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Because 
Ethics 
matters in 
Nursing 



Let us being with definitions.. 
  

Ethics is the branch of study 
dealing with what is the 
proper course of action for 
a person. It answers the 
question, "What ought I 
do?" It is the study of right 
and wrong in human 
endeavors.  

 



Nursing 

To Nurse someone is basically to care for that 
person. 

“Nursing is also the use of clinical judgment in 
the provision of care to enable people to 
improve, maintain or recover health, to cope 
with health problems, and to achieve the best 
possible quality of life, whatever their disease 
or disability, until death.” 

Royal College of Nursing, Defining Nursing,, 2003 
(http://www.rcn.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/78569/001998.pdf)  

 



When something 
wrong happens, 

everyone is 
shocked and it 

makes the news! 

1999- Libya has sentenced five 
Bulgarian nurses and a Palestinian 
doctor to death by firing squad for 
deliberately infecting some 400 
children with HIV.  





Nursing Ethics 
• The values and ethical 

principles governing nursing 
practice, conduct, and 
relationships. 

•  The Code for Nurses, adopted 
by the American Nurses' 
Association (ANA) in 1950 
and revised periodically, is 
intended to provide standards 
of practice and conduct that 
are essential to the ethical 
discharge of the nurse's 
responsibility 

Unfortunately, no Lebanese 
Nursing Code of Ethics as of yet. 



The Patient 

The sick person is dependent, 
anxious, vulnerable. 

Sick persons must bare their 
weaknesses, compromise their 
dignity, and reveal intimacies 
of body and mind.   

They are forced to enter in a 
relationship that they would 
prefer not to enter in and they 
are relatively powerless.  

E. D. Pellegrino, John Carroll 
Professor Emeritus of 
Medicine, 
Georgetown University 
Medical Center 



The Late Thomas Pellegrino 
• Thomas R. Pellegrino, neurologist and 

medical school professor, died at home on 
Thursday, November 17, 2011 after a short 
illness. His widow shared a note in which 
she wanted to fulfill his request of sharing 
some of his thoughts: 

“Tom spoke of a nurse who held his hand in 
the hospital one night making it possible 
for him to drift off to sleep by easing his 
anxiety. He saw her gesture as more 
valuable than medicine”. 



Not Anyone Can be  Nurse! 

• A nurse enters  a partnership of human 
experience where sharing moments in time- 
some insignificant and some dramatic- leave 
their mark forever on each. 

• The willingness to enter with a patient that 
predicament which he/she cannot face alone 
is an manifestation of moral responsibility. 

• The quality of that moral commitment is a 
measure of the nurse’s excellence! 



The Nightingale standard stipulates the 
following attributes essential to being a 
nurse 

• Truthfulness 

• Obedience 

• Punctuality 

• Observation 

• Sobriety 

• Honesty 

• Quietness 

• Devotion 

• Tact 

• Loyalty 

• Sympathy 

• Humility 

 
Order of Nurses of Lebanon Logo 

Hainsworth M. ed. Modern professional nursing. Vol 2, second ed. Reprinted 1950. London: 

Caxton, 1949, p. 238. 

Use you PRACTICAL 
WISDOM 

-deliberate well!- 

http://www.orderofnurses.org.lb/default.html


Examined nurses’ perceptions of what it means 
to be a good nurse and to do the right thing. 



Let us look closer to home 



Few REAL anecdotes from the floors 



Scenario I 

• Patient awaiting surgery in the 
ED: “Have you ever done a 
surgery before” 

• Nurse to Patient: “No way! Can’t 
stand needles and surgeries!” 

 



Scenario II 
Time: Football championship. Nurses watching 

the game. 

• Patient on the floor, door opens near the nurse’s 
station. 

• Patient presses the button- calling for 
assistance.  Long wait.. 

• Family members see the nurse and patient 
overhears: “I do not care if they all die, the most 
important thing for me now is that Germany 
wins the championship!” 



Scenario III 

Nurse gave away photos she 
has taken of the patient while 
he was comatose. She is now 
facing charges.  





Character Matters 
• The good nurse is someone who, 

in addition to being skilled, also 
possesses certain character traits.  

• Admission criteria should 
include assessment for character 
traits, not only GPAs and 
scientific scores. 

• Character can be molded, it 
cannot be taught. 



Character Development 
Character has to do with a person’s lasting 
traits. These include dispositions to have 
certain thoughts & feelings, and thus to act 
in certain ways. This will explain why a 
person acted the way he/she did and why 
we can count that he/she will continue to 
act in a similar way in the future. 
 

Habituation: acquired through teaching & 
habituation and reinforced daily through 
interaction with like-minded people. 

Role Models: An example to emulate*. 

