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4.1 Ethical Considerations and 
Evidence-Based practice
Nina Smolander, Annukka Isokoski and Raija Kokko

Ethical considerations are entwined in every aspect of life. Particularly in 
nursing, the ethical aspects are fundamental core values assumed from 
healthcare professionals and expected by patients and their significant 
others. The understanding and internalisation of ethical principles con-
stitutes the basis of every nursing decision and action. (Kangasniemi, 
Pakkanen, & Korhonen, 2015.) Therefore, the ethical considerations are 
discussed throughout the DigiNurse Model and referred to in various 
contexts in this publication. 

The core ethical components comprising the foundation of quality care 
are phrased in the international Nurse’s Ethical Code of Conduct (In-
ternational Council of Nurses, 2012) and educated during the nursing 
studies. Acting on the best interest of the patients and causing no harm to 
patients are basic ethical principles. Respecting the autonomy of patients 
and following the codes of confidentiality, privacy and equality likewise 
comprise the basis of ethical competency taught during the healthcare 
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education. (Stogiannos, 2019.) Healthcare professionals must follow profes-
sional values such as integrity, compassion, trustworthiness and respon-
siveness (International Council of Nurses, 2012). In counseling or coaching 
relationships, the ethical aspects are further emphasised with regards 
to the patient’s rights to informed, autonomous decision-making and a 
delivery of accurate and objective information in a balanced and compre-
hensive way. The veracity is a fundamental requirement to strengthen the 
relationship between healthcare professionals and patients and expected 
to be delivered with cultural competency. (Mitchell, 2017.) In addition, the 
healthcare professionals must recognise their own personal ethical values 
and potential issues influencing their professional behaviour and co-oper-
ation with patients and their significant others (Kangasniemi, Pakkanen, & 
Korhonen, 2015).  

Some ethical considerations, such as respect, confidentiality and collabo-
rative decision-making (More information in Chapter 5.4), get emphasised 
specifically while caring for patients with chronic conditions. In long-last-
ing nurse-patient relationships the aspects of ethical issues occur in a bi-
directional way and mutual respect should always be present. The health-
care professional’s respect for the patient’s expertise about their condition 
and the patient’s respect for the healthcare professional’s expertise forms 
a companionship, which results in quality care based on patient-centred, 
ethically solid decisions (International Council of Nurses, 2012). The Nurse’s 
Ethical Code of Conduct constitutes the foundation of ethically consider-
ate care.

The ethical conduct of care has traditionally applied to nursing in face-
to-face encounters. The development and shift of nursing to digital envi-

The understanding and internalisation of 
ethical principles constitutes the basis of 
every nursing decision and action.
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ronments has created various options, innovations and responsibilities for 
the healthcare professionals, affecting the ethics in nursing (More infor-
mation in Chapter 5.8). The same requirements of technology and ethics 
concern healthcare students who also require more education related to 
technological advancements. Regardless of the current state of digital 
care in practical nursing environments, in nursing education adaptations 
of curricula are necessary to achieve the skills required from the future 
professionals. (Meetoo, Rylance, & Abuhaimid, 2018.) Nurses are expected 
to stay updated on the opportunities to provide digitally performed 
patient education and support. The availability of various digital tools will 
increase patients’ opportunities to acquire health-related information and 
stay informed by utilising the digital materials according to their needs. 
(Heiskell, 2010.) Furthermore, people are increasingly used to digital com-
munication methods and tools and assume opportunities to receive care 
and counselling through digital channels. The developments in the field 
of digitalisation and technology may present various ethical issues related 
to boundary settings, communication structures and information delivery 
regulations. (Wilcoxon, 2015; Regulation 2016/679/EU). Digitally stored and 
collected health-related information will potentially create significant 
ethical challenges but also increase safety via information accessibility 
and traceability. The reliability of the tools and storage units will be topical 
in future discussions and require careful regulations. (Meetoo, Rylance, & 
Abuhaimid, 2018.) On the other hand, digital tools and applications may 
generate an environment where safe care can be provided even during 
exceptional circumstances, e.g. pandemics (Martin, 2020).

National and international guidelines and regulations on ethical digital 
services and data protection provide the framework for ethical consider-
ations in digital healthcare. According to the European Comission Ethics 
guidelines for trustworthy Artificial Intelligence (AI) (2019), the trustworthy 
AI should not only be lawful and robust but apply ethical principles of 
respect for human autonomy, prevention of harm, fairness and explicabil-
ity. According to the WHO’s guidelines on digital interventions for health 
system strengthening (2019), there are many opportunities to improve the 
efficiency of healthcare services and health promotion by digital interven-
tions. Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that the digitalisation alone is not 
enough to face the challenges of health systems and achieve universal 
health coverage, but it does bring a valuable component to the develop-
ment work (WHO, 2019).

Ethics in nursing education must follow the evolvement and changes of 
societies. The Code of Ethics for Nurses, which was initially launched in 
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1953 and last updated in 2012, is under revision to meet the requirements 
and challenges of a revolving and interconnected world. The better the 
global understanding of the Code by nurses in every nursing field, the more 
profound the nurses’ ethical competency will be. While the core content of 
ethical principles needs further strengthening, the added ethical content 
related to AI, technology and various digital communication methods 
needs to be integrated firmly to the Code of Ethics for Nurses. (Stievano 
& Tschudin, 2019.) The refined and adjusted methods of healthcare edu-
cation will support this goal. The teaching of ethical considerations e.g. in 
study groups is suggested to be more effective than lecture-based edu-
cation. Students’ abilities to comprehend the patient’s safety, autonomy 
and confidentiality, in particular, will be improved as training is organised 
in teams. (Kareff, McNulty, Goodman, & Agarwal, 2019.) Moreover, further 
training of ethical competency for healthcare professionals has been sug-
gested. The ability to recognise and define the ethical needs and dilemmas 
is rising in importance. As nurses are acting as an advocate for the patient, 
their enhanced ethical awareness and readiness to influence ethical de-
cision-making can improve wholistic care. The opportunity for advanced 
ethical education will increase nurses’ professional growth and improve 
ethical quality care. (Neumann, Counts, & Jernigan, 2019.)

These requirements of a refined Code of Ethics for Nurses and educational 
adjustments in nursing education have been integrated into the DigiN-
urse Model (More information in Chapter 5.2). Human dignity and collab-
orative decision-making in connection to technology are intertwined in 
every element of the model. Therefore, the ethical aspects are mentioned 
in many chapters of this e-book.
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• The ICN code of ethics for nurses. (2012). International Council of  
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