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Abstract

What are the ethical implications of information and communication technology 
in	healthcare	and	how	can	new	ICT-systems	fit	in	an	ethically	based	healthcare	
system? In this chapter, new ICT-applications in healthcare are assessed from an 
ethical	perspective.	The	first	application	assessed	is	a	system	making	patient	in-
formation accessible for all healthcare units at a district, county or even national 
level. The second application, the so-called patient portal, is a system for patient 
Internet access to his or her medical record. The third application is the use of the 
Internet as a source of medical information, a means for medical consultation and 
for marketing of drugs. The systems are primarily assessed by the following ethical 
principles; the principle of doctor-patient relationship, the principle of responsibility 
and the principle of autonomy. 
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Introduction

Healthcare is going through a transformation caused by the use of ICT. While 
healthcare basically is a moral enterprise, aiming at the health and well-being of 
patients, the transformation should be assessed in regard to how the new organisation 
and the new technology affect the possibilities to realise the values of healthcare. 
In this chapter, I will ethically assess three different kinds of ICT applications in 
healthcare: a system for patient information, a system for patient access to his or 
her medical record, and e-medicine.
What does it mean to make an ethical assessment of technology? This is a kind of 
technology assessment (TA) using ethical criteria. It is also the kind of activity that 
one finds in applied ethics.
What should I do? What is right? These questions are the point of departure for 
ethics. In ethics, the moral content of our actions is analysed. How should we act in 
order to achieve human well-being and avoid harm, respect human dignity, human 
rights, and privacy? Human beings are social animals and, hence, we act in different 
spheres of society—as individuals, as professionals, and as citizens. In applied eth-
ics, the questions of what we should do and what is right are related to social action. 
Applied ethics is an expanding field. One reason is the increasing complexity of 
human action. With the help of new technology we can do more complex things, but 
we also face new and difficult moral problems. This is not least true in medicine. 
Much of the discussion in medical ethics concerns new medical possibilities pro-
vided through new scientific discoveries and new technological inventions. Ethical 
problems related to pre-natal genetic diagnosis and embryonic stem cells research are 
just two examples of current hot topics for discussions in medical ethics. However, 
it seems as medical ethicists generally have overlooked the thoroughly technical 
transformation of healthcare the last decade or so caused by the implementation of 
information and communication technology (ICT) in healthcare. 
All kinds of actions in healthcare (i.e., patient registration, medical consultations, 
medical diagnosis, therapy, drug prescriptions, etc.) are nowadays supported by 
ICT. While, as medical philosophers Pellegrino and Thomasma state, “Medicine 
is at all levels a moral enterprise where ‘moral enterprise’ means action involving 
values” (Pellegrino & Thomasma, 1981, p. 112), the changes of medicine due to the 
application of new ICT have implications for the “moral enterprise” of medicine 
and should be assessed from an ethical point of view. 
In this chapter, I will discuss some different ICT applications in healthcare. The first 
application is a system making patient information accessible for all healthcare units 
at a district, county, or even national level. The second application, the so-called 
patient portal, is a system for patient Internet access to his or her medical record. 
The third application is the use of Internet as a source of medical information, a 
means for medical consultation and for marketing of drugs. The three cases are 
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