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American Society for Dental Ethics
a Section of the 

American College of Dentists

ASDE is an organization of diverse professionals with interests and expertise in dental ethics and 
professionalism, serving dental education, professional societies, and practitioners.
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Objectives 

Define ethics, professionalism, and well-being.

Discuss and explain provider and team well-being and their 
relationship to ethical practice. 

Explore an ethical decision-making model addressing common 
ethical dilemmas in clinical practice. 
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Every profession owes society the 
responsibility to regulate itself, which is 
achieved largely through the influence 
of professional societies and codes.

All dental providers must observe its 
rules of ethics and professionalism.

Why Do We Have Ethical Codes?
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Principles of Ethics and Core Values
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Principles of Ethics and Core Values

• Accountability

• Competence

• Dignity

• Collaboration

• Advocacy

• Reflection

• Empathy

• Stewardship
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• Professionalism extends ethics to encompass the conduct, aims, and qualities

that define a professional and a profession.

• It relates to the behavior expected of individuals in a learned profession.

• Professionalism reflects positive habits of conduct, judgment, and perception,

demonstrated by both individuals and professional organizations.

• Professionals and their organizations prioritize the well-being and self-

determination of the patients they serve.

• True professionalism is the quality of conduct and character that uses superior 

knowledge, skill, and judgment for the benefit of others — placing service 

above self-interest.

Professionalism
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Scholars across various health 
professions sectors have called for a 
reimagination of professionalism.

“Key to that reframing is an 
expansion of previous definitions to 
allow for intervention mechanisms, 
systems, and practices – not simply 
refraining from doing harm but 
actively interfering or taking action if 
wrong is being witnessed.”

A Reimagined Professionalism  
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• The World Health Organization defines health as a state of 
complete physical, social, and mental well-being, and not 
merely the absence of disease or infirmity. It goes on to state 
that "well-being is a positive state experienced by individuals 
and societies. Similar to health, it is a resource for daily life 
and is determined by social, economic, and environmental 
conditions.”

• Well-being as ‘the state of being or doing well in life; a 
happy, healthy, or prosperous condition; the moral or physical 
welfare (of a person or community); and wellness as ‘the 
state of being well or in good health’. Thus, both terms speak 
to some level of improvement towards healthier living. For our 
purposes, we will use the term wellbeing in its broadest 
sense, implying far more than encompassing just good health 
(wellness).

Defining Well-Being and Wellness
Eight Dimensions of Well-Being
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Well-Being as a Missing Piece from Professionalism
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Empathy is the ability to recognize, understand, and share the thoughts and 

feelings of another…

Developing empathy is essential for building relationships and fostering compassionate 

behavior. It involves understanding and experiencing another person's perspective, 

rather than focusing solely on one's own. Empathy encourages prosocial, voluntary 

helping behaviors that arise from genuine concern, rather than obligation.

Empathy for Patients, Peers, and Team Members
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An ethical dilemma occurs when a person

faces a situation in which two or more

ethical principles, values, or duties are in

conflict, and choosing one course of

action may compromise another. It requires

careful judgment to determine the most

ethical path forward when no option clearly

satisfies all ethical responsibilities.

What Is an Ethical Dilemma?
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Sexual Harassment

Hostile Environment: Occurs when 
any type of unwelcome sexual 
behavior creates an offensive or 
hostile environment. The harassment 
does not have to result in tangible or 
economic job consequences.

Quid Pro Quo: Includes unwelcome 
sexual advances, requests for sexual 
favors and other verbal or physical 
conduct of a nature or submission to them 
is basis for hiring, firing or advancement. 

Zarkowski 2025
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Which Is It?

Sexual Harassment:

• Feels "bad" 

• Is one-sided 

• Makes you feel unattractive

• Is degrading

• Makes you feel powerless 

• Is power-based

• May include negative touching 

• Is unwanted 

• Is illegal 

• Makes you feel sad/angry

Flirting

• Feels "good" 

• Is shared 

• Makes you feel attractive Is a 
compliment 

• Makes you feel in control Is 
based on equality 

• May include positive touching 

• Is wanted 

• Is legal 

• Makes you feel happy

Zarkowski 2025
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Sample of Ethical Dilemmas in Private Practice

• Interactions with staff

o Disrespectful

o Sexual or gender harassment

o Incivility and Bullying

o Inappropriate or illegal delegation

• Relationship with patients

o Observed overtreatment or 

undertreatment

o Failure to get informed consent or 

informed refusal

o Ignoring patient autonomy 

o Failure to report abuse, e.g., child, adult

• Advertising and marketing ethics
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Examples

• Unsolicited or unwelcome 
flirtations, advances or proposals

• Ill-received jokes or offensive 
gestures

• Intrusive questions about an 
employee's personal life

• Suggestive facial expressions

• Abuse of familiarities or diminutives 

• Unnecessary, unwanted physical 
contact such as hugging or 
touching

• Suggestive comments about 
clothing

• Questions about sexual fantasies, 
sexual preferences or sexual 
activities

Zarkowski 2025
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Bullying

One person or a group of people

in a workplace single out another

person for unreasonable,

embarrassing, or intimidating

treatment.

Contributing Factors: 
• Person in a position of 

authority feels threatened by 
victim.

• Co-worker who is insecure or 
immature.

• A single individual acting as a 
bully.  

• In person or electronic 
media; cyberbullying.

• May rise to the level of 
harassment.

Zarkowski 2025

When it is repeated over time 

and becomes a pattern, it’s 

called Horizontal Violence in 

Health Care. 
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Disruptive Behavior

• Disruptive behavior is interactions among 
dentists, dental hygienists, dental assistants, 
and other staff that interfere with patient care.  

