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Abstract:

Nursing, as a cornerstone of healthcare, intertwines both care provision and a profound commitment to ethical
practices. This article delves deeply into the intricate nuances of nursing ethics, underscoring the paramount
importance of sound ethical decision-making in the daily undertakings of nursing professionals. Starting with
a historical lens, the article traces the evolution and significance of ethics in nursing, introducing the
foundational principles that have steered the profession. As nurses frequently encounter multifaceted ethical
dilemmas, the article details common scenarios and offers practical tools and models to guide decision-making
processes. Emphasizing the symbiotic relationship between ethical practice and quality patient care, the piece
sheds light on how trust is both cultivated and sustained in the nurse-patient dynamic. In a world where
challenges and barriers can occasionally overshadow ethical considerations, the article also presents insightful
strategies for overcoming these obstacles, championing the creation of a supportive ethical work environment,
and fostering ongoing professional and ethical development.
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Nursing Ethics: Handling Difficult Situations And Cases Ethically

1- Introduction:

Nursing, often revered as the heart of healthcare,
carries with it a weighty responsibility not only to
care for the physical wellbeing of patients but also
to uphold a robust set of ethical principles. The
journey of nursing ethics has deep historical roots,
which reflect the constantly evolving nature of
healthcare and  society. From  Florence
Nightingale's pioneering commitment to patient
welfare to the contemporary challenges presented
by advanced medical technologies, nursing ethics
remains a focal point of the profession (Smith &
Godfrey, 2002).

The essentiality of ethics in nursing cannot be
overstated. As frontline healthcare providers,
nurses are frequently confronted with situations
that require careful navigation through the
complex maze of moral, cultural, and clinical
considerations. Whether deciding on the best
course of action for a terminally ill patient or
respecting the autonomy of a patient who refuses
treatment, ethical considerations underpin many of
the decisions nurses make daily (Davis, Schrader,
& Belcheir, 2012).

Furthermore, as the global community becomes
more interconnected, nurses are encountering a
broader array of ethical dilemmas. Cultural
diversity,  socioeconomic  disparities, and
advancements in medical technology bring forth
unique challenges and considerations (Grace &
Willis, 2015). For instance, how should a nurse
approach end-of-life care for a patient from a
culture with deeply rooted beliefs about death and
dying? Or, how might they navigate the ethical
implications of gene editing or other advanced
medical procedures?

Amidst these multifaceted challenges, a solid
foundation in  nursing ethics  becomes
indispensable. It guides nurses in delivering care
that is not only clinically sound but also morally

and culturally sensitive (Johnstone & Turale, 2014).

Ethical competency, thus, is as vital as clinical
competence, with both working in tandem to
ensure the holistic well-being of patients.
Moreover, the broader implications of nursing
ethics extend beyond individual patient care. The
reputation and trustworthiness of the entire
healthcare system hinge on the ethical behavior of
its professionals. A lapse in ethical judgment by a
single nurse can have ramifications, eroding public
trust and potentially compromising patient
outcomes (Ulrich et al., 2010).

This article aims to provide a comprehensive
exploration of nursing ethics, shedding light on its
historical evolution, foundational principles, and
practical applications. Through this lens, we seek
to equip nurses and other healthcare professionals
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with the knowledge and tools necessary to navigate
the complex ethical landscape of modern
healthcare with confidence and integrity.

2- Literary Review

Nursing ethics is an essential aspect of healthcare,

and nurses often face unique challenges when

handling difficult situations and cases. Here are
some key insights from the search results:

1- Nurses' experiences of ethical dilemmas: A
review published in Sage Journals (Haahr A et
al.,2020) highlights that nurses' decision-
making in ethically difficult situations must
adhere to bioethical principles, respect for
autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and
justice.

2- Coping strategies in ethically challenging
situations: A qualitative study published in
BMC Nursing (Kim el al., 2021) emphasizes
that ethical competence depends on the ability
to detect ethically challenging situations,
consider various courses of action, and
implement them. Nurses may have difficulty
recognizing the right course of action, and
ethical dilemmas can lead to moral distress and
harm to patients and nurses' personal and
professional lives.

