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E D I T O R I A L

Personal autonomy and self- determination are crucial for 
professionalism in healthcare

 In our role as medical educators and researchers, we support in 
the strongest manner possible the personal autonomy and self- 
determination of our students, patients, and colleagues. A funda-
mental value of the medical profession is for the patient to have 
personal autonomy in their healthcare decisions, including how they 
would like to be identified. It is, and will continue to be, an important 
priority to be taught and encouraged throughout healthcare educa-
tion,1 and it begins in the anatomy laboratory with the proper and 
respectful treatment of body donors.2 Learning this value continues 
with respecting and accepting this same autonomy in fellow stu-
dents, staff, faculty, and patients.

There are some who question whether foregrounding the value 
of personal autonomy and the right to self- identification in health 
professions education is an appropriate use of resources and teach-
ing time in an already crowded curriculum. Let us be clear: under-
standing this value and addressing it in the correct language3 are of 
paramount importance to the well- being of all involved in healthcare 
and should be a recurring theme throughout their education and  
career.4 Personal autonomy is one of the four pillars of bioethics and 
is a strong antidote to the paternalism and mistakes of recent eras of 
healthcare delivery.

Any individual should be able to make their personal identity 
known without fear or ridicule, and this is especially important in 
healthcare fields. Time and resources should be devoted to edu-
cating our future healthcare professionals in the proper way to ad-
dress patients, students, and colleagues. This should occur during 
all phases of healthcare education and should be practiced and ex-
emplified by those who teach in healthcare. Appropriate identifica-
tion of individuals, and their right to choose how they wish to be 
identified, is a fundamental tenet of healthcare professionalism and 
demands recognition as an integral principle of human rights.

Complete healthcare starts with a thorough understanding 
of the patient, and that includes respect of personal autonomy. 
Acquiring skills and knowledge around the appropriate application 
of such principles is necessary as one of many essential components 
of medical education and training.
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