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Abstract: Ethics refers to the branch of philosophy that deals with questions about what is morally right and wrong, good and bad, fair 

and unfair. It entails a critical analysis of the ideal way of living, the values that drive our choices, and the guiding principles that direct 

our behavior. Ethical considerations encompass not just personal conduct but also the wider moral consequences of societal structures, 

organizations, and customs. A profession's ethics are crucial because they guarantee that those working in that field uphold the values of 

accountability, honesty, integrity, and justice. Trust and responsibility, which are fundamental to the legitimacy and reputation of the 

individual professional as well as the profession overall, are fostered by ethical behavior. Ethics serve as a guidance while making decisions 

in a professional setting, particularly when confronted with difficult problems for which there is no obvious answer. By requiring 

professionals to prioritize welfare, safety, and right, ethical standards also serve to protect the general public, clients, and stakeholders. 

Ethical considerations play a fundamental role in shaping the practice of nursing, guiding nurses in their interactions with patients, 

families, and the healthcare system as a whole. As healthcare professionals entrusted with the well-being of individuals in their care, 

nurses are bound by a code of ethics that sets forth principles and standards to uphold the values of respect, compassion, and integrity. 

This article explores the intricate landscape of ethical issues in nursing, delving into key principles, dilemmas, and responsibilities that 

confront nurses in their daily practice. From navigating patient autonomy and informed consent to grappling with end-of-life care 

decisions and advocating for social justice, nurses encounter a myriad of ethical challenges that require thoughtful consideration and 

ethical reasoning. By examining these ethical issues through a critical lens, nurses can enhance their ethical competence and ensure the 

delivery of compassionate, patient-centered care. 
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1. Introduction Ethical Issues in Nursing 
 

Nursing, a noble profession dedicated to caring for others, is 

not without its ethical complexities. Ethical issues in nursing 

encompass a wide range of dilemmas that healthcare 

professionals may encounter in their practice. Nursing ethics 

play a vital role in nursing practice, helping nurses make 

decisions that affect patient care, family connections, and 

interactions within the healthcare system. Nurses are 

entrusted with their patients' well-being as healthcare 

professionals, which presents difficult moral conundrums that 

call for thoughtful consideration and ethical reasoning. In 

order to comply with professional codes of ethics and 

regulatory requirements, nurses must manage a variety of 

ethical dilemmas, including upholding patient autonomy, 

obtaining informed permission, providing end-of-life care, 

and advocating for vulnerable populations. 

 

Importance of Ethical Considerations in Nursing Practice 

Ethical considerations are at the core of nursing practice, 

guiding nurses in making decisions that uphold the values of 

respect, integrity, and compassion. Nurses must navigate 

ethical dilemmas to ensure the well-being and rights of their 

patients are prioritized. Nurses are prepared to handle these 

issues while upholding professionalism, compassion, and 

trust by abiding by a code of ethics. Ethical guidelines 

guarantee that nursing practice stays patient-centered and that 

decisions about care are made with consideration for each 

person's rights and dignity. 

 

Historical Context of Nursing Ethics 

Nursing ethics have evolved over time, shaped by societal 

values, professional standards, and advancements in 

healthcare. The rich historical context of nursing ethics 

provides a foundation for understanding the ethical principles 

that guide modern nursing practice. Key Historical 

milestones: -  

1) Early Foundations: The ethical duty to care for the ill was 

ingrained in the larger traditions of medicine and healing 

throughout the ancient Greek and Roman eras, which is 

when the ethical principles of nursing first emerged. It 

was expected of nurses to provide patients with 

honorable and moral care. 

2) Florence Nightingale: Widely considered the pioneer of 

contemporary nursing, Nightingale's efforts during the 

Crimean War (1853–1856) underscored the significance 

of empathy, cleanliness, and patient-focused treatment. 

Her moral values, such as her attention to patients' 

welfare and her concentration on nurses' moral character, 

were crucial to the growth of nursing as a profession. 