• The ADA Principles of Ethics and Code of 
Conduct specifically addresses disruptive 
behavior in section 3.F.1. 

• The section of the code indicates that  
dentists who engage in disruptive behavior
in the workplace risk undermining 
professional relationships among team 
members, decreasing the quality of patient 
care provided, and undermining the public’s 
trust and confidence in the profession.

Examples of disruptive behavior

• Profane or disrespectful language

• Throwing charts or instruments

• Comments that undermine a patient’s 
trust and confidence

• Sexual comments, racial or 
socioeconomic slurs

• Angry outbursts or yelling and name-
calling

• Retaliation against any one person 
who has reported disruptive behavior 

Zarkowski 2025
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Ethical Dilemma 

Discussion
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• Personal experience and upbringing

• Religious/spiritual beliefs

• Professional training and experiences

• Practice locations

• Patient expectations

• Social customs

• Societal norms

Influencing Factors for Ethical Decision Making
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Resources for Ethical Decision Making

• Models for ethical decision making

• Codes (professional codes, specialty groups)

• Principles of professionalism

• Court decisions

• Professional disciplinary actions

• Previous experience with the same/similar 

situation

• Community context(s)

• Personal standards and values
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• What is best for the patient?

• What is best for the dental provider?

• What is best for all stakeholders?

• Consider principles, obligations, and values.

• Strive for excellence.

Desired Outcomes
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Mrs. Jackson is an established patient at a multi-doctor group dental practice. Her usual

provider, Dr. Q, is currently on maternity leave.

During a recall exam and prophylaxis appointment, Mrs. Jackson comments to her hygienist:

“So, which different doctor am I seeing today? I know Dr. Q is out — but she really needs to 

decide if she wants to be a dentist or a mother. Don’t we, as patients, come first? I just read an 

article about 'patient-centered care' being all the rage — do you all not believe in that here?”

She continues:

“I just don't want someone so meek and small that they can’t handle the work. At the same 

time, I thought I saw a new guy who’s over six feet tall when I was updating my paperwork — I 

hope he’s not one of those rough, no-gentle-giant types!”

How do we navigate this potential ethical dilemma? 

The Outspoken and Biased Patient
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Potential Abuse

How do we navigate this potential ethical dilemma?

When completing a routine dental hygiene appointment, Ms. Rivera, a licensed dental

hygienist, notices multiple bruises on the arms and face of her 8-year-old male patient. When 

asked gently about the bruises, the child shrugs and seems anxious while giving inconsistent 

explanations.

Ms. Rivera documents her findings and brings her concerns to the attention of Dr. Stevens, her 

employer. However, Dr. Stevens advises her, “Don’t get involved. It’s 

probably nothing, and we don't want to upset the family or bring trouble to the practice.”

Ms. Rivera knows that as a licensed dental hygienist and health care professional, she is a 

mandated reporter under state law. Failure to report suspected child abuse can result in legal 

penalties and professional disciplinary action. She struggles with balancing loyalty to her employer 

with her legal and ethical obligation to protect the child and report her suspicions to the appropriate 

child protection agency.
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An experienced dentist has long had a passion for international mission work, participating in and

leading trips to various low- and middle-income countries, particularly in the Caribbean region. These

trips often include eager pre-dental undergraduate students and, occasionally, outstanding high school

students — typically children of well-connected neighbors or close family friends. The temporary clinic 

locations frequently serve communities with few, if any, practicing dentists nearby. The team routinely 

treats individuals suffering from pain and infection, many of whom have never received dental care.

During one trip, a gregarious student, who reminded the dentist of their younger self, was assisting 

chairside. After the dentist administered local anesthetic to a patient requiring an extraction, the dentist 

held out the dental forceps to the student and asked if she would like to extract the tooth. Excited and 

enthusiastic, the student accepted — and the dentist allowed her to perform the extraction.

How do we navigate this potential ethical dilemma? 

The Eager International Mission Volunteer 



26

• Public health crises

• Telehealth

• Mounting inequities and disparities

• Evolving technologies

• Licensure pathways

• Expanding roles oral team members

• Oral health misinformation – e.g., 
fluoridation

• Your thoughts?

The Horizon – Ethical Challenges
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Join the American Society for Dental Ethics TODAY!

https://www.societyfordentalethics.org/membership
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Question and Answer
Submit questions for the panelists in the Q&A box
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Getting Your CE Credits

To receive CE credits:

You have two options to receive your continuing education (CE) credit for attending the webinar. 

1. In 24 hours, you will receive an email sent to the email address you used to register. This email will 

include instructions and a link to complete the required survey and download your CE certificate. 

2. After 24 hours, you can also log into your account on the carequest.org website. Navigate to the “My 

Learning” tab, where you’ll find your survey. Complete that to receive your CE credit. 

Complete the evaluation by Friday, May 2. 

Even if you’re not seeking CE credits, we welcome your feedback on how we can improve our webinars.

The CareQuest Institute for Oral Health is an ADA CERP Recognized Provider. This presentation has been planned and implemented in accordance 

with the standards of the ADA CERP.

*Full disclosures available upon request
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Webinar Evaluation

Complete the evaluation by Friday, May 2

to receive CE credit. You will receive a link to 

the survey in 24 hours. 

Next Webinar:

Sensory Overload in Patients: Approaches for 

Supportive Care on May 8 at 7 p.m. ET

And we invite you to take a minute to sign up for our 

newsletter to get more information on future webinars!
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Follow us on social media!

Stay Connected

@CareQuestInstitute

@CareQuestInst

@CareQuestInstitute

CareQuest Institute
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