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Purpose: 
As dietitians, we can often face ethical dilemmas in our 
practice, this is even more common in the disability sector. 
This resource provides an overview of ethics in dietetics and 
guides you through two frameworks for ethical decision 
making. This resource can be used independently and/or 
brought to supervision to discuss with your supervisor.
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What is ethics?
Ethics is the conscious practice of making and justifying decisions.

Why is it vital for dietitians who support 
people with disabilities to make strong 
ethical decisions?

It is vital for dietitians supporting people with 
disabilities to make strong ethical decisions 
because nutrition care often sits at the intersection 
of health, safety, autonomy, and quality of life, 
where choices can profoundly affect a person’s 
dignity, independence, and daily lived experience.

This is particularly important given the history of 
people with disabilities experiencing restrictions 
on their free will, overriding of their autonomy, 
exclusion from decision-making about their own 
lives, and overly restrictive care, where others often 
decided what was “best” for them.

Strong ethical practice helps dietitians actively 
counter these patterns by prioritising rights-based, 
person-centred, and supported decision-making 
approaches, ensuring disabled people’s decisions 
are heard, valued, and respected.

It also enables careful balancing of clinical duty of 
care while promoting decisions that uphold dignity 
and autonomy and prevent harm.

How do dietitians make decisions?

We make decisions by drawing on a combination 
of clinical evidence, ethical principles, legal 
requirements, and the person’s values and 
preferences. Alongside these, and often less 

consciously, we draw on our own unconscious 
biases, lived experiences, past decision-making 
patterns, and the broader societal values we  
have been shaped by.

In dietetic practice, this means our judgments 
can be influenced not only by guidelines and 
risk considerations, but also by assumptions 
about disability, safety, independence, and “best 
outcomes,” which may not always reflect the 
person’s own goals and values.

Strong ethical decision-making requires actively 
reflecting on our personal influences, applying 
rights-based principles, and ensuring decisions  
align with relevant laws, guidelines, and 
professional standards, while remaining clear, 
accountable, and centred on the person’s  
priorities and lived experience.

Ethical decision-making frameworks

Ethical decision-making requires balancing client 
wellbeing and safety alongside professional 
integrity and broader social responsibilities, often  
in complex and uncertain situations.

We all have different ways of making decisions,  
so using a framework in day-to-day work, reflective 
practice, and formal supervision can help us make 
informed ethical decisions. An ethical decision-
making framework provides a structured approach 
that dietitians can use to assess and address  
ethical dilemmas that arise in their work. 
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1.	 Identify ethical dilemma

•	 What is the ethical concern?
•	 Who is impacted by the decision?
•	 What impact might the ethical dilemma have?
•	 Where are the points of tension in the decision?

2.	 Consult with the individual  
	 and their support person/s

•	 Supported decision-making means helping a 
person make their own decisions, rather than 
making decisions for them
•	 Can they make their own decision?
•	 Do they want to make their own decision?
•	 Do you have an effective means to 

communicate with the individual (if 
they experience differences in how they 
communicate)?

•	 What information do they need to make 
the decision? How can you support them 
to gather this information? How are you 
communicating this information? Does it 
need to be more accessible to suit individual 
communication style? Do you need any 
upskilling or training to communicate 
effectively with the individual?

3.	 Ask yourself, “Can I safely 
	 support their decision”?

•	 Consider whether the decision made by the 
individual is safe for you to support?
•	 If you don’t feel it is, what will you do? How 

will you communicate this?
	» Utilise a risk management framework
	» Discharge to another provider
	» Notify MDT team

•	 If you will continue with dietetic support, 
what do you need to support the 
implementation of the decision

	» Risk management documentation
	» Stable or increased communication
	» Current or increased monitoring

•	 The NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission 
is an independent Commonwealth agency 
that regulates NDIS providers, upholds safety 
standards, and investigates complaints to 
protect participants. Consider whether you 
need to report this decision to the NDIS Quality 
and Safeguarding Commission to support the 
individual’s safety?  
> www.ndiscommission.gov.au/complaints 

•	 Consider whether you might need seek further 
support to protect the person with a disability 
if they are in an unsafe position or being 
neglected by a support person/people?
> www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-safety
> www.dss.gov.au/news/abuse-and-neglect-

hotline-available-people-disability-and-
supporters

4.	 Reflect and learn

•	 Explore with your supervisor:
•	 What would I have done differently?
•	 What would I choose to do next time?
•	 What information would I need to  

gather if in a similar position?
•	 What am I doing to best support the dignity, 

autonomy and rights of disabled people?

Option 1: Supported decision making

Before you start 
Ethical decision making can be challenging for Dietitians.  
Give yourself permission to slow down your decision-making 
processes.  Ethical dilemmas are best explored in your supervision.

Setting the 
agenda for your 
one-on-one and 

group supervision 
sessions

https://www.ndiscommission.gov.au/complaints 
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-safety 
https://www.dss.gov.au/news/abuse-and-neglect-hotline-available-people-disability-and-supporters
https://www.dss.gov.au/news/abuse-and-neglect-hotline-available-people-disability-and-supporters
https://www.dss.gov.au/news/abuse-and-neglect-hotline-available-people-disability-and-supporters


1.	 Identify ethical dilemma

•	 What is the ethical concern?
•	 Who is impacted by the decision?
•	 What impact might the ethical dilemma have?
•	 Where are the points of tension in the decision?

