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ABSTRACT 

Nurses and nursing students encounter diverse ethical dilemmas and challenges during 

clinical practice. Many studies have been carried out concerning these challenges, yet 

these challenges are common reoccurring problems faced by nurses and nursing stu-

dents. 

This thesis aimed to to explore the ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and nursing students 

during clinical practice and to identify strategies used to overcome these challenges. The 

purpose of this study was to providing insights that can improve nursing practices, en-

hance patient care, and support the professional growth of healthcare providers. 

 

The method used for this research was a descriptive literature review with thematic analy-

sis of our content to do analysis of the selected articles. The articles were gathered using 

databases like Pubmed, CINAHL, Science Direct, Google scholar, ProQuest and Sage 

Premier. To filter this selection, this research had inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

 

After analysis, five main themes emerged from the data; the challenge of ethical compe-

tence, Ethical decision-making challenges, the challenge of working with a team, caring for 

prisoners and patient refusal to treatment. Some solutions to these challenges were also 

found; Ethical decision-making models, reflective practice, cultural competence training, 

ethical training, and mentorship, interprofessional and collaboration training, developing 

moral sensitivity and maintaining professionalism and ethical integrity. 

Even though nurses try to play their part in managing these challenges, it is important to 

include mentorship programs in the nursing curriculum to help nurses and nursing stu-

dents navigate these challenges. More research should also be conducted on this subject 

to create more awareness of ethical dilemmas and improve the clinical setting. 

 



 
 

   

 

 

Contents 

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................. 5 

1 ETHICAL DILEMMAS FACE BY NURSING PRACTIONERS AND NURSING 

STUDENTS ......................................................................................................................... 6 

2 ETHICAL PRINCIPLES AND THEORIES .................................................................... 7 

2.1 Ethical principles ..................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 Ethical Theories ...................................................................................................... 9 

2.3 The Role of Reflective Practice............................................................................. 10 

2.4 Ethical Decision-Making Models ........................................................................... 11 

2.5 The Nursing Professional Value Scale ................................................................. 12 

3 AIM, PURPOSE, AND RESEARCH QUESTION ........................................................ 12 

4 METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................................... 13 

4.1 Descriptive Literature Review as a Research Method .......................................... 13 

4.2 Data analysis (Thematic) ...................................................................................... 13 

4.3 Literature Search and Selection Process .............................................................. 14 

5 RESULTS ................................................................................................................... 17 

5.1 The Challenge of Cultural Competence ................................................................ 18 

5.2 The Challenge of Ethical Decision-Making ........................................................... 19 

5.3 The Challenge of Working with a Team ................................................................ 20 

5.4 Patient refusal to nursing care and treatment ....................................................... 21 

5.5 Providing nursing care for criminals ...................................................................... 22 

5.6 Ethical Decision-Making Models ........................................................................... 23 

5.7 Reflective Practice ................................................................................................ 23 

5.8 Cultural Competence Training .............................................................................. 25 

5.9 Ethical Training and Mentorship ........................................................................... 26 

5.10 Interprofessional Collaboration and Communication Training .............................. 26 



 
 

   

 

5.11 Developing Moral Sensitivity and Ethical Competence ......................................... 26 

5.12 Maintaining Professionalism and Ethical Integrity ................................................. 27 

5.13 Challenges in Managing Patient Refusal of Care and Treatment ......................... 27 

6 DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................. 28 

6.1 Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................... 30 

7 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................ 30 

7.1 Future Research Directions .................................................................................. 31 

8 REFERENCES ........................................................................................................... 33 

 

 

Figure 1 ............ Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988) 

 

 

Appendix  

Research table      



 

Introduction  

In the face of ongoing changes and demands in healthcare, nurses and nurs-

ing students often find themselves at a crossroads of ethical dilemmas, where 

the complexities of patient care intersect with moral responsibilities and pro-

fessional duties. Nurses often encounter contradicting ideas, attitudes, and 

goals in clinical practice. Fortunately, as nursing students are in the first years 

of their education and training that provide a foundation for ethical reasoning 

and decision-making (Silverman et al. 2022), they experience moral dilemmas 

throughout this process. 

 

The aim of this study is to explore the ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and 

nursing students during clinical practice and to identify strategies used to over-

come these challenges, providing insights that can improve nursing practices, 

enhance patient care, and support the professional growth of healthcare pro-

viders.  Through phenomenology, the study aims to deeply describe ethical 

struggles in nursing holistically with perspectives of its various phenomena 

and their magnitude that affect people, organisations, and society by examin-

ing scholarly literature (Aziz et al. 2019) for lived experiences. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine and describe the strategies used to 

address the challenges faced by nurses and nursing students in their practice. 

This research focuses on understanding the specific difficulties encountered in 

areas such as cultural competence, ethical decision-making, and teamwork. 

