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Abstract

Thischapter explorestheethical implicationsof areductionininformation
asymmetry between health care providers and their patients. In many
human interactions, asymmetry of information and experience typically
raisesethical dilemmasfor theparty withthegreater degreeof information.
This chapter illustrates that it isthe reduction in information asymmetry
that is raising ethical dilemmas in dealing with medical issues.
Under standing this phenomenon may assist in identifying and managing
future ethical quandaries that may occur as Internet resources provide
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broad accessto information previously distributed only to a subset of the
population.

| ntroduction

Information asymmetry isanimbalanceintheinformation availabletothe
partiesinaninteraction. Thissituationisnot atypical and canbeconsideredthe
basisfor many of our most meaningful conversations. Humaninteractions
wouldbefarlessinterestingif everyoneknew and* shared” thesamethoughts,
feelings, and discoveriesat all times. Whileinformation asymmetry makes
guestionssuch as*How istheweather?’ and “How wasyour day?” at | east
superficialy interesting, innumeroushumaninteractions, asymmetry of infor-
mationand experiencecanraiseethical dilemmasfor theparty withthegreater
degreeof information.

Significant academicresearchexistsintheareaof informationasymmetry (e.g.,
finance and economics). The presumption of much of thisresearchisthat
market efficiency can beincreased by reducing the degree of asymmetry
(Akerlof, 1970; Milgrom & Roberts, 2001; Payne, 2003). Furthermore, itis
commonly heldthat information parity (or information accessthat movesthe
partiestowardsthispoint) canbethelinchpinfor theelimination of theethical
guandariesintroduced by information asymmetry (Akerlof, 1970; Diamond,
1984; Hellwig, 2001).

Inthefield of medicine, for example, itisclear that thephysicianhashistorically
possessed moreinformationthanthetraditional patient. Thisdisparity has
created apeculiar set of ethical issuesfor medical providers, based ontheir
fiduciary responsibility to their patients. Aswith many relationships, the
rel ationship between caregiver and patient changes, however, asinformation
asymmetry diminishes. Relaxingtheassumptionthat thereisasignificant
differenceintheinformationavail abletothephysi cian and patient causesanew
set of ethical issuestoarise. Intheextremecase, informationinversionexists:
the patient knowsmoreabout hisor her condition thantheattending medical
personnel. Theanecdotesabout doctors making poor patientsapproachthe
statusof urban myth (Porter, 1992). Thischapter focusesonthesevery issues:
how dothephysician-patient rel ationshi p and theresul tant ethi cal i ssueschange
asthepatient’ sinformation disadvantage decreases.
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