
 

 

Recap of SHIM 2010 Meeting 
 

President Michael T. Plante, MD opened the meeting by welcoming 
the membership, their guests and speakers.  He noted that the 
Resort and Conference Center at Copper Mountain was a new 
venue for SHIM and expressed his hope that those in attendance 
would find their accommodations comfortable and convenient.   
 
Mike then explained how he had decided upon the theme of this 
yearôs conference, ñPatient and Caregiver Autonomy.ò  The topic 
was last addressed by this organization thirty years ago, and 
many changes have occurred in our society since then,  In 
addition, Mike was  influenced by personal experiences, and 
thought that the issue of patient and caregiver autonomy would 
provide an interesting area for in depth discussion.  He then 
introduced his chosen speakers for the week, Fredrick Abrams, 
MD, Mark Levine, MD, Lori Alvord, MD and Harry Sweeney, JD.  

 
Dr Abrams opened the program with his talk entitled 
ñInformed Consent, Better Late Than Never: How It 
Evolved to Become a Pillar of Patient Autonomyò.  Fred 
explained that informed consent, an important concept 
necessary for patient autonomy, is a fairly recent change 
in the doctor-patient relationship and replaces the priniple 
of paternalism which had prevailed for many centuries.  
He detailed how standard medical practice had ignored 
the need for informed consent until our laws began to 
address the ethical problems of medicine.  Dr Abrams 
cited cases dating back to the mid-1800s where this 
principle was ignored in the name of medical science or 
prevailing societal beliefs.  He described how German 
scientists in the Nazi era were influenced by earlier American research to carry out their grizzly 
experiments.  He closed by saying ñ No patient should ever need to wonder in whose interest their 
doctor is workingò.  John Sanders, MD started the excellent discussion. 
 

The afternoon session brought Mark Levine, MD who spoke on 
ñChallenges to Autonomy in an Ethically Reformed Health Care 
Systemò.  He based his talk on a paper from the Ethical Force 
Program published in the Hastings Center Report.  Mark 
described the ethical expectations which a multi-stakeholder 
group considered essential to a ethically reformed health care 
system.  These dimensions were Universality, Sustainability, 
Accountability and Fairness (USA Fair).  He expressed his belief 
that a major challenge would be to maintain autonomy while also 
achieving accountability.  He listed examples where this 
challenge would arise.  Jeffrey Sippel, MD was the formal 
discussant and gave an excellent exposition of how the critical 
care physician faces the dilemma of balancing the issues of 



 

 

patient autonomy and fiscal accountability to society many times each day in the clinical setting of an 
ICU. 
 
Dr Levine returned to the podium the next morning to speak about preserving autonomy of disparate 
population groups in a reformed system of care.  He listed factors which might cause minority 
populations to distrust the medical profession.  He felt that poor 
communication between the care giver and the patient is an 
important obstacle to good health care.  The AMA has provided 
a tool-kit to be used by healthcare organizations to analyze  
how well they communicate and what changes are needed to 
improve this. 
Nancy Johnson, MD led off the discussion by sharing her 
experiences serving on medical ethics boards and having to 
deliberate on complex issues involving minority patients and 
families.  
 
Dr Lori Alvord, MD spoke to the group in the afternoon session.  
Her talk, accompanied by beautiful scenes of the Southwest, 
explained how Navajo ceremonies play a critical role in the 
healing process.  She described how she uses a realization of 
this holistic approach even as she scrubs her hands for 
surgery.  Lori gave examples of how the Navajo people try to 
live in a manner that honors and protects the natural world 
around them.  The formal discussant, Sarah Berga, MD used 
photos from her middle-Eastern journeys to show how different 
cultures seem to use similar imagery in their ceremonies. 
 
Tuesday morningôs session featured Dr Alvord once again.  
She gave us a very personal view of the experiences she had 
documented in her book, The Scalpel and the Silver Bear.  She 
described the culture shock she experienced attending 
Dartmouth College and later working to gain admission to 
Stanford Medical School.  Discussant Alexis Sherman 
highlighted Loriôs talk with an excellent demonstration of the 
importance of cultural competence. 
 

The final morning belonged to Harry Sweeney, JD who 
presented an erudite explanation on how the 
pharmaceutical industry strives to walk the fine line 
between ethical marketing and the ultimate goal of all 
business enterprise, profitability.  Harry pointed out the 
lack of truly reliable data on the impact of direct to patient 
marketing.   
 
Speaking to an admittedly skeptical audience, Harry 
acquitted himself admirably since his points were 
supported by an overwhelming volume of recent writings in 
the medical literature.  Jim Dolan, MD did his usual fine job 
as the formal discussant and local expert on things Irish. 



 

 

The educational portion of the conference ended with a panel discussion on the topic ñIs the 
breakdown of autonomy inevitable?ò.  Speakers Fred Abrams, Lori Alvord and Harry Sweeney were 
joined by Nancy Johnson on the panel.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A lively discussion was moderated by Jeff Rothenberg with questions from facilitator Mike Plante and 
many comments from the thoroughly engaged audience. 

 
  
The discussants at work.   
 
 



 

 

The floor discussion was as always lively and interesting. 
 

 
 

 