2.	 Gather Information

•	 What information/evidence do you have to 
support the decision?

•	 What information/evidence do you still need?  
How will you gather this?
•	 Clinical and nutritional needs
•	 The individual’s preferences and goals
•	 Funding
•	 Caregiver/support and environmental contexts 
•	 Cultural and social factors

3.	 Consider any guidelines or laws 
	 that you have available?

•	 NDIS code of conduct: 
>	www.ndiscommission.gov.au/rules-and-

standards/ndis-code-conduct 
•	 Disability discrimination act: 

>	www.legislation.gov.au/C2004A04426/latest/text 
•	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities: 
>	www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/

instruments/convention-rights-persons-
disabilities 

•	 NDIS Act: 
>	www.legislation.gov.au/C2013A00020/latest/text 

•	 Dietitians Australia code of conduct: 
> https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/working-

dietetics/standards-and-scope/code-conduct-
dietitians-and-nutritionists 

4a.	Create a list of possible options 
	 to address the ethical dilemma

•	 List out each option that you have available
•	 Identify what you will use to evaluate each  

option that you have available
•	 Consider rights-based principles, guidelines, 

codes of conduct, laws, the person’s wishes, 
safeguarding

•	 Evaluate the risks and benefits of each option

4b.	Apply ethical principles to 
	 the decision

•	 Autonomy: Am I respecting the person’s right 
to self-determination and informed consent if 
I make this decision?

•	 Beneficence: Am I acting in the best interest 
of the person?

•	 Non-Maleficence: Will this decision avoid 
harm to the person? 

•	 Justice: Is the decision fair and equitable to 
the person? 

5.	 Collaborate, decide and document

•	 Collaborate with the person (and their 
supports if applicable) to ensure that the 
decision is person-centered

•	 Ensure that the person is comfortable with 
the decision 

•	 Communicate the decision to others as 
required (for example, MDT team)

•	 Document the decision, including the process 
you followed and any supporting information 
that let into the decision (for example, risk 
matrix, other decisions evaluated, evidence)

6.	 Act and monitor

•	 Develop plan to implement the decision
•	 Review and reflect on the outcomes  

(expected and unexpected) that have 
occurred in association with the decision

7.	 Reflect and learn

•	 Explore with your 
supervisor:
•	 What would I have 

done differently?
•	 What would I 

choose to do next time?
•	 What information would I need to  

gather if in a similar position?
•	 What am I doing to best support the 

dignity, autonomy and rights of  
disabled people?

Option 2: Making nutrition/dietary/clinical  
decision on behalf of a person in your dietetic care

Before you start 
Ethical decision making can be challenging for Dietitians.  
Give yourself permission to slow down your decision-making 
processes.  Ethical dilemmas are best explored in your supervision.

Setting the 
agenda for your 
one-on-one and 

group supervision 
sessions

https://www.ndiscommission.gov.au/rules-and-standards/ndis-code-conduct 
https://www.ndiscommission.gov.au/rules-and-standards/ndis-code-conduct 
https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2004A04426/latest/text 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities 
https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2013A00020/latest/text


REFLECTIVE 
PRACTICE 



Supervisors may consider the below prompts supporting 
ethical decision making during supervision. 

Understanding the situation

•	 “What feels ethically challenging about  
this case to you?”

•	 “Why does this situation feel uncomfortable 
or uncertain to you?”

•	 “What makes this an ethical issue rather  
than just a clinical one?”

•	 “Can you walk me through what’s 
 happening in this situation?”

•	 “What do we know about the person’s 
preferences and goals in this dilemma?”

•	 “What do you know about the rights/
guidelines that support disabled people?”

•	 “What values or priorities seem to be  
in conflict?”

•	 “What is making you feel unsafe or 
compromised in this situation?”

•	 “Tell me more about how you have presented 
the options to the person/their supports?”

Supporting the decision-making process

•	 “Let’s create a list of potential decision 
options together.”

•	 “Let’s weigh this all up together. How  
would you like to go about doing that?”

•	 “What are the potential risks of each option? 
Do you want to add a rating system to each 
risk to help you to solve this?”

•	 “What are the benefits of each of the 
options we have listed? (consider clinical, 
social, environmental, dignity, participation, 
relationships, autonomy)”

•	 “Looking at the options, which one feels most 
appropriate? Tell me about your justification.”

Next steps 

•	 “What will you do from here?”
•	 “What support do you need  

going forward?”

Review and reflection

•	 “Could we review the outcomes of your 
ethical dilemma that we discussed?”

•	 “Looking back, what would you do the 
same or differently?”

•	 “What has this situation taught you 
about your ethical decision making?”

•	 “What will help you next time around 
with ethical decision making?”

•	 “What feelings came up for you during 
this situation?”

•	 “What growth has occurred for you in 
managing this situation?”

•	 “What skills would you like to 
strengthen moving forward?”

•	 “What will you carry forward from  
this experience?”
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