3- Unique challenges faced by nurses: An article
published in JHU Hub (Bedrosian, 2015)
highlights that nurses face unique -ethical
dilemmas, including speaking up about how a
staffing shortage impacts quality of care,
deciding how to allocate scarce resources, birth
complications, end-of-life issues, and just about
everything in between. Nurses often spend
more time with patients, so they are more likely
to understand what the patient wants and how
the family feels.

4- Common nursing ethics dilemmas: An article
published in AMN Healthcare(AMN, 2023)
discusses four common nursing ethics
dilemmas, including informed consent,
disclosing medical conditions, end-of-life care,
and staffing shortages. Nurses need to address
ethical issues to prevent burnout and harm to
patients and the nursing profession.

5- Explanations and solutions for ethical issues in
nursing: An article published on (Duquesne
University's website, 2020) explains that ethical
issues arise when choices need to be made, the
answers may not be clear, and the options are
not ideal. The article provides solutions for
ethical issues, including building a strong
interdisciplinary team, seeking guidance from
the hospital's ethics committee, and using
educational resources.

6090



Nursing Ethics: Handling Difficult Situations And Cases Ethically

6- Nursing ethical considerations: A book chapter
published on NCBI Bookshelf (Haddad LM,
Geiger RA, 2023) emphasizes that ethical
values are essential for all healthcare workers,
and ethical practice is a foundation for nurses
who deal with ethical issues daily. The
American Nurses Association has developed
the Code of Ethics to guide nurses in their daily
practice and set primary goals and values for the
profession.

In conclusion, nursing ethics is a crucial aspect of

healthcare, and nurses often face unique challenges

when handling difficult situations and cases.

Nurses need to adhere to bioethical principles,

consider various courses of action, and implement

them to prevent moral distress and harm to patients
and nurses' personal and professional lives.

Building a strong interdisciplinary team, seeking

guidance from the hospital's ethics committee, and

using educational resources can help nurses
address ethical issues and prevent burnout.

3- Understanding Nursing Ethics

Nursing ethics, at its essence, revolves around the
moral principles and judgments employed within
the nursing profession. This realm is an extension
of the broader field of medical ethics, tailored to
address specific challenges and dilemmas nurses
confront in their practice. By guiding nurses in
their decision-making processes, nursing ethics
ensures that patient care aligns with a robust ethical
framework (Fry & Johnstone, 2008).

Tracing back to the roots of nursing, the history of
its ethics is deeply embedded within the
profession's evolution. The contributions of
Florence Nightingale, often celebrated as the
mother of modern nursing, are of paramount
importance. She emphasized nursing's intrinsic
moral nature, with her unwavering commitment to
patient welfare, advocacy, and confidentiality
forming the foundation for many ethical principles
that persist today (Dossey, 2005).

As the healthcare landscape underwent significant
transformations through the 20th century, the
emergence of intricate ethical dilemmas
necessitated a more formalized approach to ethics
in nursing. Recognizing this, organizations like the
International Council of Nurses (ICN) took the
initiative to craft comprehensive codes of ethics to
steer the profession in the right direction (ICN,
2012).

The multifaceted role of a nurse isn't confined
merely to clinical care. Nurses wear many hats:
they are caregivers, advocates, educators, and
counselors. Each of these roles is accompanied by
a set of ethical responsibilities. At the forefront is
the obligation to respect patient autonomy,
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ensuring patients are equipped with comprehensive
information to make well-informed decisions
about their care. It's equally vital for nurses to
prevent harm, to deliver optimal care, and to
champion the fair and nondiscriminatory treatment
of all patients (Bosek & Savage, 2007).

Several ethical principles form the cornerstone of
nursing practice. These include respecting patients'
autonomy, actively advocating for their best
interests, avoiding any harm, ensuring equal and
fair treatment, and maintaining trust and loyalty
(Beauchamp & Childress, 2001).

