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Abstract:

Ethical dilemmas in nursing practice are an unavoidable aspect of healthcare, requiring
professionals to balance patient autonomy, beneficence, legal considerations, and institutional
policies. Nurses frequently encounter challenges related to end-of-life care, confidentiality,
informed consent, and resource allocation, all of which demand ethical decision-making
frameworks to ensure responsible practice. By integrating interdisciplinary collaboration,
institutional ethical guidelines, and structured decision-making models, nurses can navigate
complex ethical situations while maintaining professional integrity. Ethical awareness, ongoing
education, and transparent communication play pivotal roles in fostering a culture of ethical
sensitivity and accountability. This review contributes to the discourse on ethical challenges in
healthcare by providing insights into how nurses apply ethical principles in clinical settings to
safeguard patient welfare and uphold professional standards. Strengthening ethical competencies
through training, institutional policies, and reflective practice can further enhance the ability of
nurses to make sound ethical judgments in their daily interactions.

Keywords: Ethical dilemmas, nursing ethics, decision-making frameworks, patient autonomy,
beneficence, confidentiality, end-of-life care, resource allocation, professional integrity,
interdisciplinary collaboration, moral distress, patient advocacy.
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Introduction

Ethical dilemmas are an inevitable part of nursing practice, requiring professionals to make decisions
that balance patient rights, clinical judgment, legal obligations, and institutional policies. Nurses
function as key providers of patient care, advocates for individuals and families, and gatekeepers of
ethical integrity within healthcare settings. However, they frequently encounter situations where
ethical principles such as autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice come into conflict.
Understanding ethical dilemmas and the decision-making frameworks used to address them is essential
for ensuring responsible and compassionate nursing practice.

Ethical conflicts in nursing often stem from complex medical situations involving informed consent,
patient confidentiality, treatment refusals, end-of-life decisions, allocation of resources, and
professional boundaries. Nurses must make ethically sound decisions while upholding professional
codes and legal requirements, all within an increasingly demanding healthcare environment. Ethical
decision-making in nursing is further influenced by interdisciplinary collaboration, institutional ethics
committees, cultural considerations, and advancements in medical technology.

This paper explores the ethical dilemmas encountered by nurses, examines the theoretical frameworks
that support ethical decision-making, and discusses strategies for addressing moral distress. By
analyzing ethical challenges in patient care and evaluating structured decision-making models, this
review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how nurses navigate complex ethical
situations while maintaining professional integrity. The discussion will highlight the importance of
ethical awareness, institutional support, and continuous education in fostering ethical nursing practice.

Common Ethical Dilemmas in Nursing Practice

Nursing is a profession deeply rooted in ethical principles, requiring nurses to make challenging
decisions that balance patient rights, clinical guidelines, institutional policies, and legal frameworks.
Ethical dilemmas arise when nurses encounter situations where conflicting values, duties, or interests
make decision-making complex. Such dilemmas are particularly pronounced in patient care, where
nurses must uphold ethical integrity while navigating interpersonal, medical, and organizational
challenges. This section explores some of the most prevalent ethical dilemmas in nursing and provides
insight into the reasoning and frameworks guiding ethical decisions.

1. Autonomy vs. Beneficence

One of the most common ethical dilemmas in nursing involves the conflict between patient autonomy
and beneficence. Autonomy refers to the principle that patients have the right to make informed
decisions about their healthcare. Beneficence, on the other hand, is the ethical duty of healthcare
providers to act in the best interest of the patient.

A classic example of this dilemma occurs when a patient refuses treatment that is medically necessary.
For instance, a diabetic patient may reject insulin therapy, believing alternative medicine is sufficient.
Nurses are then faced with the ethical challenge of respecting the patient's autonomy while advocating
for evidence-based care. Striking a balance between ensuring informed consent and preventing harm
requires skillful communication, ethical sensitivity, and, often, interdisciplinary discussions.

