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               Theft of Medical Supplies

A study of ethical behavior and decision making regarding ethical issues in nursing and health care is one of the most important aspects of your nursing education.  You will be confronted almost daily with the need to make nursing decisions when there is no right or wrong answer.  You will sometimes be caught in the middle (Kurzen, 2001).  

Dilemma

You walked in on a co-worker, also a good friend of yours that you have worked with for the past five years, giving herself an insulin injection in one of the empty rooms.  She stated that she started to feel hypoglycemic due to her diabetes and did it only because it was an emergency, and because she did not want to waste her own insulin from home when she could just get it for free there.   She begs you not to say anything to anyone, and promises it was only a one-time thing and it would never happen again.  You trust her and decide not to tell anyone about what just happened.  Then a month later you see her using the blood glucose monitor, used only for the patients, on herself to test her own blood sugar.  Then you see her steal one of the insulin syringes, draw up the insulin from the refrigerator in the medication room, and put the syringe into her pocket without double checking the dosage with another nurse.  Moments later you see her go into the bathroom.  Remembering the incident that happened a month before, you go into the bathroom shortly after she comes out, and find the empty insulin syringe in the trashcan.  

Role of LVN

What do you do when confronted with this situation as an employee and as a friend?  You as a licensed vocational nurse would be the only person involved in making the decision on whether or not to report your co-workers actions, being as you were the only on who witnessed the event.  We all know that employee theft affects the company’s profit.  Less profits means smaller wage and salary increases.  Thus, you know that an employee committing fraud indirectly affects your income (Character development, 2002).  

Who is Involved?

The following are some ways to help prevent employee workplace theft.  Do not hire problems, a well thought out background screening is your best tool to use for potential employees.  Controlling the inventory is another good way to prevent workplace theft.  Always educate your employees on how theft affects the company, and encourage their help.  Outline procedures for reporting theft if it occurs, ensure confidentiality, and lay out the consequences of dishonesty.  Also, make sure all employees have a good understanding of the company’s policy on theft (Fenn, 1995).  

The following are some steps that are a more formal way of handling theft after it occurs.  The first step is to counsel with the members of management and reinforce the need of confidentiality.  The second step would be to identify all of the parties that were involved in the situation.  Next, obtain statements of the event from each employee without open notice to all other employees.  This helps keep employees from gathering their stories to match one another’s.  Next, bring the involved parties to a private area and ask them for a written statement of the event with their signature.  This will give commitment of each employee’s story of the event.  All written stories that do not match need to be questioned.  If the stories do not match, termination may be the only resolution (Teel, 2001).  

Possible Alternatives

There are several possible ways to resolve this dilemma of employee theft.  You could tell the charge nurse immediately about what you just witnessed the co-worker doing and let the charge nurse deal with the situation.  You could confront the co-worker for the second time and let her know that what she is doing is not right and needs to stop.  Also let her know that if she does not report herself you are going to have to because it could jeopardize your job position and your license.  Another option would be to ignore the situation again because she is a good friend and you do not want to report her and get her into trouble, hoping that she will resolve the problem on her own without your involvement.  Finally, you could write an anonymous letter to the charge nurse explaining what you had witnessed the co-worker doing, or you could report the situation to employee theft anonymous online at www.etheft.com (Character development, 2002).

Consequences

If you were to tell the charge nurse about what the co-worker had done, the short-term consequence might be that the charge nurse would tell her supervisor, or whoever else would be involved in this situation.  They would meet with the co-worker and have a conference to talk about the problem that has occurred.  They might give her a verbal or a written warning for her actions.  A long term consequence would be her knowing that you were the one who reported her, and you lose a friend over it.  It could possibly mean termination of her job due to the theft of the supplies, and being dishonest and untrustworthy.  She would also have a hard time trying to find another job in the future.

If you chose to confront the co-worker about what you had witnessed her doing, a short term consequence might be that she would get angry with you and say you are just being nosy and tell you to mind your own business.  She might deny the whole thing and try and talk her way out it like she did the last time, or she could just totally refuse to talk about it with you.  A long term consequence might be that she would completely ignore any help or advice you have given her, and refuse to report herself.  She would continue to make the situation worse, and eventually have to have you report her, or someone else would catch her, putting her job and license at risk.  Confronting her might also ruin the friendship.

Choosing to let the whole situation go and pretend like it never happened makes dishonesty too easy for the co-worker.  The short term consequence would be allowing the situation to continue and possibly allow the co-workers habit of stealing insulin and syringes to progress into more serious theft.  Also, a patient might not get his/her insulin because she has been using it for herself.  A long term consequence if you were to choose this solution would be she might end up getting caught using the insulin from another co-worker, they report her, and she might end up being terminated anyway.  Also, if anyone had found out that you knew about it the whole time and did not report her you risk losing your job and your license all for someone else’s actions.

If you were to choose to write an anonymous letter to the charge nurse or report the situation online, a short term consequence might be that the co-worker would get a verbal or written warning for her actions.  She may end up finding out it was you because you were the only one who saw her doing it, and that could cause the friendship to end, which defeats the purpose of an anonymous letter.  A long-term consequence would be that the co-worker is fired from her job and the incident goes on her permanent record, making it difficult for her to get another job in the future. 

Make a Decision

In our opinion, the best solution to resolve this problem would be to confront your co-worker in a non-judgmental way and explain to her the consequences of her actions.  Let her know that if she reports herself the consequences may be less severe, and she may end up not being terminated.  If she chooses not to reply with your request then there would be no other option than to turn her into your supervisor.  We chose this as the best solution because it allows you to be up front with your friend and it gives her the option and responsibility of resolving the situation that she put herself into, without putting you at risk.  On the basis of our opinion the ethical principle for this situation would be veracity, because we have an obligation as an employee to tell the truth.  Another ethical principle used is autonomy, by confronting the co-worker she is given autonomy to make her own decision on how to resolve this situation (Husted, 1995).

When confronted with a need to make a decision about an ethical dilemma what you choose to do about it may or may not be a difficult decision to make.  In most situations involving ethics, there is no one right or wrong answer and the best course of action may vary from situation to situation.  To help you evaluate what, if any, action to take, general guidelines for dealing with ethical dilemmas can provide a framework for ethical decision-making (Kurzen, 2001). 
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