By exploring the methods used to overcome these challenges. This study con-

tributes to the ongoing conversation on concepts about ethical practice among 

nurses, nursing students as well as other stakeholders such as educators and 

policymakers by synthesising existing literature together with generating fresh 

knowledge to further enhance informed understanding and most probably fos-

tering a culture of awareness in addition to an ethical competency amongst 

nurses (Zhang et al. 2021). 

 

This thesis, therefore, points out that the importance of moral knowledge, re-

flection, and decision-making in nursing practice and education cannot be over-

stated. It advocates for a strong ethical education and support system so that 
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nurses and nursing students may address ethical dilemmas ethically and effec-

tively. In commencing this journey of discovery, we should be reminded of the 

heavy and important responsibility laid on the shoulders of nurses and nursing 

students through the principles and ethical standards underpinning this fabu-

lous profession (Gibson et al. 2019). 

 

1 ETHICAL DILEMMA FACED BY NURSING PRACTITIONERS AND 

NURSING STUDENTS 

An ethical quandary occurs when a person is presented with a circumstance in 

which they must choose between two or more ethically contradictory choices, 

each of which looks acceptable or reasonable. In other terms, an ethical quan-

dary emerges when competing moral standards or values make it difficult to 

discern the right course of action (Campinha-Bacote. 2007). Sometimes, ethical 

dilemmas in healthcare can be seen to involve complex considerations where 

there is a conflict between different ethical principles, such as autonomy, benef-

icence, nonmaleficence, and justice. 

 

 

Nursing students are potential healthcare providers who are currently regis-

tered in a nursing school, such as universities of applied sciences in Finland, 

and are looking forward to being licensed as registered or practical nurses. In 

the process of training, participants continue experiencing ethical dilemmas 

that challenge their newly developed ethical perspectives and skills in deci-

sion-making (Durmaz. 2022). These experiences are essential for the growth 

and development of ethical nursing students while they manage the complex 

care of patients alongside their professional responsibilities (Albert et al. 

2020). 

 

 

A nursing practitioner is a registered nurse who has gone through further ad-

vanced education and practice to the level of a master's or Doctor of Science 

in nursing, offering advanced nursing care, which includes diagnosing, 
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treating, and managing health concerns. Nurse practitioners normally are spe-

cialists in different fields of practice and are found in different working environ-

ments, including hospitals, clinics, and primary care offices (Barlow. 2014). 

They are thus faced with ethical dilemmas that challenge them to maintain the 

balance between professional responsibility and ethical ideals of patient au-

tonomy, beneficence, and justice. 

 

 

Clinical practice is the use of medical or healthcare methods in real-life situa-

tions as it allows for direct patient care. Nursing bedside practice involves sev-

eral different activities: assessment of patient's health, administration of medi-

cines and treatment (if ordered), nursing intervention through procedures 

based on protocols or not to manage needs that precede the curing process. 

(Betancourt et al, 2002). Ethical dilemmas in clinical practice are situations 

where there is a conflict between the professional obligations of healthcare 

workers and patients’ rights or preferences, this requires nurses to make deci-

sions that respect both ethical principles as well as patient best interests 

(Ylitörmänen et al. 2019). 

 

2 ETHICAL PRINCIPLES AND THEORIES 

2.1 Ethical principles 

Ethics principles are the cornerstone guidelines in healthcare, directing deci-

sion-making to ensure actions are governed by central moral values and pro-

fessional standards. These principles structure a way of addressing ethical di-

lemmas in patient care: autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice. 

According to Beauchamp and Childress (2013), these principles are indispen-

sable in giving directions that guide addressing the ethical intricacies in health 

care to ensure that decisions arrived at by nurses respect the rights of the pa-

tient, promote their well-being, and maintain professional integrity.  

 

Biomedical Ethics Principles 

Beauchamp and Childress's (2013). biomedical ethics principles serve as a 

compass for healthcare practitioners as they navigate the complicated 
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environment of medical practice. These principles autonomy, beneficence, 

nonmaleficence, and justice are especially important when coping with the 

day-to-day issues that nurses encounter. 

 

Autonomy 

At its foundation, autonomy is about respecting patients' freedom to choose 

their treatment. This can lead to challenging circumstances for nurses for ex-

ample a patient denying a life-saving therapy due to personal convictions. 

Nurses are frequently torn between following the patient's desires and their 

professional duty to improve health and preserve lives (Johnstone. 2016). This 

kind of dilemma may occur when the notion of autonomy clashes with the 

nurse's desire to assist. 

 

Beneficence 

Beneficence refers to doing good by ensuring that the treatment delivered is in 

the best interests of the patient. A challenging question arises when a patient's 

preference conflicts with what is medically considered the optimal choice. For 

example, if a patient prefers a treatment choice that the nurse is aware is less 

successful, the nurse must manage this ethical quandary by combining re-

spect for the patient's desires with their professional judgment (Butts and Rich. 

2019). 