2. Confidentiality and Privacy Concerns

Confidentiality is a cornerstone of nursing ethics, ensuring that patient information remains private and
secure. However, certain situations create dilemmas where confidentiality must be weighed against
potential harm.

For example, if a patient is diagnosed with a contagious disease such as tuberculosis or HIV/AIDS,
nurses must decide whether to disclose this information to protect others who may be at risk of
exposure. Additionally, cases involving suspected abuse—such as child maltreatment or domestic
violence—require ethical decision-making about whether to report the situation to authorities, despite
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a patient’s desire to keep their circumstances private. Nurses must navigate these issues carefully by
adhering to institutional policies, legal requirements, and ethical guidelines, while also considering the
patient's rights and well-being.

3. End-of-Life Care and Decision-Making

End-of-life care presents one of the most emotionally taxing ethical dilemmas in nursing practice.
Nurses often face situations where they must decide how to manage care for terminally ill patients
while addressing the concerns of family members, legal directives, and medical recommendations.

One dilemma involves do-not-resuscitate (DNR) orders, where patients express a desire not to receive
life-saving interventions. Nurses may struggle with honoring the patient's wishes while coping with
emotional distress or pressure from family members advocating for aggressive treatment. Similarly,
ethical concerns arise regarding euthanasia or physician-assisted dying, particularly in regions where
such practices are legally ambiguous or prohibited.

Navigating these dilemmas requires a deep understanding of ethical principles, including non-
maleficence, which dictates that healthcare providers should not inflict harm, and justice, which
ensures fair and equitable treatment. Nurses must also engage in clear communication with patients,
families, and healthcare teams to uphold ethical and compassionate care.

4. Resource Allocation and Healthcare Access

The allocation of limited healthcare resources presents significant ethical challenges in nursing. Nurses
often find themselves in situations where they must prioritize care for critically ill patients, distribute
medications in scarcity, or determine how best to use life-saving equipment such as ventilators.

One example is during mass casualty events, where nurses must decide which patients receive
immediate treatment and which are placed on waiting lists based on triage principles. This dilemma is
guided by utilitarianism, an ethical theory that prioritizes actions benefiting the greatest number of
people. However, it raises questions about equity and fairness, particularly when dealing with
marginalized populations who may have historically faced healthcare disparities.

5. Informed Consent and Decision-Making Capacity

Informed consent is a fundamental principle of medical ethics, ensuring that patients have a clear
understanding of their treatment options before making decisions. However, ethical conflicts arise
when patients are unable to provide informed consent due to cognitive impairment, mental illness, or
language barriers.

For example, an elderly patient with advanced dementia may be unable to fully comprehend the risks
and benefits of a surgical procedure. In such cases, nurses must decide whether to proceed with
treatment based on surrogate decision-makers (such as family members) or involve ethical committees
to determine appropriate action. Challenges also arise in cases where patients with mental illness
refuse treatment due to paranoia or delusions, making decision-making particularly complex.

6. Ethical Challenges in Professional Relationships

Nurses must maintain professional boundaries with patients, colleagues, and supervisors, but ethical
dilemmas frequently emerge in workplace interactions. Issues such as whistleblowing, conflicts over
treatment recommendations, and workplace discrimination require ethical reasoning and careful
decision-making.

Whistleblowing, for example, occurs when nurses expose unethical practices within healthcare
institutions, such as fraudulent billing, mistreatment of patients, or medical negligence. While
reporting such misconduct is ethically justified, it can result in retaliation from employers or
colleagues, creating a moral dilemma for nurses deciding whether to speak up or remain silent.
Similarly, nurses may face ethical distress when forced to carry out medical interventions that
contradict their personal or professional values. For instance, a nurse may feel conflicted about
assisting in elective abortion procedures if their religious beliefs oppose termination of pregnancy. In
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such cases, ethical frameworks such as virtue ethics encourage nurses to act according to moral
character and professional integrity while respecting patient rights and institutional policies.