Paice, E. (2002), How important are role models in making good doctors?, British Medical Journal, vol. 
325, pp. 707-710. 
Wright, S. (1996), Examining what residents look for in their role models, Academic medic8ne, vol 71, no. 
3. pp. 290-292. 



The UK nursing and midwifery council 
accepts the idea that there is a direct and 

causal link between good character on the 
one hand and safe and effective practice on 

the other. 



• If character is partly formed 
by family, friends, circle of 
close associates, school, 
neighborhood, religion, etc., 
then not anyone should be 
allowed to enter nursing 
school and a sort of sifting 
should take place upon 
admission. 

 



• Introducing nursing 
ethics in nursing 
schools is an 
important step. 



 Nursing graduates will: 
◦Acquire the character traits of an 

ethical/professional nurse 

◦ Be able to display ethics and 
professionalism during their nursing 
practice 

◦ Primacy of patient welfare 

◦Healthy nurse-patient relationship 

 



Ethical Dilemmas 

• Nurses are confronted with 
ethical dilemmas in nursing 
frequently in their 
profession.  

• Every day nurses have to 
face unpleasant and 
challenging situations 
wherein they have to 
exercise fair sense of 
judgment to arrive at quick 
decisions 

•  need for ethics 
 



 
 

• Ethical issues/problems/dilemmas are situations in 
which there are conflicting moral claims. In some of 
these situations you will find that you probably 

• Do not know what the ethically right thing to do 
is 

• Do not agree about what the ethically right thing 
to do is.  

• Can find no satisfactory solution or there are two 
equally unsatisfactory solutions. 

• Know what the ethically right thing to do is, but 
do not want to act on this. 

 
Character is the first step! Coupled with training 

in ethics to help you find your moral compass 



The example of Moral Courage 
• Often needed to face moral distress 

Moral distress occurs when: 

 • You know the ethically appropriate 
action to take, but you are unable to 
act upon it. 

 • You act in a manner contrary to 
your personal and professional values, 
which undermines your integrity and 
authenticity 

Jameton A. Dilemmas of moral distress: moral responsibility and 
nursing practice. AWHONN’S Clin Issues Perinat Womens 
Health Nurs. 1993;4(4):542-551 



Story 
• Margaret Haywood, 58-year-old was found guilty of 

misconduct at a hearing of the Nursing and Midwifery 
Council in central London. 

• She admitted breaching patient confidentiality, but said 
that she agreed to film undercover inside the Royal 
Sussex Hospital in Brighton to highlight the awful 
conditions on the wards. 

• The footage from Ms Haywood's hidden cameras was 
shown in a BBC Panorama program- 2005 





Was this right? 

Whistleblowing is an attempt by a member or 
former member of an organization to issue a 
warning to the public about a serious 
wrongdoing or danger created or concealed by 
the organization (Ahern & McDonald, 2002; 
Bolsin, Faunce, & Oakley, 2005; Davis & 
Konishi, 2007).  



• The intentions 

• The act 

• The means 

• There are many stakeholders 

• There are ways to handle this 

• Do the ends justify the means? 

• The code of nursing ethics 

 



Nurses do not work in a vacuum! 

• They work with 

– Other nurses 

– Other members of the healthcare team 

– Organization 

 

 Responses to moral distress and to unethical practice 
involve engagement with professional and 
organization values and an aspiration for the 
organization to become a virtuous organization. 

Thus the importance of the 
Formal, informal and hidden 

curriculum 



Major Challenges 

 What can we do to help the student (future nurse) 
internalize the virtues of an ethical, professional 
nurse? 

 This is the most important task that seems to face the 
nurse-educators of the century! 



Everyday ethical issues in nursing practice 
attract little attention but can create stress 
for nurses. Nurses often feel uncomfortable 
in addressing the ethical issues they 
encounter in patient care. 



Ethical and patient care issues 

Protecting patients’ rights 

Autonomy and informed consent to treatment 

Breaches of patient confidentiality or right to privacy 

Unethical practices of health professionals 

Provider rights and duties 

Advanced care planning 

Surrogate decision making 

End of life decision making 

Beginning of life decision making 

Genetic testing and counseling 

Conflict of interest 

Medical research, therapeutic innovations or experimental treatment and related issues 

Organ donation and transplantation 

Resource allocation 

Conflicting professional obligations to patient, institution and/or profession 

Staffing patterns that negatively affect work 



One of the main conclusions of 
this paper 

Addressing ethical issues that nurses encounter in 
healthcare is key to the delivery of quality patient care 
and retention of qualified staff. 

 



"The trained nurse has 
become one of the 
great blessings of 
humanity, taking a 
place beside the 
physician and the 
priest."  

William Osler 
 
 



Thank you! 



94% YES 
5% No 



 