3) The establishment of ethical codes: The American 

Nurses Association (ANA) and other nursing 

associations started to codify moral standards for nursing 

work at the beginning of the 20th century. The 1950 

publication of the American Nurses Association Code of 

Ethics established a framework for professionals that 

prioritized ethical behavior, nursing duties, and the value 

of patient advocacy. 

4) Contemporary Developments: The field of nursing ethics 

has broadened in recent decades to encompass intricate 

matters pertaining to social justice, end-of-life care, 

informed consent, patient autonomy, and confidentiality. 

The complexity of contemporary healthcare has led to an 

evolution in nursing ethics in response to growing 

technology breakthroughs, global health concerns, and a 

more varied patient population. 
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Principles of Nursing Ethics 

Nursing ethics are founded on key principles that serve as 

moral compasses for healthcare providers. 

 

Beneficence and Nonmaleficence 

The principles of beneficence (doing good) and 

nonmaleficence (do no harm) underscore the obligation of 

nurses to act in the best interests of patients while minimizing 

harm. 

• Justice and Fairness in Nursing 

Justice in nursing ethics emphasizes treating all patients 

fairly and equally, ensuring access to care and resources 

without discrimination. 

• Respect for Autonomy 

Respect for autonomy recognizes the right of patients to 

make informed decisions about their healthcare, 

empowering them to participate in decisions that affect 

their well-being. 

• Patient Autonomy and Informed Consent 

Informed consent is a fundamental ethical principle that 

upholds a patient's right to make autonomous decisions 

about their care. 

• Promoting Patient Decision-Making 

Nurses play a crucial role in promoting patient autonomy 

by providing information, supporting decision-making 

processes, and respecting individual choices. 

 

Nursing Ethical Concerns 

a) Challenges in Obtaining Informed Consent 

Despite the importance of informed consent, challenges such 

as communication barriers, cognitive impairments, and 

complex medical situations can complicate the consent 

process. 

• Confidentiality and Privacy Concerns 

• To protect patient information and foster confidence in the 

healthcare system, confidentiality and privacy are 

essential components of nursing ethics. 

 

b) Ethical Duties of Confidentiality 

Nurses are required by law and morality to preserve patient 

privacy by shielding private information from prying eyes. 

• Technological Advances and Privacy Issues 

• As healthcare technology advances, nurses must negotiate 

the ethical ramifications of data security and electronic 

health records, which create new obstacles to protecting 

patient privacy. 

 

 Ethical Concerns in Nursing: Managing the Difficulties 

with Integrity and Compassion 

1) Moral Distress and Decision Making: The inability of 

nurses to act in accordance with their ethical convictions 

because of limitations frequently results in moral 

discomfort and decision-making, which are serious 

ethical dilemmas in nursing that cause stress and 

emotional strain. In many cases, nurses must strike a 

balance between a number of complicated 

considerations, including patient requirements, 

institutional rules, and available resources. This can 

result in challenging ethical decisions. 

2) Recognizing and Addressing Moral Distress: Nurses 

sometimes encounter difficult circumstances when the 

demands of their workplace clash with their moral 

principles. Maintaining ethical integrity requires an 

understanding of and response to moral discomfort. 

Ethical Decision-Making Models in Nursing: Several 

systems, like the Principlist approach and the ANA Code 

of Ethics, assist nurses in making morally sound 

judgments. These methods support patient-centred 

treatment and assist in resolving difficult ethical 

conundrums. 

3) End-of-Life Care and Euthanasia: In regions where 

euthanasia is illegal, a nurse may work with a patient who 

expresses a clear desire to end their life due to unbearable 

suffering. Although the nurse empathizes, legal 

constraints prevent any action, placing the nurse in a 

difficult position where their professional and personal 

compassion cannot align with patient wishes.  

Nurses must strike a balance between compassion, 

patient autonomy, legal requirements, and personal views 

while providing end-of-life care and euthanasia since 

these situations present difficult ethical dilemmas. 

Decisions over these matters might affect the mental 

health of healthcare professionals as well as the quality 

of life of patients. 