7. Cultural and Religious Considerations in Nursing Ethics

Cultural and religious beliefs significantly influence healthcare decision-making, leading to ethical
dilemmas for nurses working with diverse populations. Certain religious groups may refuse blood
transfusions, vaccinations, or life-saving procedures, requiring nurses to respect patients’ beliefs while
ensuring medical safety.

For example, a Jehovah’s Witness patient who refuses a blood transfusion despite severe anemia
presents a difficult ethical decision. Nurses must navigate patient-centered ethics, recognizing the
patient’s right to make choices while exploring alternative treatment options that align with their
beliefs. Cultural competence and ethical sensitivity are crucial in ensuring equitable and respectful care
in multicultural healthcare environments.

Theoretical Frameworks for Ethical Decision-Making in Nursing

Ethical decision-making is a fundamental component of nursing practice, requiring nurses to navigate
complex moral dilemmas while ensuring patient-centered care, professional integrity, and adherence to
legal and institutional policies. Nurses frequently face situations where competing ethical principles—
such as autonomy, beneficence, justice, and non-maleficence—must be weighed against one another.
Theoretical frameworks provide structured approaches for analyzing and resolving ethical dilemmas,
enabling nurses to make informed and justifiable decisions. This section explores major theoretical
frameworks, including deontology, utilitarianism, principlism, virtue ethics, and applied models for
ethical decision-making in nursing practice.

1. Deontological Ethics: Duty-Based Approach

Deontological ethics, often associated with philosopher Immanuel Kant, is a duty-based moral
framework emphasizing adherence to universal ethical principles and moral obligations. According to
deontology, actions are inherently right or wrong, independent of their consequences. Nurses
following a deontological approach prioritize duties such as respecting patient autonomy, maintaining
confidentiality, and ensuring informed consent, even when outcomes may not be favorable.

For example, in end-of-life care, a nurse adhering to deontological ethics may uphold a patient's
request for a do-not-resuscitate (DNR) order, despite family opposition. This decision aligns with the
ethical duty of honoring patient autonomy, regardless of emotional conflicts. While deontology
provides clear moral guidelines, critics argue that rigid adherence to duty-based ethics may sometimes
overlook contextual complexities and unintended harm.

2. Utilitarianism: Outcome-Based Ethics

Utilitarianism, developed by philosophers Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, evaluates ethical
decisions based on their consequences, aiming to maximize overall well-being or minimize harm.
Nurses applying a utilitarian perspective prioritize actions that benefit the greatest number of people,
even if individual interests are compromised.

In cases involving resource allocation, utilitarian ethics guide nurses in making decisions that optimize
patient outcomes. For instance, during a mass casualty event, nurses may prioritize critically injured
patients with a higher probability of survival over patients with low recovery chances. While
utilitarianism facilitates pragmatic decision-making, it may conflict with principles of justice and
individual rights, leading to ethical tensions in healthcare settings.

3. Principlism: Balancing Key Ethical Principles

Principlism, widely applied in bioethics, integrates four primary ethical principles:

e Autonomy (respect for patient decisions)

e Beneficence (acting in the patient's best interest)

« Non-maleficence (avoiding harm)
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« Justice (ensuring fairness in healthcare)

Nurses frequently rely on the principlism framework to navigate ethical dilemmas. For instance, in
palliative care, nurses must balance autonomy (patient choices regarding pain management),
beneficence (providing comfort), non-maleficence (minimizing suffering), and justice (ensuring equal
access to care). The flexibility of principlism makes it a practical model for decision-making in
complex healthcare scenarios.

However, challenges arise when ethical principles conflict. In cases of physician-assisted dying,
autonomy and beneficence may align with patient wishes, yet non-maleficence (avoiding harm) and
justice (societal implications) may present ethical barriers. Resolving such dilemmas requires nuanced
ethical reasoning and institutional guidance.

4. Virtue Ethics: Moral Character and Professional Integrity

Virtue ethics, rooted in Aristotelian philosophy, emphasizes moral character and ethical virtues rather
than rigid rules or consequences. Nurses guided by virtue ethics cultivate qualities such as compassion,
empathy, honesty, and professional integrity in decision-making.

