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The quest to enhance patient engagement and care satisfaction in healthcare has resulted in the emergence of diverse approaches, including person centred care (PCC) initiatives (Ekman and Swedberg, 2022). PCC is an approach to healthcare in which healthcare providers collaborate with patients to develop and deliver care that is based on individual’s preferences, values, and needs (Ekman and Swedberg, 2022). The objective of PCC is to promote quality in healthcare and boosts the effectiveness and efficiency healthcare system (Ekman and Swedberg, 2022). A number of models and theories of care such as the ethics of care or global chains of care, and social model of disability have adopted to support PCC. This essay will focus on the ethics of care theory. 
The first section will introduce and outline the emergence, evolution, criticisms and responses to the criticisms against ethic of care. The second section will examine the application of ethics of care to health and social care policy and practice, as well as a discussion of the problems associated with its application. The last and final section will present relevant recommendations for policy and practice in the health and social care setting, and finally conclude on the essay.
[bookmark: _Toc216385076]2. Emergence, evolution, criticisms and responses to the criticism of Ethics of Care
	The ethics of care theory underpins PCC by putting emphasis on the relevance of personalising care, showing empathy, building relationships, and responsibility in care practices (Ekman, 2022). The emergence of this concept is credited to Carol Gilligan, a feminist philosopher, who critically analysed existing development theories such as Kohlberg’s moral development theory which usually described women as deficient while prioritising the development of men (Torres and Garcia, 2019). According to Serpe (2024), Gilligan propounded the concept of ethics of care to counter traditional universalistic and rationalistic moral perspectives. The motivation for the emergence of this concept was based on feminist concerns that most of the moral theories were written by men, and thus they failed to tackle the lives and experiences of women (Keller and Kittay, 2017). Thus, Gilligan proposed a moral reasoning model based on care that better described the moral life of women through her work titled ‘In a Different Voice’ which was published in 1982 (Larrabee, 2016).
	The concept since its introduction has gone through several developmental phases. For instance, other feminist philosophers such as Sara Ruddick and Nel Noddings contributed to developing the concept of ethics of care, and has expanded to several disciplines including biomedical ethics, economics, and political science have adopted the concept (Keller and Kittay, 2017). As well, the concept has moved from just being a feminist theory to influence health and social care policy and practice (Koggel and Orme, 2019). It has been utilised within the health and social care professions including medicine, nursing, social work, and physiotherapy (Buchanan et al., 2022). Ethics of care is attributed to England’s current personalisation agenda, which gives the service user much influence in decision making, the service user also has power to make his or her choice, and provides service use with adequate information. Clearly, the concept promotes personalised and compassionate care that values the needs of every individual, which is the underlying principle of person-centred care. 
[bookmark: _Toc216385077]2.1 Criticisms and responses 
In spite of the impact of the ethics of care theory on other discipline, a number of criticisms have been levelled against it. A common criticism of the theory is its distinction between women and men concerning their moral reasoning or gender essentialism. The theory posits that while men views morality in the lenses of justice and universal principles, women are concerned with ethical approach based on care (Álvarez, 2023). Two main questions have been raised with regards to this conception of gender: the reinforcement of gender stereotypes and the simplification of how diverse human experiences are perceived. Thus, critics argue that moral reasoning is dependent on contextual and cultural factors other than biological factors (Álvarez, 2023). Gilligan (1993) responded to this criticism by rejecting the question whether biological or contextual factors account for gender differences. According to Gilligan this is criticism tends to reduce psychology to biology, which means that relationships and context are based on a fixed ideology.
	Also, ethics of care has been criticised for being too conservative. Some critics (e.g., O’Neill, 1992) express concern that the theory may encourage the exploitation of women primarily as caregivers, or relegating them to kitchen rather than as major agents of social change (Held, 2018). However, proponents defended this criticism saying that it is a serious mistake to perceive that the theory of ethics of care supports or encourages the traditional subordination of women (Held, 1993). In addition, Gilligan (2013) cited in Held (2018) raised counter argument that the theory advocates for equal rights for women in social institutions, as well as disregards ‘‘the gender hierarchy of morality’’ (p. 223).  
	Finally, critics of the theory of ethics of care argue that it prioritises care to the disadvantage of justice. Hassan (2008) asserts that the theory can be improved when justice is factored in it because justice is also an important concept in moral reasoning. Nevertheless, advocates of the ethics of care theory such as Noddings defends this criticisms, stating that moral judgments should be devoid of justice, but rather be driven by obligation (Noddings, 1995 cited in Hassan, 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc216385078]3. How Ethics of Care has been applied to health and social care policy and practice
The concept of ethics of care has been applied in several ways in health and social care policy and practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc216385079]3.1 Application of Ethics of Care in Health and Social Care Policy	
One key way is through the promotion of person-centred care. Health and social care policies have adopted ethics of care by recognising the importance of addressing the holistic and unique needs of each individual through the principles of empathy, attentiveness, and responsiveness (McCormack and McCance, 2016). Countries have integrated the concept of ethics of care in their health and social care policies. For instance, the United Kingdom has incorporated principles that are in line with the concept of ethics of care in its National Health Service (NHS) frameworks such as the NHS Constitution for England and the NHS Five Year Forward View. These frameworks are based on principles and values including compassion, respect and dignity, and patient-centeredness through partnership working (NHS, 2023) which are some of the tenets of ethics of care. 