 

Non-maleficence 

This ethic, commonly known as "do no harm," is one of the most profoundly 

ingrained in healthcare. However, every therapy carries dangers, which 

nurses must assess against the possible benefits. Consider the tough deci-

sions that nurses make in end-of-life care when the aim is frequently to reduce 

suffering. Nonmaleficence directs nurses to make decisions that avoid need-

less damage, even when the distinction between harm and gain is not always 

evident (Harris & Holm. 2018). 

 

Justice 

Justice in healthcare is concerned with justice and equality, ensuring that all 

patients receive the necessary care without prejudice. In practice, this idea 
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becomes critical when resources are limited, and nurses must determine how 

to prioritize their time and attention. Ethical quandaries emerge when nurses 

must select between patients, making judgments that may appear unjust to 

those receiving less care (Daniels. 2008). 

 

These concepts are more than simply theoretical; they are reflected in nurses' 

everyday decisions and actions. For example, while getting informed consent, 

nurses must ensure that patients completely grasp their alternatives while re-

specting their autonomy and beneficence (Edwards. 2020). Similarly, deci-

sions about withholding or withdrawing treatment necessitate a delicate bal-

ance of nonmaleficence and beneficence, particularly in emotionally charged 

situations (Henderson. 2021). 

 

2.2  Ethical Theories 

Ethical theories offer a broader perspective from which to observe and under-

stand the moral judgments that nurses must make. These ideas assist nurses 

in framing their thoughts and behaviours when confronted with ethical dilem-

mas (Butts & Rich. 2019). By applying ethical theories such as utilitarianism, 

deontology, and virtue ethics, nurses can navigate complex situations with a 

structured approach that considers the consequences, duties, and character 

traits relevant to their decisions (Beauchamp & Childress. 2013). This theoreti-

cal framework is essential for ensuring that nursing practice not only adheres 

to professional standards but also aligns with broader moral principles (Grace. 

2018). 

 

Deontology 

Baker, 2016 explains that Duty and regulations are central to deontological 

ethics, which stems from Immanuel Kant's philosophy. For nurses, this may 

entail adhering to professional norms of ethics, even if these regulations ap-

pear harsh or disregarding, they may result in better outcomes. For example, 

exposing a colleague's error is a painful but important action motivated by a 

deontological commitment to honesty and patient safety, even if it strains per-

sonal relationships. 
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Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism is concerned with outcomes choosing the action that will benefit 

the largest number of people. In nursing, this approach is frequently applied in 

public health, where judgments may emphasize the interests of the community 

over the individual. During a flu outbreak, for example, vaccination healthcare 

professionals first may be justifiable on utilitarian grounds since it protects the 

greater population (Shahriari et al. 2013). 

 

 Virtue Ethics 

Virtue ethics transfers the attention away from laws and consequences and to-

ward the character and virtues of the decision-maker. In nursing, this suggests 

that being a good nurse entails more than just following regulations and pro-

ducing positive results; it also entails being empathetic, honest, and fearless. 

Virtue ethics helps nurses cultivate these characteristics, making them natu-

rally motivated to make ethical judgments in every scenario (Sellman. 2011). 

 

These ethical theories are more than just academic notions; they may help 

nurses manage the challenges of real-world practice. Nursing education fre-

quently incorporates these ideas, allowing students to understand the logic 

behind their choices and training them to deal with ethical quandaries intelli-

gently and efficiently (Fowler. 2016). 

2.3 The Role of Reflective Practice 

Reflective practice is another key tool in a nurse's ethical repertoire. It is about 

reflecting on past events to learn from them, so enhancing both personal and 

professional practice. 

 

Gibbs' Reflective Cycle 

Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) is a practical approach that nurses use to pro-

cess their experiences. Nurses may continually learn and grow by reflecting 

on what happened, how they felt, what worked well, and what might be im-

proved. This type of contemplation is especially useful in ethical decision-mak-

ing because the best option is not always obvious (Bulman and Schutz. 2013). 
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Building Ethical Competence 

Reflective practice is critical for establishing ethical competency. Nurses who 

reflect on their decisions frequently might have a better understanding of their 

principles and how they impact their actions. This self-awareness enables 

nurses to operate more consistently and ethically, particularly in tough situa-

tions (Berglund. 2017).  

 

Reflective practice is not just a personal exercise; it is integrated into many 

facets of nursing. Nurses are encouraged to reflect on and learn from their ex-

periences through mentorship, debriefing, and continued education, which will 

enable them to approach future ethical difficulties more confidently (Gus-

tafsson & Fagerberg. 2017). 

 

2.4 Ethical Decision-Making Models 

Ethical decision-making models offer structured methods to help nurses navi-

gate complex ethical dilemmas (Butts & Rich. 2019). These models provide a 

systematic approach to identifying ethical issues, considering applicable prin-

ciples and values, evaluating potential actions, and making well-informed, eth-

ically sound decisions (Purtilo & Doherty. 2015). By employing these models, 

nurses can ensure that their decisions are consistent, rational, and in line with 

professional standards and ethical guidelines (Morrison & Furlong. 2019). 