For example, in situations involving patient advocacy, nurses demonstrating courage and compassion
may challenge institutional policies that compromise patient safety, even when facing professional
risks. Virtue ethics fosters moral sensitivity, encouraging nurses to uphold ethical values through
personal and professional development.

One limitation of virtue ethics is its subjective nature, which can lead to inconsistencies in ethical
decision-making. However, integrating virtuous practice with ethical principles enhances holistic
nursing care and strengthens ethical leadership within healthcare institutions.

5. Applied Models for Ethical Decision-Making

Several structured models assist nurses in evaluating ethical dilemmas and implementing responsible
decisions.

A. The Four-Quadrant Approach

This model divides ethical analysis into four quadrants:

1. Medical indications (clinical benefits and risks)

2. Patient preferences (autonomy and informed consent)

3. Quality of life (impact of interventions)

4. Contextual features (legal and institutional considerations)

By assessing ethical dilemmas across these quadrants, nurses systematically evaluate competing
interests and formulate balanced ethical decisions.

B. The Moral Distress Framework

Moral distress occurs when nurses recognize the ethically appropriate action but feel constrained by
institutional barriers, legal restrictions, or hierarchical pressures. The moral distress model encourages
nurses to:

« ldentify sources of distress

o Seek institutional ethics consultations

« Advocate for systemic change to align policies with ethical principles

Applying this model enhances nurses’ ability to address ethical conflicts while promoting
organizational ethics reform.

C. Ethics Committees and Interdisciplinary Consultation

Healthcare institutions often establish ethics committees to assist nurses in resolving complex ethical
issues. Nurses collaborate with physicians, legal advisors, social workers, and ethics experts to
evaluate cases involving end-of-life care, patient rights, and medical interventions. Interdisciplinary
consultation fosters collective ethical reasoning and minimizes decision-making burdens on individual
nurses.

6. Ethical Competency and Continuous Education in Nursing
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Ethical decision-making is an evolving competency that requires ongoing education, self-reflection,
and institutional support. Nurses enhance their ethical expertise through:

« Ethical training programs (case-based discussions, workshops)

o Reflective practice (journaling, peer discussions)

« Institutional ethics policies (guidelines for informed consent, disclosure, and patient rights)
Developing ethical competency strengthens nurses’ ability to navigate complex dilemmas with
confidence and integrity, ensuring professional and compassionate care delivery.

Strategies for Ethical Decision-Making in Nursing

Nurses face ethical dilemmas regularly, requiring structured approaches to navigate complex decisions
while maintaining patient welfare, professional integrity, and legal compliance. Ethical decision-
making in nursing integrates principles such as autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice.
Nurses must employ strategies that uphold ethical standards while addressing patient needs,
institutional policies, and societal expectations. This section explores key strategies for ethical
decision-making in nursing, emphasizing communication, interdisciplinary collaboration, ethical
awareness, and patient advocacy.

1. Ethical Awareness and Education

Ethical awareness is the foundation of responsible nursing practice. Nurses must recognize ethical
dilemmas when they arise and apply structured reasoning to resolve them. Ethical education, including
formal training and reflective practice, strengthens nurses' ability to identify and address ethical
challenges.

A. Continuing Ethical Education

Regular ethical training equips nurses with the knowledge required to navigate dilemmas effectively.
Workshops, case studies, and simulations help nurses develop critical thinking and ethical reasoning
skills. Institutions should integrate ethics courses into nursing curricula to ensure nurses remain
updated on ethical standards and legal regulations.

B. Reflective Practice

Reflective practice enables nurses to evaluate past ethical decisions, learn from experiences, and refine
their ethical reasoning. Journaling ethical challenges, participating in peer discussions, and seeking
mentorship foster professional growth and ethical competency.

2. Transparent Communication in Ethical Decision-Making

Effective communication is crucial in ethical decision-making, ensuring clarity, trust, and patient-
centered care. Nurses must engage in open dialogue with patients, families, and healthcare teams to
navigate ethical concerns.