4) Palliative Care and End-of-Life Ethical Considerations: 

Providing compassionate end-of-life care requires nurses 

to navigate ethical considerations surrounding pain 

management, quality of life, and respecting patients' 

wishes. Palliative care emphasizes dignity and comfort 

during the final stages of life. 

A nurse cares for a patient with terminal cancer who 

chooses to forgo further chemotherapy in favour of 

palliative care. However, the patient's family insists on 

continuing aggressive treatments. The nurse must respect 

the patient’s autonomy while managing the family's 

desire for more treatment, often requiring clear 

communication to ensure the patient's wishes are 

honoured. 

 

Debates Surrounding Euthanasia and Assisted Suicide 

The ethical debate around euthanasia and assisted suicide is 

complex, with diverging opinions on autonomy, beneficence, 

and the sanctity of life. Nurses play a vital role in advocating 

for patient autonomy while upholding ethical standards and 

legal regulations. 

 

Patient Liberty vs Medical Ethics' Boundaries: 

 

Pro: Supporters contend that individuals with terminal 

illnesses have a basic right to make choices regarding their 

bodies, including the right to put an end to their suffering. 

They highlight autonomy as a fundamental bioethical premise 

that encourages patient choice in controlled assisted suicide. 

This viewpoint emphasizes honoring each person's right to 

pass away in dignity and according to their wishes. 

 

Con: Detractors contend that medicine's purpose is to 

promote healing rather than cause death. According to them, 

euthanasia laws might undermine patient confidence in 

medical professionals because people may worry that 

caregivers would put financial savings ahead of life-saving 

procedures. A key component of this argument is the 

Hippocratic pledge to "do no harm." 
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Advocacy and Social Justice in Nursing 

Fundamental to nursing are social justice and advocacy, 

which call on nurses to help vulnerable groups, address 

socioeconomic determinants of health, and promote fair 

access to healthcare. Nurses strive to provide all patients with 

comprehensive care, equitable treatment, and health equity 

via advocacy. With examples, these are the main facets of 

social justice and advocacy in nursing.  

1) Advocating for Health Equity 

Nurses play a crucial role in advocating for policies and 

practices that promote health equity, recognizing that 

social, economic, and environmental factors significantly 

impact health outcomes. This includes addressing 

barriers such as socioeconomic status, race, and 

geographic location.  

For example, a nurse at an urban clinic campaign for 

community-based health programs to improve low-

income families' access to care, with a focus on 

preventive care and health education. 

2) Ethical Responsibility and Professional Duty 

Nursing's ethical framework emphasizes justice, 

beneficence, and advocacy. Nurses have a professional 

obligation to fight for social justice and protect the 

dignity and rights of all patients, even in complicated 

healthcare environments where structural disparities may 

exist. 

For example, a nurse working in a remote location 

aggressively promotes for telemedicine services to solve 

healthcare access concerns caused by a shortage of 

providers, displaying a commitment to justice by 

ensuring patients have fair access to care. 

3) Supporting Vulnerable Populations 

Nurses frequently deal with disadvantaged populations, 

such as the elderly, low-income families, immigrants, 

and those suffering from chronic diseases. Advocating 

for these populations entails assuring them access to 

critical services, defending their rights, and safeguarding 

them from discrimination in the healthcare system. 

For example, in a hospital environment, a nurse 

campaigns for translation services to ensure that non-

English-speaking patients receive correct information 

regarding their treatment, supporting their right to 

informed consent and understanding 

4) Role of Nurses in Advocating for Patients' Rights 

Nurses serve as powerful advocates for patients, ensuring 

their voices are heard and their rights are respected within 

the healthcare system. Upholding principles of 

autonomy, justice, and beneficence, nurses champion for 

equitable and compassionate care. 