 

The DECIDE Model 

The DECIDE model is one such technique, providing step-by-step guidance 

for making ethical judgments. Nurses may make more considered and in-

formed decisions by thoroughly describing the problem, developing criteria, 

exploring options, and assessing the outcome (Thompson et al. 2006). 

 

The Four-Box Model 

Another helpful tool is the Four-Box Model, which is especially helpful in clini-

cal situations when several ethical dilemmas are present. This approach as-

sists nurses in considering all pertinent considerations before making a choice 
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by breaking down the decision-making process into medical indications, pa-

tient preferences, quality of life, and contextual elements (Jonsen et al. 2010). 

 

Choosing the Right Model 

These models are not universally applicable. A model may be better suited for 

one certain circumstance than another. In fast-paced settings like emergency 

care, for example, where choices must be made promptly yet carefully, the 

DECIDE model is frequently applied (Johnstone. 2016). In complicated cir-

cumstances that call for a more thorough examination of several ethical di-

mensions, the Four-Box Model may be more helpful (Morrison & Furlong. 

2019). 

 

2.5 The Nursing Professional Value Scale 

The nursing professional value scale is a tool that was derived from a set of 

values that was established by the American Nurses Association Code of Eth-

ics. This scale was founded by Weis and Schank in the year 2000. In the 

scale is design items are scored ranging from 1 to 5, the score 1 being “not 

important” and a score of 5 meaning “extremely important”. These scores are 

obtained from items from 31 to 155. It is subdivided into dimensions: “human 

dignity,” “responsibility,” “taking action,” “security” and “autonomy”. (Bektas et 

al. 2022). 

 

3 AIM, PURPOSE, AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

The aim of this study is to explore the ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and 

nursing students during clinical practice and to identify strategies used to over-

come these challenges,  The purpose of this study is to provide insights that 

can improve nursing practices, enhance patient care, and support the profes-

sional growth of healthcare providers. This study will answer the following re-

search questions: 

 

1. What are the dilemmas faced by nursing students during clinical 
practice? 

 
2. What are the dilemmas faced by nurses during clinical practice? 
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3. What strategies are used to address ethical dilemmas faced by 
nurses and nursing students during clinical practice? 

 

4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Descriptive Literature Review as a Research Method 

A descriptive literature review is a research methodology that entails the me-

thodical identification, assessment, and synthesis of extant research on a cer-

tain subject matter to furnish an all-encompassing synopsis of the present 

state of knowledge. This approach tries to characterize the scope of research, 

spot patterns and trends, and draw attention to gaps in the literature rather 

than assessing the efficacy of treatments or testing hypotheses (Cronin, Ryan, 

& Coughlan. 2008). When researching topics with diverse viewpoints and aim-

ing to understand the issue from multiple perspectives, a descriptive literature 

review is particularly useful. 

 

The descriptive literature review was used in this thesis, "Ethical Dilemmas 

Faced by Nurses and Nursing Students During Clinical Practice," to examine 

and compile the body of research on the moral dilemmas that nurses and 

nursing students face. This method allowed for a detailed analysis of the many 

kinds of ethical conundrums, the situations in which they occur, the experi-

ences of those who are engaged, and the solutions employed. In addition, the 

evaluation pointed out any gaps in the literature, which will guide future stud-

ies and the creation of educational programs for working nurses and nursing 

students. 

 

4.2 Data analysis (Thematic) 

This thesis uses a thematic analysis to carefully analyze and synthesize the 

literature on ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and nursing students during 

clinical practice. Braun and Clarke (2006) describe theme analysis as the pro-

cess of identifying, organizing, and describing patterns across several re-

search, which provides insights into recurring ethical concerns and decision-
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making challenges in clinical settings. This systematic study aims to provide a 

comprehensive review of ethical areas in which nurses operate, focusing on 

three main themes: cultural competence, ethical decision-making, and team-

work.  

 

The thematic analysis involved a systematic review of literature to understand 

common ethical dilemmas faced in clinical practice. Theme identification 

codes were grouped into broader categories representing key areas of ethical 

concern in nursing. These themes included cultural competence, ethical deci-

sion-making, challenges in teamwork, providing care for criminals, and man-

aging patient refusal of treatment. 

4.3 Literature Search and Selection Process 

The literature search was conducted using several academic databases 

known for their comprehensive coverage of healthcare and nursing literature. 

These databases were selected because they provide access to a vast array 

of nursing, healthcare, and ethics-related journals, ensuring that the review 

captures a wide range of relevant studies. 

 

These search terms were combined using Boolean operators (AND, OR) to re-

fine the search and ensure that all relevant literature is captured as seen in 

(table 1. search database). The thematic analysis of these key themes' cultural 

competence, ethical decision-making, and teamwork challenges illustrates the 

complex ethical terrain that nurses and nursing students navigate in clinical 

practice. Each theme underscores the multifaceted nature of ethical dilemmas, 

where individual beliefs, organizational protocols, and cultural expectations in-

tersect.  