A. Informed Consent Discussions

Nurses must provide patients with comprehensive information regarding treatments, risks, and
alternatives. Informed consent discussions empower patients to make autonomous healthcare decisions
while ensuring ethical transparency.

B. Honest Dialogue with Patients and Families

Ethical conflicts often involve sensitive issues such as end-of-life care, treatment refusals, and medical
disclosures. Nurses should engage in compassionate and honest discussions with patients and families
to foster trust and shared decision-making.

C. Interdisciplinary Communication

Collaboration with physicians, ethics committees, legal advisors, and social workers enhances ethical
decision-making. Nurses should seek input from interdisciplinary teams when navigating complex
ethical dilemmas to ensure holistic patient care.

3. Institutional Ethical Policies and Guidelines
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Healthcare institutions provide ethical frameworks to support nurses in ethical decision-making.
Adhering to institutional policies ensures compliance with legal and professional standards while
safeguarding patient rights.

A. Ethics Committees and Consultations

Ethics committees serve as advisory bodies that assist nurses in resolving ethical dilemmas. Nurses
should engage with ethics committees when facing challenging cases involving end-of-life decisions,
treatment conflicts, or patient advocacy concerns.

B. Legal and Professional Standards

Nurses must familiarize themselves with legal obligations, including patient rights, confidentiality
laws, and professional codes of conduct. Understanding institutional guidelines on ethical practices
ensures accountability and ethical integrity in nursing.

C. Ethical Documentation

Maintaining accurate records of ethical decisions provides transparency and accountability. Nurses
should document ethical dilemmas, consultations, and resolutions to support responsible decision-
making and protect patient welfare.

4. Patient Advocacy in Ethical Nursing Practice

Nurses serve as patient advocates, ensuring that patients receive ethical and equitable care. Advocacy
involves defending patient rights, addressing healthcare disparities, and supporting ethical decision-
making aligned with patient values.

A. Safeguarding Patient Autonomy

Patient autonomy must be respected in medical decision-making. Nurses should empower patients to
voice their preferences, ensuring their healthcare choices align with their beliefs and values.

B. Addressing Ethical Concerns in Vulnerable Populations

Marginalized populations may face ethical challenges such as healthcare discrimination, resource
inequities, and inadequate access to care. Nurses must advocate for equitable healthcare policies and
ensure ethical treatment for all patients, regardless of socioeconomic or cultural backgrounds.

C. Resolving Conflicts in Ethical Decision-Making

Ethical conflicts arise when patients, families, or healthcare providers disagree on treatment choices.
Nurses should mediate these conflicts through active listening, ethical reasoning, and collaboration
with healthcare teams to ensure patient-centered care.

5. Managing Moral Distress in Ethical Decision-Making

Moral distress occurs when nurses recognize ethically appropriate actions but feel constrained by
institutional barriers, legal restrictions, or professional pressures. Managing moral distress is essential
for maintaining ethical resilience and emotional well-being.

A. ldentifying Sources of Moral Distress

Recognizing situations that contribute to moral distress—such as conflicts with institutional policies or
forced ethical compromises—enables nurses to address concerns proactively.

B. Seeking Support Networks

Engaging in peer discussions, mentorship programs, and counseling helps nurses process ethical
dilemmas and mitigate emotional strain. Support networks strengthen ethical decision-making and
mental well-being.

C. Advocating for Institutional Change

Nurses should collaborate with healthcare administrators to address systemic ethical challenges,
advocating for policy improvements that support ethical nursing practice.

