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THE QUESTION

•What are the key ethical challenges facing the Australian Optometry 

profession?

• This study focuses on the impacts of emerging technologies, private 

equity investment & corporatisation

• Ethical conflicts may arise from, for example; algorithmic bias, data 

privacy concerns, regulatory oversight, accountability, time 

constraints, practitioner and patient costs, lack of training, and 

conflict of interest



BACKGROUND

•To date there is scant research in these 

areas in Australia – almost as if (with private 

business investments…) it’s the ‘elephant in 

the room’

•More research exists in other countries & 

other Australian healthcare professions 

(particularly in private equity investment) 



THE PROBLEM

• Optometric practices & businesses under constant pressure to be 

profitable/competitive

• Growing number of private equity firms looking to invest in 

relatively recession-proof eye care industry - ethical issues arise in 

clinic & management

• Emergence of complex diagnostic equipment in particular AI 

models with possible algorithmic programming bias needs further 

investigation



THE PROBLEM (CONT.)

•Advanced gold-standard clinical equipment placement may 

only be possible by private equity as costs of such 

diagnostic instrumentation may be beyond that of average 

independent or semi-independent practices…..conflicts of 

interest?

•External investors understandably seek return on their 

financial stake



EXAMPLES



SHOULD THE PROFESSION BE WORRIED ?



ARE WE 
THINKING 
ABOUT 
THE FUTURE ?



ETHICAL CONCERNS & CLASHES

• Australian optometry degrees prioritise optimal patient ocular & 

general health without prejudice  

• The main bioethical principles of beneficence, non-maleficence, 

justice & autonomy with collegiality, confidentiality & consent are 

prevailing concepts 

• Health professional education has traditionally less emphasis on 

business dealings & the potentially discordant ethical frameworks 

which may exist in the ‘real world’ 



ETHICAL CONCERNS & CLASHES (CONT.)

• Optometry graduates or early career may find professional 

ethical conflicts particularly difficult

• Perhaps this is expected & understood to be personal growth 

journeys or maybe not considered worthy of much attention

• Inevitably healthcare ethics will clash with business ethics…

• Several frameworks in business have evolved to meld profit-

making with ethical values of how they should be best viewed by 

society



ETHICAL CONCERNS & CLASHES (CONT.)

• Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR):- encourages responsibility 

for social, environmental, & economic impacts,     downsides &     

benefits (Jones et al., 2009) – good CSR predicts public reactions 

to proposed strategies & everyday dealings

• Corporate Digital Responsibility (CDR):- recognises unique 

concerns of     digitalisation eg. AI, privacy & data (Wynn & Jones, 

2023) - needs adequate monitoring & regulation as ethical issues 

will arise, including socio-economic bias



ETHICAL CONCERNS & CLASHES (CONT.)

• Ethical Stewardship:- ‘…the honouring of duties owed to 

employees, stakeholders, and society in the pursuit of long-term 

wealth creation.’ (Caldwell et al., 2008), - based on virtue ethics, 

minor mention given to society-based virtues & rights  

• Organisational Ethics:- based on articulation (Strauss, 1988) 

between Ethical ‘Justice’ (organisation-centric) vs Ethical ‘Care’ 

(patient-centric); also called Professional vs Relational – requires 

constant ethical ‘tinkering’



RESEARCH APPROACH

• Qualitative approach – uncover potential disharmony experienced by 

various optical industry personnel between the ethical approaches of 

business and healthcare

• Identify the concerns of Australian optometrists regarding current 

and future ethical issues and explore their thoughts on how they 

manage workplace ethical dilemmas

• Personally, have a lot of experience so will need to ensure to practice 

reflexivity



THANK YOU FOR LISTENING !!

QUESTIONS?
(…that’s ‘Spike’, and yes, he’s a good boy!)

A R Christiansen
BAppScOpt MPhil MHSc PGCertOcTher
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