In conclusion, the role of ethics within nursing
cannot be understated. It profoundly influences the
manner in which nurses interact with patients, their
families, and other healthcare professionals. An in-
depth understanding of nursing ethics arms nurses
with the essential tools to adeptly navigate moral
dilemmas, guaranteeing that patient welfare
remains central to all decisions.

4- Ethical Decision-Making in Nursing

In the ever-evolving field of healthcare, nurses
frequently confront situations that require not just
medical expertise but also ethical discernment. The
complexity of the patient care environment,
combined with the multifaceted nature of health
outcomes, often places nurses at the crossroads of
clinical judgment and moral principles. This
integration of clinical practice with ethical
considerations  makes  decision-making a
cornerstone of nursing professionalism.

From the early days of the nursing profession,
ethical considerations have been inseparable from
patient care. As emphasized by Dossey (2005),
Florence Nightingale, widely recognized as the
pioneer of modern nursing, ardently advocated for
the moral imperatives in nursing. Nightingale’s
principles have since then provided an enduring
foundation for the ethical framework that nurses
abide by, illustrating the intrinsic moral nature of
nursing.

Navigating the landscape of nursing ethics entails
a keen understanding of core ethical principles.
Beauchamp & Childress (2001) delineate several
such principles that guide healthcare professions,
notably including autonomy, beneficence, non-
maleficence, justice, and fidelity. These principles,
while providing a broad guideline, necessitate
context-specific interpretations in the realm of
nursing.

Consider the principle of autonomy, which
emphasizes the patient's right to make informed
decisions about their care. While this principle
might seem straightforward, its application can be
fraught with complexities. For instance, when a
patient's wishes conflict with the perceived
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medical necessity, nurses are faced with a moral
quandary. Bosek & Savage (2007) articulate this
challenge by highlighting scenarios where the duty
to respect patient autonomy clashes with the
nurse's professional judgment about what's best for
the patient's health.

Similarly, the principle of non-maleficence, which
underscores the duty to do no harm, can be intricate
in its implications. Fry & Johnstone (2008) discuss
this principle in the context of end-of-life care,
where decisions about withholding or withdrawing
treatments tread the thin line between causing harm
and honoring the patient's best interests.

These challenges necessitate a structured approach
to ethical decision-making. Such an approach
integrates evidence-based practice with moral
reasoning, ensuring that decisions are both
clinically sound and ethically justified. A critical
component of this approach is effective
communication. Gastmans (2013) identifies open
dialogue as pivotal, advocating for transparent
discussions with patients, their families, and the
multidisciplinary care team. By fostering a culture
of open communication, nurses can bridge the gaps
in understanding, aligning medical objectives with
ethical considerations.

Further, the role of institutional support is
paramount in bolstering ethical decision-making.
The International Council of Nurses (ICN, 2012)
accentuates the need for healthcare institutions to
foster an environment where ethical considerations
are not just encouraged but are integral to clinical
practice. This includes regular training, workshops,
and discussions centered on real-world ethical
dilemmas, thereby equipping nurses with the tools
and insights needed to handle challenging
situations.

In conclusion, the intertwining of clinical practice
with ethical considerations makes decision-making
in nursing a nuanced endeavor. While the
challenges are manifold, a structured approach,
underpinned by open communication and
institutional support, can guide nurses in ensuring
that patient care remains rooted in moral integrity.

5- Handling Difficult Ethical Situations

In any profession, individuals occasionally face
ethically challenging situations that test their
principles, values, and judgment. Such situations
become even more complex in fields where human
well-being is directly involved, as stakes are
considerably high. Understanding and navigating
these difficult ethical situations requires a
combination of moral sensitivity, robust
foundational principles, and effective strategies.
Historically, the roots of ethical thinking have been
deeply intertwined with philosophical
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deliberations. Philosophers such as Aristotle and
Kant explored the nature of ethics and the guiding
principles that should inform human behavior
(Maclntyre, 2007). Their explorations provided
foundational insights into the nature of moral
conflicts and the path to resolution.