Conclusion
Ethical dilemmas are an integral part of nursing practice, requiring careful deliberation and structured
decision-making to ensure responsible patient care. Nurses frequently encounter situations that demand
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a balance between patient autonomy, beneficence, justice, and non-maleficence. Whether dealing with
informed consent, confidentiality breaches, end-of-life decisions, or professional conflicts, ethical
challenges necessitate thoughtful engagement with ethical principles, institutional guidelines, and
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Applying theoretical frameworks such as deontology, utilitarianism, principlism, and virtue ethics
enhances nurses' ability to make ethically sound decisions. Deontological ethics emphasize duty-based
decision-making, guiding nurses to uphold patient rights and professional obligations. Utilitarian
principles focus on maximizing benefits, assisting in resource allocation and prioritizing patient care.
Principlism integrates autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice, providing a balanced
approach to ethical reasoning. Meanwhile, virtue ethics encourage nurses to develop moral character,
promoting compassionate care and professional integrity.

Nurses employ strategic approaches to navigate ethical dilemmas effectively. Transparent
communication fosters patient trust, ensuring informed decision-making and ethical disclosure.
Interdisciplinary collaboration, including ethics committees and healthcare teams, strengthens ethical
reasoning and facilitates consensus in complex cases. Institutional policies, professional codes of
conduct, and legal regulations provide essential guidance, ensuring accountability and ethical
compliance. Additionally, patient advocacy serves as a critical ethical responsibility, empowering
patients and addressing healthcare disparities.

Despite structured ethical frameworks, nurses often experience moral distress, particularly when
institutional constraints conflict with ethical obligations. Emotional resilience, peer support, and
ethical education help mitigate stress, enabling nurses to maintain ethical integrity in challenging
situations. Continuous training programs enhance ethical awareness, reinforcing nurses’ ability to
handle dilemmas confidently.

Ultimately, ethical decision-making in nursing is dynamic and evolving, shaped by medical
advancements, societal changes, and healthcare reforms. Strengthening ethical competencies through
education, reflective practice, and institutional support ensures nurses navigate ethical complexities
with professionalism and compassion. By integrating ethical reasoning, collaborative decision-making,
and patient-centered care, nurses uphold the fundamental principles of healthcare ethics, safeguarding
patient welfare and reinforcing the integrity of nursing practice.

References: -
American Nurses Association. (2015). Code of ethics for nurses with interpretive statements.

American Nurses Publishing. https://www.nursingworld.org/coe

Beauchamp, T. L., & Childress, J. F. (2013). Principles of biomedical ethics (7th ed.). Oxford
University Press.

Butts, J. B., & Rich, K. L. (2020). Ethics in nursing practice: A guide to ethical decision making (5th
ed.). Springer Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1891/9780826175737

Grace, P. J. (2022). Nursing ethics and professional responsibility in advanced practice (4th ed.).
Jones & Bartlett Learning.

Johnstone, M. J. (2019). Bioethics: A nursing perspective (6th ed.). Elsevier.

Milliken, A. (2018). Ethical awareness: What it means for nurses. Nursing Ethics, 25(4), 377-389.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0969733016654317

Ulrich, C. M., Taylor, C., Soeken, K., & O'Donnell, P. (2016). Ethical climate in health care
organizations. American Journal of Nursing, 116(6), 54-59.
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NAJ.0000484672.37334.92

Chouhan, D. D. S. (2019). Impact of Screen Time Used by Children and Its Mental Health Effects in

492

Volume/lssue- 03/01



https://doi-ds.org/doilink/04.2025-91134193/GIJNR
http://www.gloriousjournal.com/
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NAJ.0000484672.37334.92

https://doi-ds.ora/doilink/04.2025-91134193/GIINR
Glorious International Journal of Nursing Research
(An International Peer-Reviewed Refereed Journal)

ISSN: 2583-9713 www.gloriousjournal.com

the Digital Age: A Study. International Journal of Research in Social Sciences, 9(6), 2.
Chouhan, Dr. Devraj Singh, Effect of Structured Teaching Programme (STP) on Knowledge
Regarding Prevention of Bronchial Asthma among Persons Working in Cement Industry (March 7,

2020). Studies in Indian Place Names, Vol-40-Issue-50-March -2020, Available at
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3619747

493

Volume/lssue- 03/01



https://doi-ds.org/doilink/04.2025-91134193/GIJNR
http://www.gloriousjournal.com/
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3619747

