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“Medicine is a social science 
and politics is nothing else but medicine on a large 
scale. Medicine as a social science, as the science 
of human beings, has the obligation to point out 

problems and to attempt their theoretical solution; 
the politician, the practical anthropologist, must 

find the means for their actual solution.”
-Rudolf Virchow, the father of social medicine



www.tampabay.com/photos/2018/06/30/immigrant-family-separation-protests-from-around-the-nation/
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Family Detention Facility

Karnes City, Texas, USA Photo by Charles Reed



Border Patrol’s Weslaco, Texas, USA 
Source: OIG June 11, 2019

Each human person possesses an intrinsic dignity.
Dignity is not a token to be “granted” based on some 

subjective criteria created at the whim of an authority. 
Guzman, J., McPherson, P., Allen, S., Alphosus, D., & Gold, D. (2022)



JAMA October 15, 2019 Volume 322, Number 15



Moral Distress
Coined by Dr. Andrew Jameton to describe the 

“the psychological distress of being in a 
situation in which one is constrained from

acting on what one knows to be right.”

Jameton, A. (2017). What moral distress in nursing history could suggest about the future of health 
care. AMA journal of ethics, 19(6), 617-628.



What is the medical professional’s 
responsibility when faced with 

humanitarian challenges?

DILLEY, Texas, USA      Photo by Charles Reed



From Ethics to Action

1. Define a clear goal in the context of professional duties.
2. Assess risks.
3. Build a supportive team.
4. Identify and mobilize allies.
5. Prepare to remain engaged over time.

Guzman, J., McPherson, P., Allen, S., Alphosus, D., & Gold, D. (2022). The physician's role in confronting 
humanitarian challenges: A guide for action. World Social Psychiatry, 4(2), 94-100.



From Ethics to Action
1. Define a clear objective or goal in the context of professional duties.

• Act within a framework of professional ethics
• Analyze your reasons for acting as well as loyalties, obligations and biases
• Identify a clear and specific tangible goal
• Considering a range of results allows for multiple successes



THE PRINCIPLES OF MEDICAL ETHICS 
With Annotations Especially Applicable to Psychiatry 

• A physician shall be dedicated to providing competent medical 
care, with compassion and respect for human dignity and rights. 

• A physician shall respect the law and also recognize a 
responsibility to seek changes in those requirements which are 
contrary to the best interests of the patient. 



“operationalize the presumption that detention is 
generally neither appropriate nor necessary for families 

– and that detention or the separation of families for 
purposes of immigration enforcement or management 

are never in the best interest of children.” 2016

The Advisory Committee on Family Detention 
called on immigration enforcement to



Guzman, J., McPherson, P., Allen, S., Alphosus, D., & Gold, D. (2022). The physician's role in confronting humanitarian challenges: A guide for action. World Social Psychiatry, 4(2), 94-100.

“Physicians have an affirmative responsibility to act when the 
consequences of laws or policies conflict with the best interests of the 

patient, and they must intervene to stop cruel, inhuman and 
degrading treatment of their patient. They must also act to protect the 
public health and have duties to intervene when the health and safety 

of their patient, especially if the patient is a child, are threatened.”



Define a clear 
goal in the 
context of 

professional 
duties.

July 2018





Assess risks.

CNN: These Doctors Risked Their Careers to Expose the Dangers Children Face in Immigrant Family Detention - Government Accountability Project (whistleblower.org)



From Ethics to Action
2. Assess risks.

• Know you risk tolerance
• Assess the risk of an initial disclosure and to reassess risk at each stage of action
• Harm to professional reputation or retaliation
• Consider the possibility of adverse consequences to others
• Understand available protections from the government, professional organizations, and 

others



Challenges to Action

• Discomfort with political issues.
• Focus on your professional knowledge and experience.

• Time and financial pressures can create conflict between balancing 
family, personal, and professional goals.

• Reassess costs regularly.

• Concern about harassment.
• Place safety first – for yourself and others.

• Fear of professional or legal repercussions.
• Consult experts regarding your rights.



From Ethics to Action

3. Build a supportive team.
• Likeminded colleagues.
• Experienced professionals including lawyers, ethicists, media specialists, and 

professional organizations.



Professional Organizations
Letter to Congress

“Most recently, two physicians within DHS’s Office of Civil Rights 
and Civil Liberties, an office that has investigated DHS-run 

facilities and found serious compliance issues resulting in harm 
to children, stated in a letter to Congress that there is no 

amount of programming that can ameliorate the harms created 
by the very act of confining children to detention centers. The 
troubling observations described in the doctors’ report show 
possible medical neglect and child endangerment and merit 

congressional inquiry and oversight.”

July 24, 2018

Build a supportive team.



STATEMENT: Government Accountability Project Demands Congress Heed Warnings of DHS Whistleblowers, HHS OIG on Child Detention Practices - Government Accountability Project

2019



From Ethics to Action

4. Identify and mobilize allies.
• Effective interaction with media.
• Identify professional and advocacy organizations that share your goals.



In 2019, Over 800 bioethicists wrote to the government of the 
United States calling the  conditions at the US-Mexico border 

“Ethically Abhorrent”
“These principles [respect for persons, avoidance of harm, 

and fair treatment] apply whenever individual and 
community health are at issue, as is the case here where 

the physical and mental health of detainees are being 
placed at extreme risk. These risks are greatest for children, 
who may suffer serious long-term consequences as a result 

of the conditions in which they are being held.”
http://dailynous.com/2019/06/26/bioethicists-letter-ethically-abhorrent-treatment-children-u-s-border/

Identify and mobilize allies.



From Ethics to Action

5. Prepare to remain engaged over time.
• Change is a process.
• Setbacks are opportunities to reassess the message and consider new allies.
• Be prepared to rebrand the message as new issues come to light.



2020
Prepare to remain engaged over time.
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“… the closure of the Dilley facility is a welcome development following over a 
decade of concerns raised by both detained families and whistleblowers…” 

Andrea Meza, 2024

ICE Detention Center that Held Families Closes in Dilley, Texas - Government Accountability Project (whistleblower.org)

Celebrate successes.



“Medicine is a social science and politics is nothing else but medicine on a large scale. 
Medicine as a social science, as the science of human beings, has the obligation to point out 

problems and to attempt their theoretical solution; the politician, the practical 
anthropologist, must find the means for their actual solution.”

-Rudolf Virchow, the father of social medicine

Thank you for your time.

Pamela McPherson MD
Pam.Mcpherson@lsuhs.edu



From Ethics to Action at a Glance
• Define a clear objective or goal in the context of professional duties.

• Act within a framework of professional ethics
• Analyze your reasons for acting as well as loyalties, obligations and biases
• Identify a clear and specific tangible goal
• Considering a range of results allows for multiple successes

• Assess risks.
• Know you risk tolerance
• Assess the risk of an initial disclosure and to reassess risk at each stage of action
• Harm to professional reputation or retaliation
• Consider the possibility of adverse consequences to others
• Understand available protections from the government, professional organizations, and others

• Build a supportive team.
• Likeminded colleagues.
• Experienced professionals including lawyers, ethicists, media specialists, and professional organizations.

• Identify and mobilize allies.
• Effective interaction with media.
• Identify professional and advocacy organizations that share your goals.

• Prepare to remain engaged over time.
• Change is a process.
• Setbacks are opportunities to reassess the message and consider new allies.
• Be prepared to rebrand the message as new issues come to light.

Guzman, J., McPherson, P., Allen, S., Alphosus, D., & Gold, D. (2022). The physician's role in confronting humanitarian challenges: A guide for action. World Social Psychiatry, 4(2), 94-100.