As professions evolved, so did the nature and
complexity of ethical dilemmas faced by
practitioners. In healthcare, for instance, the
advancements in medical technology and treatment
modalities have given rise to a plethora of ethical
issues. Decisions related to end-of-life care, patient
autonomy, and resource allocation often place
healthcare professionals in morally precarious
positions (Fry & Johnstone, 2008).

In business, dilemmas related to corporate
governance, stakeholder interests, and
sustainability have emerged as central themes.
Corporate scandals and environmental concerns
have underscored the importance of ethical
decision-making and its long-term implications for
businesses and societies at large (Crane & Matten,
2016).

Addressing these challenging situations begins
with recognizing and accepting the inherent moral
ambiguity. Instead of seeking black and white
answers, individuals must approach these
dilemmas with humility and openness. Ethical
challenges rarely present a singular right answer;
often, they involve a delicate balancing act of
competing interests and principles.

Effective communication plays a crucial role in
navigating these challenges. Engaging in open,
honest, and transparent dialogues with all
stakeholders can provide a broader perspective and
diverse insights. It's through such interactions that
one can appreciate the nuances and complexities of
a situation (Gastmans, 2013). For example, in
healthcare, involving patients, their families, and
other healthcare professionals in discussions can
ensure that decisions align with both medical and
ethical considerations.

Furthermore, leaning on established ethical
guidelines and principles can provide a structured
framework for decision-making. Organizations
like the International Council of Nurses and the
American Medical Association have formulated
codes of ethics that guide professionals in their
fields (ICN, 2012; AMA, 2016). These codes,
while not exhaustive, offer invaluable insights and
direction.

Institutional support is equally paramount.
Organizations must foster a culture where ethical
considerations are integral to every aspect of work.
Regular training, workshops, and ethical
consultations can empower professionals with the
skills and knowledge needed to handle challenging
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situations with moral integrity (Bosek & Savage,
2007).

In conclusion, confronting difficult ethical
situations is an inevitable aspect of many
professions, especially those directly impacting
human well-being. While the path might seem
treacherous, armed with a deep understanding of
ethical principles, effective communication skills,
and institutional support, individuals can ensure
their decisions align with the highest standards of
moral integrity.

6- The Impact of Nursing Ethics on Patient
Care

Ethics in nursing is more than just a theoretical
concept—it deeply influences patient care and
outcomes. Nursing, by its very nature, deals with
the vulnerabilities, well-being, and dignity of
individuals. The ethical principles governing the
nursing profession are crucial in guiding nurses
through the complexities of healthcare, ensuring
that patient care remains rooted in respect, empathy,
and professional integrity.

Florence Nightingale, recognized as the mother of
modern nursing, paved the way by emphasizing the
inherent moral dimensions of nursing (Dossey,
2005). Nightingale’s dedication to patient care was
not just about medical interventions but also about
ensuring patients' psychological and emotional
well-being. Her holistic approach to nursing set the
tone for the ethical underpinnings that guide the
profession today.

Beauchamp & Childress (2001) highlight the
significance of autonomy, beneficence, non-
maleficence, justice, and fidelity in healthcare.
These principles play a pivotal role in shaping
patient outcomes. When nurses uphold patient
autonomy, they ensure that patients make informed
decisions about their own care, leading to better
compliance and more patient satisfaction.
Beneficence drives nurses to act in the best interest
of the patient, ensuring optimal health outcomes,
while non-maleficence ensures that patient harm is
minimized, leading to safer care delivery.

Fry & Johnstone (2008) delve into the real-world
impact of these ethical principles. For instance, in
respecting patient autonomy, nurses might support
a patient’s decision to decline treatment,
recognizing the individual's right to make choices
regarding their own body. This approach can foster
trust, ensuring that patients feel valued and
understood, which can significantly influence their
overall care experience.