 

Table 1. Search Database 

Database Search words Year Result reviewed Chosen 

articles 

Cinahl 

(EBSCO) 

Nurses" OR "Nurs-

ing students 

2006 to 

2024 

321 82 8 
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"Ethical dilemmas" 

OR "Ethical chal-

lenges" OR "Moral 

dilemmas" 

"Clinical practice" 

OR "Clinical set-

tings" 

"Decision-making" 

 

EBSCO( 

Cinahl) 

"Ethical decision-

making" 

"Cultural compe-

tence" OR "Cultural 

challenges 

 

2006 to 

2024 

254 43 7 

Google 

scholar 

Nurses" OR "Nurs-

ing students 

"Ethical dilemmas" 

OR "Ethical chal-

lenges" 

2006 to 

2024 

435 32 5 

PubMed "Ethical dilemmas" 

OR "Ethical chal-

lenges" OR "Moral 

dilemmas" 

 

2006 to 

2024 

43 3 1 

ProQuest 

Nursing & 

Allied 

Health Da-

tabase 

 

"Ethical decision-

making" 

"Cultural compe-

tence" OR "Cultural 

challenges 

 

2006 to 

2024 

812 95 6 

CINAHL “Ethical dilemmas 

or ethical issues or 

concerns” 

2006 t0 

2024 

53 44 10 
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CINAHL “Ethical issues in 

caring for criminals” 

2006 to 

2024 

6 1 1 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The review included studies that met specific criteria to ensure the quality and 

relevance of the findings as shown on (Table 2. Inclusion and Exclusion). Only 

peer-reviewed articles published between 2006 and 2024 were considered to 

maintain reliability and timeliness, with exceptions made for seminal works es-

sential to understanding the topic. Articles were written in English to ensure 

accessibility and accurate interpretation. The focus will be on studies explicitly 

discussing ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and nursing students in clinical 

practice. To capture diverse perspectives, the review included research con-

ducted globally. Excluded from the review were articles from non-peer-re-

viewed journals, books, opinion pieces, studies published before 2010 (unless 

deemed seminal), and research not centered on ethical dilemmas in nursing 

or nursing education. Additionally, studies published in languages other than 

English were omitted to avoid potential language barriers 

 

Table 2 Inclusion and Exclusion 

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion 

Peer-reviewed articles  Articles in peer-reviewed journals 

(ensure the quality and reliability of 

the sources) 

Articles f non-peer-reviewed 

journals, books, or opinion 

pieces  

Publication date Between 2006 and 2024 to ensure 

the relevance and timeliness of the 

findings 

 Before 2014 excluded un-

less they are seminal works 

(essential for understanding 

the topic) 

Language  Articles written in English Studies published in lan-

guages other than English. 

Focus on ethical dilem-

mas 

Studies that explicitly discuss ethi-

cal dilemmas faced by nurses and 

nursing students in clinical practice  

Studies that do not focus 

specifically on ethical dilem-

mas in nursing or nursing 

education. 
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5 RESULTS  

This study was guided by three research questions: What are the dilemmas 

faced by nursing students during clinical practice? What are the dilemmas 

faced by nurses during clinical practice? and What strategies are used to ad-

dress ethical dilemmas faced by nurses and nursing students during clinical 

practice? The findings revealed that nursing students and professionals en-

counter various ethical dilemmas, including cultural competence, ethical deci-

sion-making, teamwork challenges, patient refusal of care, and providing care 

for individuals with criminal backgrounds. These challenges are rooted in key 

ethical principles such as autonomy, beneficence, nonmaleficence, and justice 

(Beauchamp & Childress, 2013). Nursing students often face difficulties due to 

inexperience and anxiety about decision-making (Sethi et al., 2019), while 

practicing nurses must balance real-world pressures and professional ethical 

standards (Silverman et al., 2015). Complex situations, such as cultural con-

flicts (Campinha-Bacote, 2007), communication issues (Ylitörmänen et al., 

2019), and patient refusals underscore the need for strategies that combine 

ethical theories with practical application. 

  

Strategies identified to address these dilemmas include ethical decision-mak-

ing models, reflective practice, and cultural competence training. Frameworks 

like the DECIDE model (Thompson et al., 2006) and Four-Box Model (Jonsen 

et al., 2010) enable nurses to evaluate ethical conflicts systematically, while 

tools like the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Bulman & Schutz, 2013) encourage 

learning from experiences to improve future decision-making. Cultural compe-

tence training, such as Campinha-Bacote’s Model (Campinha-Bacote, 2007), 

fosters an understanding of diverse patient backgrounds, reducing conflicts 

and improving communication. Mentorship programs and simulation-based 

ethics training (Durmaz, 2022) further enhance moral sensitivity and build con-

fidence among nursing students and professionals, equipping them to handle 

ethical challenges effectively. 
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Additional approaches involve interprofessional collaboration training, access 

to ethics committees, and strategies for managing patient refusal of care. 