	Another way is through the framework of integrated care and collaborative practice. Hughes, Shaw and Greenhalgh (2020) explain that integrated care seeks to improve patient experience, service efficiency, and health outcomes through a set of related organisational, clinical, and policy changes. Integrated care is guided by interpersonal and inter-professional relationships, respect for individual differences, effective communication among diverse professional teams in the health and social care setting, and understanding roles of others, which are all geared towards planning person-centred care collaboratively (Barr, Anderson and Hutchings, 2024). These elements can also be found in the principles of ethic of care. Integrated care has been embedded in health policy across the globe. For example, World Health Organisation (WHO) advocates for integrated and people-centred care policy for member countries as a way embracing health systems that are people oriented. This integrated and people-centred care approach is focused on responsiveness and participation, equity in access, quality, resilience, and efficiency (WHO, 2025), which are in agreement with principles of ethics of care. Also, England has adopted an integrated care into its NHS as a strategy to reduce the rate of hospital admissions (Hughes, Shaw and Greenhalgh, 2020).
	Also, the theory forms the basis for most policies regarding safeguarding vulnerable populations, such as children, older adults, and people with disabilities. Example of safeguarding policy that has incorporated the ethics of care theory is the Care Act 2014 of England which seeks to promote diversity and provision of quality services, improve the well-being of individual, enhance co-operation (Department of Health and Social Care, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc216385080]3.2 Application of Ethics of Care in Health and Social Care Practice
	In health and social care practice, ethics play an important role in ensuring care is delivered to highest standards. One way in which ethics of care has been applied in health and social care practice is through patient-professional relationship which is also a core feature of patient-centered care (Havana et al., 2023). Selvakumar and Kenny (2023) stated that ethics of care is an enabler of this kind of relationships in the practice of health and social care. It also enhances patient experiences in the care delivery, improving health and social care services (Havana et al., 2023). 
	Another way is the theory has been applied is through ethical decision-making processes. Ethics of care influences the way professionals in the health and social care setting take decisions that involves ethics (Selvakumar and Kenny, 2023). For instance, a nurse may be caught in an ethical dilemma between autonomy and beneficence when a service user or a patient refuses to take his or her medications based on the principle of respecting his or her choice. However, the person’s health might be at risk if the nurse goes according to the principle, this is where ethics of care come in handy in taking a decision that will be beneficial to the person.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Lastly, through showing empathy and moral attentiveness in caregiving, ethics of care is exhibited in health and social care practice. Moral empathy and attentiveness have been essential especially in palliative care, mental health, and community nursing, where relationships are the key to successful care (Ibrahim et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc216385081]3.3 Problems involved in the application of ethics of care
According to Beckett (2007), the application of ethics of care could be hampered by the tendency of social oppression for both carers and persons living with disabilities as a result of the perspectives of feminist philosophers and disabled activists concerning care which can be oppositional.
Also, its application has led to social inequalities, resulting from restructuring of neoliberal welfare, which in turn creates outsourcing and redeployment of carers (Nguyen, Zavoretti and Tronto, 2017).
Another problem in the application of the theory has to do with the enormous demands of the organization. Juujärvi, Kallunki and Luostari (2020) posit that organizational demands of health and social workers are characterize by several ethical dilemmas which complicate decision making, particularly, when the decision is contrast client needs.
[bookmark: _Toc216385082]4. Recommendations for health and social care policy and practice
Based on the discussions made on the preceding sections of this paper, the following recommendations are presented.
First and foremost, ethics of care is found to be a very impactful concept in the health and social care setting, however, a number of criticisms have been leveled against it including its conservative nature. Therefore, it is recommended that the requisite training and education on ethics of care should be organise for the professionals in this setting. Key principles of the theory such as empathy, responsiveness, relational understanding, and moral attentiveness should be comprehensively explained in order to enhance their ability to navigate ethical dilemmas situations in their practice.
Also, one problem found to be associated with the application of ethics of care is social inequalities. Thus, it is recommended that the health and social care policies that rely on the principles of ethics of care should tackle the problem of social inequalities affecting both service users and caregivers. The problem can be addressed by ensuring equitable access to care services, equity in allocation of resources, providing adequate support systems, encouraging fair wages, and protecting vulnerable populations from being marginalized.
Furthermore, health and social workers are faced with huge demands from their organisations and also have to deal with clients’ needs at same time. Hence, it is recommended that health and social care organisations provide support and guidance systems to assist their staff so that they can be able to manage ethical conflicts arising from these competing demands. Support can include provision of ethical consultation services.
Moreover, with respect to the criticisms and the problems associated with the application of the theory, it is recommended that relevant institutions, researcher and policy makers foster research and dialogue on the ethics of care. When continuous research is promoted and encouraged it will help to explore and address the challenges in the implementation in health and social care policy and practice, as well as the criticisms. Additionally, there must be an open dialogue session which features scholars, practitioners, and policymakers.
[bookmark: _Toc216385083]5. Conclusion
The ethics of care theory supports effective health and social care practices through its principles including personalising care, showing empathy, building relationships, and responsibility in care practices. Nevertheless, the theory has been criticized for being too conservative, neglecting justice, and promoting gender essentialism. Also, ethics of care has influenced health and social care policy and practice significantly regardless of these criticisms. This notwithstanding, the quest to implement the theory into policy and practice within this setting has faced a number of problems, and the problems can addressed based on recommendations such as engaging in targeted training, fostering research and dialogue, putting in place support and guidance systems, and addressing social inequalities. 
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