Moreover, ethical nursing practices directly
influence the quality of care. As highlighted by
Pavlish, Brown-Saltzman, Jakel, & Fine (2014),
when nurses face ethical dilemmas without clear
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resolutions, it can lead to moral distress, which
might impact their psychological well-being. This
distress can affect their professional performance
and patient care quality. Thus, an environment that
promotes ethical clarity not only upholds the
principles of the profession but also ensures high-
quality patient outcomes.

Furthermore, the ethical principles in nursing also
extend to the collaborative nature of healthcare.
Gastmans (2013) underscores the importance of
effective communication and collaboration, both
rooted in ethical considerations. When nurses
actively engage in open and transparent dialogues
with patients, families, and multidisciplinary teams,
it can lead to holistic care plans that consider all
facets of a patient’s needs, ensuring a
comprehensive approach to care.

In conclusion, the ethical underpinnings of nursing
are not just about adhering to professional
guidelines—they deeply influence patient care,
safety, and satisfaction. By upholding the
foundational ethical principles of nursing, nurses
can ensure that they offer care that respects human
dignity, values individual choices, and strives for
the highest standards of patient well-being.

7- Overcoming Barriers to Ethical Practice
Navigating the intricate web of ethical dilemmas in
professional settings demands not just knowledge
of the relevant principles but also strategies to
overcome barriers that might hinder -ethical
practice. Various factors, both internal and external,
can act as impediments to making and
implementing ethical decisions. Understanding
these barriers and adopting effective strategies to
overcome them is imperative for upholding the
moral integrity of any profession.

Historically, ethical considerations have been
central to many professions, especially those
directly impacting human lives, such as medicine,
nursing, and law. However, as Crane & Matten
(2016) elucidate, even business sectors are not
exempt from intricate ethical challenges,
particularly in an age of globalization and
technological advancement.

In healthcare, issues like resource allocation,
patient rights, and end-of-life decisions often
present ethical quandaries. The presence of
hierarchical structures, as discussed by Ulrich, et al.
(2010), can sometimes create power dynamics that
might inhibit professionals from voicing their
ethical concerns or acting on them. Similarly, the
pressure to achieve certain outcomes, financial
constraints, and organizational culture can also act
as barriers to ethical practice (Musto & Rodney,
2015).
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In the business sector, conflicting interests between
profitability and sustainability or stakeholder
interests often pose ethical challenges. The
pressure to meet quarterly targets or please
stakeholders can sometimes overshadow the
broader ethical considerations, as illuminated by
Trevifio & Nelson (2011).

To address these barriers, professionals can employ
a range of strategies. First and foremost,
continuous education and training in ethics can
ensure that professionals remain updated on the
latest developments and are equipped with the
tools to handle ethical dilemmas effectively (Fry &
Johnstone, 2008). This training can also help in
fostering moral courage, enabling individuals to
stand by their ethical judgments even in the face of
adversity.

Effective communication, as emphasized by
Gastmans (2013), is another pivotal strategy. By
fostering open dialogues within teams and
organizations, professionals can ensure that ethical
considerations are deliberated upon collectively,
reducing the impact of hierarchical power
dynamics.

Organizational culture plays a significant role in
either facilitating or hindering ethical practice.
Leaders must actively work towards fostering a
culture that prioritizes ethical considerations.
Mechanisms such as ethics committees, regular
consultations, and feedback loops can be
established to ensure that ethical dilemmas are
addressed promptly and adequately (Pavlish et al.,
2014).

Lastly, embracing a holistic approach, which
recognizes the interconnectedness of various
aspects of any professional endeavor, can be
instrumental. By viewing ethical dilemmas not as
isolated incidents but as integral to the larger
professional landscape, professionals can ensure
that ethical considerations are seamlessly woven
into the fabric of their practice (Crane & Matten,
2016).

In conclusion, while barriers to ethical practice
abound in various professions, a combination of
education, communication, organizational support,
and a holistic approach can empower professionals
to navigate these challenges effectively, ensuring
that their actions align with the highest moral
standards.

