
Navigating Ethical Dilemmas in Nursing Practice 
Nurses play a pivotal role in capella flexpath assessments healthcare systems, ensuring that 
patients receive the highest standard of care while adhering to ethical principles that protect 
patient dignity, rights, and well-being. However, nursing practice is often fraught with 
complex situations where ethical dilemmas arise, challenging nurses to balance clinical 
judgment, patient autonomy, professional obligations, and organizational constraints. 
Navigating these dilemmas requires a deep understanding of ethical principles, critical 
thinking, and a commitment to advocacy and compassionate care. 

In this article, we will explore the nature of ethical dilemmas in nursing practice, the ethical 
principles that guide nursing decisions, and strategies for nurses to navigate these 
challenges effectively. 

1.​ Understanding Ethical Dilemmas in Nursing Practice 

An ethical dilemma in nursing arises when a nurse faces a situation where they must make a 
choice between two or more conflicting moral principles or values. These dilemmas often 
occur when the nurse’s professional duty to provide high-quality care conflicts with the 
patient’s personal values, the wishes of family members, or institutional policies. Nurses are 
trained to act in the best interests of their patients, but ethical dilemmas complicate the 
decision-making process, requiring careful consideration of multiple perspectives. 

Ethical dilemmas can manifest in various aspects of nursing practice, including decisions 
related to end-of-life care, patient consent, the allocation of limited resources, and 
maintaining patient confidentiality. Nurses often find themselves caught between following 
established protocols and respecting the rights and wishes of the patient. Additionally, 
ethical challenges may be compounded by the pressure to comply with hospital policies, 
legal regulations, and the emotional demands of patients and their families. 

2.​ The Role of Ethical Principles in Nursing 

Nurses are guided by several core ethical principles that help them navigate the complex 
decision-making processes in healthcare. These principles provide a foundation for making 
ethical choices and ensuring that patient care is consistent with the values of autonomy, 
beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice. 

2.1. Autonomy 

Autonomy refers to the right of individuals to make informed decisions about their own 
healthcare. In nursing practice, respecting patient autonomy means supporting a patient’s 
right to make decisions about their treatment plan, even when these decisions may differ 
from what healthcare providers consider optimal. This principle emphasizes the importance 
of informed consent, where patients are fully informed about their treatment options and the 
potential risks and benefits of each choice. 
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2.2. Beneficence 

Beneficence is the ethical principle of doing good and promoting the well-being of others. 
Nurses are obligated to act in the best interests of their patients, providing care that 
maximizes benefit and minimizes harm. However, beneficence can become challenging in 
situations where interventions may cause unintended harm or where the patient’s 
preferences may conflict with what is perceived as the most beneficial course of action. 

2.3. Non-maleficence 

The principle of non-maleficence MSN Writing Services involves the obligation to "do no 
harm." Nurses must avoid actions that may cause unnecessary harm or suffering to patients. 
This principle becomes particularly relevant when patients are vulnerable, such as in cases 
involving high-risk surgeries or treatments with uncertain outcomes. The challenge for 
nurses is to weigh the potential benefits and harms of an intervention and make decisions 
that minimize risk to the patient. 

2.4. Justice 

Justice in nursing refers to fairness in the distribution of healthcare resources and the 
equitable treatment of all patients. Nurses must advocate for patients to ensure that they 
receive appropriate care, regardless of socioeconomic status, race, gender, or other factors. 
This principle is especially important in the context of resource allocation, where nurses may 
have to make difficult decisions about which patients receive care when resources are 
limited. 

2.5. Fidelity 

Fidelity refers to the obligation to be loyal, truthful, and trustworthy in nursing practice. 
Nurses are entrusted with patients' most intimate personal information, and they must 
maintain the confidentiality and trust that comes with this role. Fidelity also involves 
honoring promises made to patients and ensuring that care is provided according to 
professional standards. 

3.​ Common Ethical Dilemmas in Nursing Practice 

While nurses encounter a wide variety of ethical dilemmas, several common scenarios often 
arise in clinical settings that challenge their decision-making abilities. 

3.1. End-of-Life Care and DNR Orders 

End-of-life care presents one of the most difficult ethical challenges in nursing practice. 
Nurses frequently encounter patients who are facing terminal illness, and decisions 
regarding the continuation or cessation of life-sustaining treatments can be fraught with 
ethical uncertainty. The dilemma often revolves around whether to honor a Do Not 
Resuscitate (DNR) order or to attempt life-saving measures against the patient’s wishes. 
These decisions are further complicated by the emotional toll on the patient’s family, who 
may not agree with the patient’s wishes or may struggle with letting go. 
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Nurses must navigate the balance between respecting the patient’s autonomy and ensuring 
that the patient’s quality of life is maintained. It is essential for nurses to have open and 
empathetic communication with nurs fpx 4000 assessment 2 patients and families to help 
them understand the nature of the illness, treatment options, and the potential outcomes of 
various choices. 

