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In bioethics and the adjacent fields of health services research and health 
policy, enhancing the involvement of patients in their care is commonly 
framed as better aligning medical ‘decisions’ with patients’ ‘values’ and/or 
‘preferences.’ Synthesizing findings from several ethnographic studies, this 
talk will explore how this kind of language winds up operationalized in the 
surgical clinic and intensive care unit, where it often has effects very 
different from those posited in bioethical accounts. It will examine why 
these effects have been difficult for researchers in bioethics and adjacent 
fields to detect and understand.  And it will suggest revised approaches to 
clinician-patient/family communication in these settings.
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