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A four-year-old girl is brought into the emergency room with a comminuted fracture of
the tibia. This injury was confirmed by x-ray, and she is in a lot of pain. It happened when
she jumped off the school swing set and she was brough to the ER by the school nurse
who stayed with her until her mother arrived. The recommended course of action is
surgery to realign and set the bones to allow for proper healing. The mother is visibly
distressed by this treatment option and asks that the doctor simply give her daughter a
cast and discharge them. After the doctor pushes the mother to consider the surgery, the
mother shares that her Christian tradition does not believe in surgical intervention. She is
already upset that the school nurse consented to x-rays in her absence. She says that
she believes God will heal her daughter and asks the doctor to pray with her. She
continues to refuse to consent to the surgery.

Reflection:

What steps would you take to understand the beliefs of the patient’s parents,
move forward with patient care, and address legal and ethical issues?

How does the religion of the patient and her mother play into the decision you
make regarding care?

How does religious belief change the way you would approach patient education
in contrast with a generic reservation about surgery?

What resources could you provide to the family?

If you can legally override the mother, should you?
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