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Abstract

Diseases can be categorized into acute and chronic conditions. This paper examines the develop-
ment trajectory and stages of medical social work in China, as well as the two distinct intervention
tendencies adopted by medical social workers when working with chronic-disease patients,
thereby illustrating the place of medical social work within the broader evolution of Chinese social-
work practice. While tracing this development, the paper also highlights the ethical dilemmas that
may arise when medical social work intervenes with elderly chronic-disease patients. Using a case
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involving an elderly chronic-disease patient, the analysis identifies five recurrent and particularly
problematic areas of ethical tension: the conflict between client self-determination and best-inter-
est considerations; social workers’ professional burnout versus their ethical responsibilities; fam-
ily dynamics and communication barriers; and the balance between allocating long-term care re-
sources and safeguarding the client’s right to informed consent.
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