
Ethics



1. National 
Pandemic 
Ethics 
Guidance

• Developed transparently with stakeholders

• Publicly available

• Endorsed by government across the four 
nations, NHSE, PHE and N.I.C.E. 



2. Formalised 
Ethics 
Support 
Structures

• Ethics committees embedded in the health 
and social care system

• Coordinated and properly resourced

• Provide support for interpretation and 
application of national guidance



3. Research 
to inform 
and support

• Research is needed to develop robust ethics 
guidance

• Existing institutions are well placed to lead 
this work

• Developed in tandem with pandemic policy 
across disciplines



So where do 
we go from 
here?



Thank you.

Any Questions?



References

• Raval P. Whose life to save? Investigating the “do not resuscitate” form coronavirus controversy. Bristol Cable 2020 Apr 10. https://thebristolcable.org/2020/04/bristol-coronavirus-
dnr-whos-life-to-save-do-not-resuscitate-forms/</eref>

• Paton A, Fooks G, Maestri G, Lowe P. Submission of evidence on the disproportionate impact of covid 19, and the UK government response, on ethnic minorities and women in the 
UK. https://publications.aston.ac.uk/id/eprint/41460/1/Submission_of_evidence_for_Select_Committee_Aston_University_pdf.pdf</eref>

• UK Clinical Ethics Network. Covid-19 pandemic. 2020. http://www.ukcen.net/covid-19/</eref>

• Department of Health and Social Care. Guidance: responding to covid-19: the ethical framework for adult social care. 2020. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-
ethical-framework-for-adult-social-care/responding-to-covid-19-the-ethical-framework-for-adult-social-care</eref>

• Moral and ethical advisory group. https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/moral-and-ethical-advisory-group</eref>

• NHS. What ethical principles are guiding app development over time? https://nhsbsa-socialtracking.powerappsportals.com/article/KA-01029/en-us</eref>

• Nuffield Council on Bioethics. Statement: COVID-19 and the basics of democratic governance. Nuffield Council on Bioethics; 2020.
https://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/news/statement-covid-19-and-the-basics-of-democratic-governance</eref>

• Coggon J, Regmi S. Covid-19: Government guidance on emergency rationing of critical care is needed to support professional decision making. BMJ Opinion 24 April 2020. 
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/04/24/covid-19-government-guidance-on-emergency-rationing-of-critical-care-is-needed-to-support-professional-decision-making/</eref>

• Huxtable R. COVID-19: where is the national ethical guidance? BMC Med Ethics 2020;21:32. PubMed doi:10.1186/s12910-020-00478-2</jrn>

• Fritz Z, Holton R, Fuld JP. Ethical anchors and explicit objectives: Ensuring optimal health outcomes in the Covid 19 pandemic. BMJ Opinion, 5 May 2020. 
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/05/05/ethical-anchors-and-explicit-objectives-ensuring-optimal-health-outcomes-in-the-covid-19-pandemic/</eref>

• Paton A. I work in medical ethics. Here’s how we should make decisions about coronavirus. Independent 2020 Mar 27. https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/coronavirus-italy-
nhs-treatment-testing-lockdown-a9430901.html</eref>

• Pegg D, Lewis P, Hern A. NHS coronavirus advisory board split over ditching government app. Guardian 2020 May 14. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/14/nhs-
coronavirus-advisory-board-split-over-ditching-government-app</eref>

• Daniels N. Accountability for reasonableness. BMJ 2000;321: 1300–1. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.321.7272.1300

• Thompson AK, Faith K, Gibson JL et al. Pandemic influenza preparedness: an ethical framework to guide decision-making. BMC Med Ethics 2006;7:12. https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-
6939-7-12

• UK Government. Guidance: Pandemic flu. 2017. www.gov.uk/guidance/pandemic-flu#ethical-framework. [Accessed 29 March 2020].