 

Common Ethical Dilemmas Faced by Nurses 

Nurses face an extensive number of ethical challenges on a 

daily basis, ranging from maintaining patient confidentiality 

to negotiating conflicts of interest. Establishing professional 

ideals and ethical standards is critical to provide excellent 

patient care. Here are some common ethical dilemmas faced 

by nurses, along with real-life examples and references: 

1) End-of-Life Decision-Making: Nurses are frequently 

confronted with quandaries when patients or families 

hold opposing perspectives on end-of-life care. It might 

be difficult to balance a patient's right to refuse treatment 

with family preferences. 

For example: A nurse provides care & treatment for a 

terminally sick patient with a "Do Not Resuscitate" 

(DNR) order. However, the patient's family insists on 

continuing supportive and advanced treatments. The 

nurse must advocate for the patient's recorded 

preferences while assisting the family with the decision-

making process. 

2) Patient Confidentiality and Privacy: Protecting patient 

confidentiality is an important ethical obligation. 

However, conflicts occur when releasing information 

might avoid damage, particularly in situations of public 

health threats or domestic violence. 

For example: A nurse learns that a patient with an 

infectious condition intends to travel without alerting 

others, possibly endangering the public. The nurse must 

choose between maintaining confidentiality and 

protecting others from harm. 

3) Informed Consent and Patient Autonomy: Ethical 

issues emerge when patient rejects vital therapies, or 

when patients lack the ability to provide informed 

consent owing to cognitive disabilities or medical 

problems.  

For example: A nurse is given responsibility to care for 

a dementia patient who refuses to undergo a medically 

essential operation. While the patient's rejection must be 

honored, the nurse is concerned about the patient's ability 

to comprehend the implications. 

4) Resource Allocation and Fairness: Nurses may 

encounter ethical quandaries over the equitable 

allocation of scarce resources, such as hospital beds, 

drugs, or time, particularly during emergencies or 

pandemics. 

For example: In an overcrowded emergency department, 

a nurse must decide how to allocate limited time and 

resources between multiple patients with equally urgent 

needs. This requires balancing fairness with the duty to 

provide optimal care. 

5) Cultural and Religious Considerations: Nurses may 

encounter ethical dilemmas when cultural or religious 

beliefs influence patient care decisions, potentially 

conflicting with medical recommendations. 

For example: A nurse caring for a patient whose religion 

forbids blood transfusions must respect that decision, 

even if the nurse feels the transfusion is critical to the 

patient's survival. The nurse must balance honoring the 

patient's beliefs and handling the medical consequences. 

6) Professional Boundaries and Dual Relationships: 

Maintaining professional boundaries is critical, but 

problems can arise when nurses have past ties with 

patients or their families, or when patients ask for 

personal favors. 

For example: A nurse working in a small town learns 

that a recently hospitalized patient is a family 

acquaintance. The nurse has the challenge of delivering 

objective treatment while avoiding the appearance of bias 

or diminished professionalism. 

7) Advocating for Patients in the Face of Institutional 

Constraints: Nurses frequently serve as patient 

advocates, but they may face problems with ethics when 

institutional restrictions limit their capacity to deliver 

treatment that is consistent with their professional 

opinion. 
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For example: A nurse sees that a patient's pain treatment 

is inadequate owing to hospital policy limitations. 

Despite believing that the patient needed greater 

medicine, the nurse is bound by institutional restrictions, 

resulting in a quandary between following protocol and 

advocating for patient comfort. 

 

These ethical dilemmas demonstrate the difficulties of 

nursing practice, where nurses must balance ethical 

principles, professional commitments, and patient 

requirements in order to make educated and compassionate 

judgments. 

  

Strategies for Ethical Decision-Making and Resolution 

Nurses frequently face difficult ethical issues, making it 

critical to have techniques for ethical decision-making and 

resolution. Here are several significant tactics often employed 

in nursing practice to resolve ethical difficulties: 

1) Ethical Decision-Making Models: Decision-making 

models offer an organized way to addressing ethical 

concerns by leading nurses through a step-by-step 

procedure. The "Four-Box Method," which takes four 

factors into account: medical indications, patient 

preferences, quality of life, and contextual elements, is 

a popular paradigm. 