3.2. Informed Consent 

Informed consent is a foundational concept in healthcare, ensuring that patients have the 
autonomy to make decisions about their own treatment. However, nurses may face 
dilemmas when patients are unable to provide informed consent due to cognitive 
impairments, age, or language barriers. In these cases, nurses must decide how to ensure 
that patients still receive appropriate care while respecting their rights. 

Nurses are responsible for ensuring that patients understand the procedures they will 
undergo and the risks involved. However, in cases where patients are unable to provide 
informed consent, nurses must rely on family members, legal guardians, or advanced 
directives to make decisions on behalf of the patient. This process can be emotionally 
charged, as family members may have differing opinions about the patient’s wishes. 

3.3. Resource Allocation and Equity 

In settings with limited resources, such as during a healthcare crisis or in underfunded 
facilities, nurses are often faced with difficult decisions regarding the allocation of care. The 
ethical principle of justice is crucial in these situations, as nurses must advocate for 
equitable access to care for all patients. Nurses may need to prioritize which patients 
receive care based on factors such as severity of illness, likelihood of recovery, and available 
resources. 

This dilemma becomes particularly challenging in situations where nurses must make 
decisions about who receives intensive care, medications, or life-saving treatments when 
resources are scarce. Nurses must make these decisions while considering both the needs 
of the patient and the ethical imperative to treat all patients with fairness and dignity. 

3.4. Confidentiality and Privacy 

Confidentiality is a fundamental nurs fpx 4015 assessment 1 principle in nursing practice, 
and nurses are entrusted with maintaining the privacy of patient information. However, 
ethical dilemmas can arise when a nurse is faced with situations in which disclosing patient 
information may seem necessary to protect the patient or others. For example, a nurse may 
be faced with a situation in which a patient reveals that they are a danger to themselves or 
others, creating a conflict between patient confidentiality and the need to prevent harm. 

Navigating confidentiality dilemmas requires careful judgment, weighing the potential risks 
and benefits of disclosing patient information while adhering to the legal and ethical 
standards of nursing practice. 

3.5. Cultural and Religious Sensitivity 
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Nurses often care for patients from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds, which can 
lead to ethical dilemmas when the patient's values conflict with those of the nurse or the 
healthcare system. For example, a nurse may be faced with a situation in which a patient's 
religious beliefs prevent them from accepting a certain medical intervention, such as a blood 
transfusion. In such cases, nurses must respect the patient’s cultural and religious beliefs 
while ensuring that they are well-informed about their treatment options. 

Cultural competence is essential in these situations. Nurses must communicate effectively 
with patients to understand their values and beliefs, and advocate for care that respects the 
patient’s rights and preferences while ensuring their safety and well-being. 

4.​ Strategies for Navigating Ethical Dilemmas 

Ethical dilemmas in nursing require careful deliberation and the application of ethical 
principles to guide decision-making. Several strategies can help nurses navigate these 
challenges: 

4.1. Ethical Decision-Making Models 

Nurses can use ethical decision-making models to guide their approach to dilemmas. These 
models typically involve steps such as identifying the ethical issue, gathering relevant 
information, considering possible alternatives, evaluating the potential outcomes of each 
option, and making a decision based on ethical principles. 

4.2. Collaboration and Consultation 

Ethical dilemmas often benefit from collaborative decision-making. Nurses should feel 
comfortable seeking guidance from colleagues, ethics committees, or supervisors when 
faced with difficult ethical decisions. Collaboration allows nurses to gain different 
perspectives, ensuring that decisions are well-informed and ethical. 

4.3. Reflective Practice 

Reflective practice is a powerful tool for nurses to assess their own beliefs, values, and 
biases. By reflecting on their experiences, nurses can develop a deeper understanding of 
their ethical responsibilities and gain insight into how personal beliefs may influence 
decision-making. Reflective practice helps nurses build emotional resilience and develop a 
more balanced approach to ethical dilemmas. 

4.4. Advocacy 

Nurses are patient advocates and must ensure that patients’ voices are heard in healthcare 
decisions. When faced with ethical dilemmas, nurses should advocate for patients by 
ensuring that their preferences and rights are respected. This includes educating patients 
and their families about available treatment options, supporting informed decision-making, 
and standing up for patients when their wishes may be overlooked or disregarded. 

5.​ Conclusion 



Ethical dilemmas in nursing nurs fpx 4025 assessment 4 are inevitable, but with the right 
knowledge, skills, and support, nurses can navigate these challenges while providing 
compassionate and competent care. By adhering to ethical principles such as autonomy, 
beneficence, non-maleficence, justice, and fidelity, nurses can make decisions that prioritize 
patient well-being, respect their rights, and ensure that care is delivered in a fair and 
equitable manner. With a commitment to ongoing ethical reflection and collaboration, nurses 
can continue to uphold the values of the nursing profession and make a positive impact on 
patient care, even in the face of difficult ethical challenges. 
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