• Badano G. If you’re a Rawlsian, how come you’re so close to utilitarianism and intuitionism? A critique of Daniels’s Accountability for reasonableness. Health Care Anal 2018;26:1–
16. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728-017-0343-9

• Bensimon CM, Smith MJ, Pisartchik D, Sahni S, Upshur RE. The duty to care in an influenza pandemic: A qualitative study of Canadian public perspectives. Soc Sci Med 
2012;75:2425–30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.09.021

• Daniels N, Sabin JE. Accountability for reasonableness: an update. BMJ 2008;337:a1850. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.a1850

• Daugherty Biddison EL, Faden R, Gwon HS et al. Too many patients…a framework to guide statewide allocation of scarce mechanical ventilation during disasters. Chest 
2019;155:848–54. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chest.2018.09.025

• Faden R. Social justice and pandemic planning and response. In Institute of Medicine (US) Forum on Microbial Threats. Ethical and Legal Considerations in Mitigating Pandemic 
Disease: Workshop Summary. Ethical Issues in Pandemic Planning and Response: Washington (DC): National Academies Press (US) 2007, p172. 
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK54169/ [Accessed 30 March 2020].

• Kinlaw K, Barrett DH, Levine RJ. Ethical guidelines in pandemic influenza: recommendations of the Ethics Subcommittee of the Advisory Committee of the Director, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. Disaster Med Public Health Prep 2009;3 Suppl 2:S185–92. https://doi.org/10.1097/DMP.0b013e3181ac194f

• Lor A, Thomas JC, Barrett DH et al. Key ethical issues discussed at CDC-sponsored international, regional meetings to explore cultural perspectives and contexts on pandemic 
influenza preparedness and response. Int J Health Policy Manag 2016;5:653–62. https://doi.org/10.15171/ijhpm.2016.55

• General Medical Council. Joint statement: Supporting doctors in the event of a Covid-19 epidemic in the UK, 11 March 2020. www.gmc-uk.org/news/news-archive/supporting-
doctors-in-the-event-of-a-covid19-epidemic-in-the-uk [Accessed 13 March 2020].

• Sokol DK. Ethics and epidemics. Am J Bioeth 2008;8:28–9. https://doi.org/10.1080/15265160802318121

• Upshur REG, Faith K, Gibson JL et al. Stand on guard for thee: Ethical considerations in preparedness planning for pandemic influenza. A report of the University of Toronto Joint 
Centre for Bioethics Pandemic Influenza Working Group. November 2005. www.jcb.utoronto.ca/people/documents/upshur_stand_guard.pdf [Accessed 31 March 2020].

• WHO. Ethical considerations in developing a public health response to pandemic influenza. 2007. www.who.int/csr/resources/publications/WHO_CDS_EPR_GIP_2007_2/en



References 
continued…

• Paton, A. (Accepted for publication) Fairness, Ethnicity 
and COVID-19 Ethics: A discussion of how the focus on 
fairness in ethical guidance during the pandemic 
discriminates against people from ethnic minority 
backgrounds. Journal of Bioethical Inquiry.

• Paton, A. (2020) Aston Angle: Why COVID-19 has 
exposed and exacerbated health inequalities based on 
ethnicity. https://www2.aston.ac.uk/news/?why-covid-
has-exposed-and-exacerbated-health-inequalities-based-
on-ethnicity

• Paton, A. (2020) Voices article for the Independent: 
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/coronavirus-
lockdown-exit-end-science-ethics-a9529651.html

• Fritz, Z., Huxtable, R., Ives, J., Paton, A., Slowther, A.M., 
Wilkinson, D. (2020) Ethical road map through the covid-
19 pandemic. BMJ ; 369: m2033.

• Paton, A. et al. (2020) Ethical dimensions of COVID-19 for 
front-line staff. Guidance written for the Royal College of 
Physicians: https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/ethical-
guidance-published-frontline-staff-dealing-pandemic