8- Case Study: Respecting Patient Autonomy in
End-of-Life Care

Background: Mr. Ahmed, a 78-year-old male, was
admitted to the hospital with advanced stage lung
cancer. He had a history of chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) and had been on home
oxygen for several years. Due to the progression of
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his disease, he had been hospitalized several times
over the past year. During his current admission,
his health deteriorated rapidly, and he was
transferred to the Intensive Care Unit (ICU).

Dilemma: Mr. Ahmed's family, rooted in strong
cultural and religious beliefs, insisted on
aggressive treatments, hoping for a miracle. They
believed in the sanctity of life and considered any
withdrawal of treatment as a form of euthanasia.
However, Mr. Ahmed, having faced the trajectory
of his illness, expressed a desire to discontinue
aggressive treatments, transition to comfort care,
and be allowed to die peacefully.

The nursing team found themselves at an ethical
crossroads: How should they advocate for Mr.
Ahmed's expressed wishes while being sensitive to
the family's cultural and religious beliefs?

Action: The ICU nurse, Aisha, initiated an ethics
consultation, bringing together a multidisciplinary
team comprising a chaplain, social worker,
attending physician, and an ethics consultant. The
team facilitated a family meeting to openly discuss
Mr. Ahmed's wishes and the family's concerns
(Gastmans, 2013).

During the discussion, the chaplain explored the
family's religious beliefs, finding common ground
between their faith's teachings and the principles of
palliative care. The ethics consultant emphasized
the importance of patient autonomy and the ethical
responsibility of the healthcare team to respect Mr.
Ahmed's wishes (Cassidy, 2008).

After several conversations, and with the chaplain's
support, the family began to understand Mr.
Ahmed's perspective. They came to terms with his
decision and agreed to transition him to comfort
care. A palliative care plan was established,
prioritizing Mr. Ahmed's comfort and dignity in his
final days.

Outcome: Mr. Ahmed spent his last days in a
peaceful environment surrounded by his family.
The nursing team provided symptom management
and emotional support, ensuring his comfort until
he passed away. The family expressed gratitude for
the care and understanding they received during
this challenging time.

Reflection: This case underscores the significance
of a multidisciplinary approach in addressing
complex ethical dilemmas. By seeking an ethics
consultation and involving various professionals,
the nursing team ensured that Mr. Ahmed's
autonomy was respected while also addressing the
family's concerns in a compassionate and
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culturally sensitive manner (Pavlish, Brown-
Saltzman, Jakel, & Fine, 2014).

Conclusion

Ethical considerations form the bedrock of
numerous professions, underscoring the intrinsic
connection between moral values and professional
integrity. Whether in the realm of healthcare,
business, law, or any other field, professionals
grapple with a myriad of ethical dilemmas that test
both their values and their judgment. As we've
explored, the challenges are manifold: from
hierarchical power dynamics and organizational
pressures to the broader socio-economic and
cultural contexts that might impede ethical
decision-making.

Yet, it's heartening to note that the path to ethical
practice, though laden with challenges, is
navigable. Continuous education and training in
ethics, fostering open communication, building a
supportive organizational culture, and adopting a
holistic approach to dilemmas are vital tools in this
endeavor. These strategies not only equip
professionals to handle individual -ethical
challenges but also work towards embedding
ethical considerations within the very fabric of
their professional environments.

In an era marked by rapid advancements and
changes, the timeless principles of ethics provide a
much-needed anchor. They remind us of the

broader purpose behind our professional endeavors:

to serve, to do no harm, and to contribute positively
to the betterment of society. As professionals and
as individuals, our commitment to ethical practice
reflects our dedication to this larger purpose,
ensuring that our actions consistently resonate with
the values we hold dear.

In sum, ethical practice isn't just about confronting
and resolving dilemmas; it's about shaping a
professional world where ethical considerations
are not afterthoughts but fundamental guiding
principles. It's a journey that demands vigilance,
resilience, and, above all, a steadfast commitment
to the greater good.
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