Communication workshops and ethical rounds promote teamwork and conflict 

resolution (Ylitörmänen et al. 2019), while committees provide guidance on 

complex cases (Gibson et al. 2019). Addressing patient refusal requires edu-

cating patients about treatment options and respecting their autonomy while 

using culturally sensitive communication (Edwards, 2020; Campinha-Bacote, 

2007). When caring for individuals with criminal backgrounds, maintaining pro-

fessionalism (Goshin et al. 2014), ensuring safety measures (Powell et al. 

2014), and providing psychological support (Muiruri et al. 2019) are critical. 

Collectively, these strategies highlight the importance of integrating ethics ed-

ucation and support systems into nursing practice to build resilience, enhance 

ethical competence, and improve patient outcomes. 

 

5.1 The Challenge of Cultural Competence 

In nursing and student nursing practice, cultural competence is essential for 

delivering patient-centred care in a multicultural healthcare environment. Con-

cepts such as cultural competency, awareness, skill, and knowledge are vital in 

ensuring that nurses can meet the diverse needs of their patients. According to 

Campinha-Bacote (2007), cultural competence is a continuous journey where 

healthcare professionals strive to understand and respect the cultural back-

grounds of their patients, including individuals, families, and communities. 

Campinha-Bacote (2007) also emphasizes the importance of cultural aware-

ness, which involves self-reflection and the recognition of personal biases, ste-

reotypes, and assumptions. This self-awareness is crucial for overcoming atti-

tudes and behaviours that could hinder effective communication with patients. 

In addition to cultural awareness, cultural skills are necessary. This involves 

developing practical abilities to conduct culturally sensitive assessments and 

interventions. Campinha-Bacote (ibid.) highlights the importance of understand-

ing cultural nuances, especially when dealing with psychotropic medication as-

sessments, as diverse cultural groups may have varying attitudes toward such 

drugs. 
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Furthermore, cultural knowledge is vital in understanding how cultural factors 

influence individuals' responses to psychotropic medications. Sue, Zane, Hall, 

and Berger (2009) stress the importance of gaining a comprehensive under-

standing of environmental influences, genetic predispositions, and cultural prac-

tices that affect medication adherence and effectiveness. 

Research by Betancourt, Green, and Carrillo (2002) underscores the role of 

cultural competence in reducing healthcare disparities and improving patient 

outcomes. They advocate for the development of cultural humility and continu-

ous self-assessment among healthcare providers to better serve marginalized 

communities. 

Purnell and Paulanka (1998) provide a comprehensive model for cultural com-

petence, highlighting the interconnectedness of cultural awareness, knowledge, 

skill, and encounters in promoting culturally responsive care. Their model em-

phasizes the need for cultural competence at both individual and organizational 

levels, with leadership, education, and policy playing key roles in fostering in-

clusivity and equity within healthcare systems. 

5.2 The Challenge of Ethical Decision-Making 

Ethical decision-making in nursing is a complex and critical aspect of clinical 

practice. It determines the outcome of care and the nurse-patient relationship 

(Silverman et al. 2022). Nursing students often struggle with ethical decisions 

due to inexperience, unawareness of the situation, and difficulty in understand-

ing patient needs (Sethi et al. 2019). However, even experienced nurses are 

not exempt from these challenges, as ethical decision-making must always 

align with the Nursing Code of Ethics issued by the International Council of 

Nurses. 

Moral sensitivity plays a crucial role in ethical decision-making. Zhang et al. 

(2021) suggest that nurses who possess moral sensitivity are more likely to 

make better and more rational decisions for their patients. In contrast, a lack of 

sensitivity to ethical principles can lead to poor decisions that do not provide the 

maximum benefit to patients. 
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Another significant challenge, especially for nursing students, is the lack of con-

fidence and anxiety about making the wrong decision. This fear, often caused 

by work pressure, can hinder their ability to make rational decisions. Gibson et 

al. (2019) emphasize that overcoming fear and being courageous are essential 

for making ethical decisions that adhere to nursing values. 

Different evaluation criteria are used to assess nursing students during their 

placements, focusing on their level of ethical decision-making. Bektas et al. 

(2022) conducted interviews with senior nursing students, meeting them face-

to-face. This study aimed to assess their ability to make ethical decisions when 

faced with dilemmas. Such evaluations and assessments are encouraged in all 

placements to ensure that student nurses are well-trained in ethics and capable 

of making decisions that benefit their patients. 

 

5.3 The Challenge of Working with a Team 

Teamwork is a crucial skill for nurses, essential for providing high-quality 

healthcare (Interprofessional Education Collaborative, 2016; World Health Or-

ganization, 2010). Effective communication, healthy relationships with col-

leagues, and collaboration are key to creating a safe and supportive work envi-

ronment (Averlid et al. 2014). However, disagreements among nurses or be-

tween nurses and other healthcare professionals can make teamwork challeng-

ing. 

