
What is the ethical basis for requiring healthcare workers to be vaccinated against COVID-19? 

Everyone shares ethical obligations to protect each other and work together during an emergency, 
which count in favour of being vaccinated.  

In addition, healthcare workers have special ethical commitments and duties—that come from our roles 
working in healthcare--that make our ethical obligation to be vaccinated even stronger. 

First, there are values at the very core of healthcare work such as beneficence and non-maleficence that 
favour vaccination. 

Beneficence 
Doing good for patients and looking out for their interests [1] 

Non-maleficence 
Do no harm. If nothing else, patients’ interactions with healthcare workers should not be harmful [1] 

 
Beneficence and non-maleficence combine to support the idea that healthcare workers should take 
reasonable steps to ensure the well-being of their patients and prevent harm to them [2],[3]. A safe, 
essentially painless vaccination that significantly protects a healthcare worker from being symptomatic 
with COVID-19, or from getting COVID-19 in the first place, protects patients’ well-being and prevents 
them from being harmed [2],[4]. 

Second, Healthcare workers are also members of healthcare organizations. And, healthcare 
organizations such as hospitals have their own ethical obligations that favour staff vaccination. Some 
examples of these obligations include: 

-  keeping patients and workers safe, and  
- being trustworthy and accountable in our relationships with the communities we serve 

These personal, professional, and collective ethical duties are strong and deep for healthcare workers 
because they are embedded in the very nature of our work: 

- people voluntarily choose to work in healthcare and therefore choose to be guided by these 
values [4] 

- healthcare workers are powerful relative to patients’ medical, social, and emotional 
vulnerability, so we owe patients special consideration [3] 

What if I think I should not be required to get vaccinated against COVID-19 despite these values and 
obligations? 

Some people may point to other ethical values, such as personal freedom, to say that they should be 
able to continue working in healthcare while not being vaccinated against COVID-19. 

Despite values like personal freedom, a vaccine requirement can be ethically justified because: 

- in a pandemic sometimes all values cannot be promoted together [5],[6] and difficult—even 
tragic—decisions must be made between them 

- in a pandemic there is often a need to place greater ethical emphasis on the collective good [6] 



- the decision-making process at St. Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton has been quite fair in that it has 
been transparent, responsive, and accountable [5] 
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