For example, A nurse faced with a difficult decision 

about a patient's end-of-life care might use this model to 

assess medical decisions against the patient's expressed 

preferences, quality of life, and family involvement. 

2) Utilizing the ANA Code of Ethics: The American 

Nurses Association (ANA) Code of Ethics serves as a 

basic guide for nurses to ensure that their actions are 

consistent with professional ideals such as beneficence, 

autonomy, and fairness. This code promotes ethical 

decision-making by providing principles for care 

centered around patients, confidentiality, and advocacy. 

For example: When a nurse needs to find a balance 

between patient privacy and the need to notify a family, 

the ANA Code clarifies the ethical requirement to 

prioritize confidentiality while obtaining consent 

wherever feasible. 

3) Ethics Committees and Consultations: Ethics 

committees are multidisciplinary groups that assist 

nurses and other healthcare professionals in addressing 

complicated ethical dilemmas by offering guidance, 

support, and suggestions. 

For example: When a nurse is unsure about removing 

life support from a patient at the family's request, 

communicating with an ethics committee can give a 

thorough evaluation and impartial feedback, assisting in 

the resolution of the ethical dilemma. 

4) Moral Deliberation and Reflection: Nurses can use 

moral reflection to gain insight into the principles at 

threaten in a dilemma. This implies reflecting on 

personal and professional beliefs and how they affect 

patient care decisions. 

For example: A nurse who is experiencing moral 

anguish as a result of a patient's refusal to get treatment 

may utilize analysis to define their values and address 

the issue thoroughly, while respecting the patient's 

autonomy. 

5) Communication and Negotiation Skills: Effective 

communication is critical in addressing ethical 

quandaries, particularly those involving patient 

autonomy and family interactions. Nurses may enable 

open talks, manage worries and promote teamwork 

during decision making 

For example: A nurse facilitates a talk between family 

members and the patient's care team to reach an 

agreement that respects the patient's end-of-life choices 

while considering the family's anxieties. 

6) Following Ethical Principles in Decision-Making: 

Nurses can use the key ethical concepts of autonomy, 

beneficence, nonmaleficence, and justice to carefully 

evaluate the ethical elements of a situation and select the 

best course of action. 

For example: A nurse upholds the idea of fairness. 

When fighting for equitable access to treatment for a 

patient from a vulnerable background, a nurse applies 

the concept of justice, ensuring that all patients are 

treated equally and without bias. When promoting for 

beneficial access to treatment for a patient from a 

vulnerable background, ensure that all patients are 

treated properly and without partiality. 

7) Addressing Moral Distress with Support Systems: 

Moral discomfort arises when nurses see that 

institutional limitations prevent them from acting in line 

with their ethical values. Accessing support networks, 

such as peer talks, debriefing sessions, or therapy, can 

assist reduce moral anguish and preserve ethical 

integrity. 

For example: A nurse who is suffering moral distress 

because of engaging in a procedure that causes them are 

at odds may seek assistance from colleagues and 

supervisors, who may help them process their thoughts 

and feelings and reaffirm their commitment to ethical 

practice. 

 

Navigating ethical dilemmas requires a blend of critical 

thinking, moral courage, and ethical reasoning. By engaging 

in reflective practice, seeking interdisciplinary collaboration, 

and prioritizing patient well-being, nurses can effectively 

resolve ethical conflicts while upholding their moral 

obligations. 

 

In conclusion, ethical issues in nursing are not merely 

theoretical concepts but practical considerations that shape 

the core of nursing practice. By upholding the principles of 

beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, and respect for 

autonomy, nurses can navigate the complexities of ethical 

dilemmas with compassion and integrity. As advocates for 

patients' rights and stewards of ethical decision-making, 

nurses play a vital role in safeguarding the well-being and 

dignity of those under their care. By fostering a culture of 

ethical awareness and reflection, nurses can continue to 

uphold the highest ethical standards and promote the values 

of professionalism and excellence in healthcare delivery. 
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