A study by Ylitörmänen et al. 2019 involving 303 nurses in Finland and 103 in 

Norway examined conflict management, communication, and coordination 

among nurses. The study found that effective conflict management plays a sig-

nificant role in the smooth operation of healthcare organizations. However, com-

munication among nurses was found to have some shortcomings, particularly 

due to inadequate verbal communication. Misunderstandings between nurses 

and other health practitioners also pose challenges to teamwork. 
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5.4 Patient refusal of nursing care and treatment 

Caring for patients can become challenging when individuals refuse treatment 

and nursing care. Such refusal may stem from diverse reasons, including 

moral values, personal beliefs, or fear regarding the treatment procedure (Ed-

wards. 2020). This challenge is particularly pronounced for nursing students 

during clinical practice, as they often lack the experience and confidence 

needed to manage such situations effectively. Refusal of treatment creates an 

ethical dilemma, as nurses must balance the patient’s right to autonomy with 

their professional responsibility to ensure the patient receives adequate care 

and treatment (Campinha-Bacote, 2007; Bulman & Schutz, 2013).   

  

To address patient refusal, nurses are encouraged to educate patients about 

the treatment procedure, its benefits, and associated risks to alleviate fears 

and misconceptions (Edwards. 2020). Effective communication is essential, as 

it helps nurses understand the patient’s feelings, fears, and beliefs. Establish-

ing a trustworthy relationship can create a supportive environment where pa-

tients feel more at ease, facilitating informed decision-making. By employing 

culturally sensitive communication strategies and using frameworks such as 

Campinha-Bacote’s Model of Cultural Competence (2007), nurses can navi-

gate these situations more effectively.   

  

In complex cases where patient refusal persists, involving an ethics committee 

or mediator may be necessary to balance the patient’s rights with the 

healthcare team’s responsibilities (Edwards. 2020). Reflective practices, such 

as using the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Bulman & Schutz. 2013), can also help 

nurses process their experiences and improve their approach in similar situa-

tions in the future. These combined strategies empower nurses and nursing 

students to handle patient refusals ethically and compassionately, ensuring 

both patient autonomy and care quality are upheld.   
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5.5 Providing nursing care for criminals  

Criminals both in prison and in the hospital have been difficult to care for over 

the years as they experience stigma and discrimination. It becomes even 

more challenging for nurses as they are required to continue to show the 

same level of care and compassion as other patients. (Dhaliwal et al. 2021). It 

entails courage and bravery in caring for these patients, The nurse is required 

to prepare mentally and emotionally. Some challenges encountered when car-

ing for criminals include the following. 

 

The shortage of nursing staff in prisons, coupled with the unwillingness of 

nurses to volunteer in these environments due to security concerns, creates 

significant challenges. The few nurses who are available often face over-

whelming workloads, which adds to the stress and exhaustion of working in 

such high-risk settings (Powell et al. 2014). This shortage contributes to the 

difficulty in providing consistent and quality care for incarcerated individuals. 

 

In addition to staffing issues, nurses face challenges in establishing effective 

communication with prison patients, who often show reluctance to open. A 

study by Wirmando et al. 2021 revealed that despite nurses' efforts to engage 

with patients through conversations, building trust and fostering effective com-

munication is a persistent struggle in these settings. The unwillingness of pa-

tients to cooperate further complicates the already difficult caregiving process. 

 

Moreover, working with criminal patients involves inherent risks that instil fear 

in nurses. The heightened danger posed by some inmates makes nurses feel 

more at ease only when patients are restrained, such as being handcuffed 

(Goshin et al. 2014). Nurses must also deal with the discomfort and inconven-

ience of working in such environments, but despite these challenges, they are 

expected to provide care without discrimination, ensuring that all patients re-

ceive the necessary treatment regardless of their background. 
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5.6 Ethical Decision-Making Models 

The DECIDE (Thompson et al. 2006) model is a structured decision-making 

tool that guides healthcare professionals through ethical dilemmas by follow-

ing steps that include describing the problem, establishing criteria, considering 

alternatives, identifying the best option, developing an action plan, and evalu-

ating results. This approach helps nurses carefully evaluate different options 

and make choices aligned with ethical principles, thus reducing uncertainty in 

complex situations. Similarly, the Four-Box Model, introduced by Jonsen et al. 

(2010), organizes decision-making into four categories: medical indications, 

patient preferences, quality of life, and contextual features.  

 

This comprehensive framework enables nurses to assess the ethical aspects 

of a case thoroughly, facilitating decisions that horon patient autonomy while 

also addressing their medical needs and overall well-being. 

 

5.7 Reflective Practice 

  Gibbs Reflective Cycle promotes reflective practice by guiding nurses to 

learn from their experiences through a structured process involving the exami-

nation of what happened, their feelings, evaluations, analyses, conclusions, 

and the creation of an action plan for future situations (Bulman & Schutz. 

2013). This cycle helps nurses to continuously enhance their ethical compe-

tence by providing valuable insights into handling similar ethical challenges in 

the future. 

 

This practice is particularly important for nursing students as it will help them 

shape their future clinical skills and critical thinking ability. Harris (2006) car-

ried out studies which revealed that training nursing students to use journals 

during their practice enables them to thoroughly assess clinical situations and 

not just look at them from the surface.  

 

Through journaling the students were able to deepen their knowledge, think 

properly about what was happening and how to manage the situation. This 
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cycle has been used as an evaluation tool for students' level of reflective think-

ing in some universities. 

 

The Gibb’s (1988) reflective cycle is made up of six parts, each part is associ-

ated with a question to ease understanding of the situation at hand (Mah-

landze et al. 2015).  

The first stage of Gibb's cycle of reflection is description and this is associated 

with the question “What happened?” Here, the nurse can recount the scenario 

and think step by step exactly how everything happened (Lewis 2015).  

The second stage is called Thoughts and Feelings which is often related to 

the question “What were you thinking and feeling?” The nurse can deliberate 

on his or her thoughts during the procedure (Lewis 2015).  

The third stage of reflection is known as Evaluation which answers the ques-

tion “What were the good and bad experiences.?” This stage is to check if all 

guidelines needed for the procedure were followed and how effectively they 

were implemented.  

The fourth reflective stage is Analysis, that is “What can you make out of the 

situation?” This allows the nurse to assess if everything was done correctly or 

assess the level of accuracy pertaining to the situation. The nurse is also able 

to find out up to date studies and recommendations about the procedure to 

widen their knowledge of the subject matter.  

 

In the fifth stage called Conclusion, at this stage, the nurse reflects on the role 

they played during the procedure. The nurse can also find out what could 

have been done better to amend the situation or correct mistakes which have 

been made when carrying out the procedure (Lewis 2015). 

 

The last reflection stage is the Action plan. The nurse practitioner or nursing 

student makes some kind of plan to tackle the situation if it happens again but 

this time with fewer mistakes and more confidence. According to our case 

study, this was their next plan of action if they encountered a comparable situ-

ation (Lewis. 2015). 

 

Figure 1 below is a summary of the Gibb’s Cycle of Reflection. 
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Figure 1: Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988) 

 

 

5.8 Cultural Competence Training 

Campinha-Bacote's Model of Cultural Competence promotes a continuous 

process for healthcare professionals that involves cultural awareness, cultural 

knowledge, cultural skill, cultural encounters, and cultural desire (Campinha-

Bacote 2007). This training equips nurses to understand and respect diverse 

patient backgrounds, thereby enhancing communication and reducing misun-

derstandings that could lead to ethical conflicts. Complementing this, 

Betancourt et al. 2002 highlight the importance of cultural humility and contin-

uous learning, which requires recognizing personal biases, maintaining open-

mindedness, and actively engaging in learning about different cultural prac-

tices. This combined approach supports nurses in navigating situations where 

cultural differences might otherwise pose ethical challenges. 
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5.9 Ethical Training and Mentorship 

Simulation-based ethics training offers nurses a safe environment to practice 

addressing ethical dilemmas before facing them in real-life scenarios, provid-

ing immediate feedback and mentor guidance that unhands confidence in ethi-

cal decision-making (Durmaz. 2022).  

 

Additionally, mentorship programs that pair less experienced nurses and stu-

dents with seasoned professionals facilitate shared insights and support in 

navigating ethical challenges. These programs foster open discussions of 

complex cases and help build moral sensitivity (Zhang et al. 2021). Together, 

these approaches strengthen nurses’ capacity to handle ethical issues effec-

tively. 

 

5.10 Interprofessional Collaboration and Communication Training 

Conflict resolution and communication skills workshops are essential for man-

aging the disagreements that arise in interprofessional collaboration, as differ-

ent professionals may prioritize varying aspects of patient care. Such training 

equips nurses to handle conflicts constructively and collaborate more effec-

tively, thereby alleviating the ethical stress linked to teamwork challenges 

(Averlid et al. 2014; Ylitörmänen et al. 2019).  

 

Additionally, team-based ethical rounds, where healthcare providers openly 

discuss current ethical dilemmas, foster mutual understanding and shared de-

cision-making. These discussions promote transparency, align approaches to 

patient care, enhance team cohesion, and reduce the ethical burden on indi-

vidual team members. 

 

5.11 Developing Moral Sensitivity and Ethical Competence 

Access to ethics committees offers nurses valuable support when navigating 

complex ethical dilemmas, providing guidance on sound options and fostering 

an environment conducive to discussing difficult cases (Gibson et al. 2019). 

Additionally, integrating ethics education into nursing curricula that 
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emphasizes core principles such as autonomy, beneficence, and justice helps 

build moral sensitivity and ethical reasoning skills. This comprehensive ap-

proach equips nurses to identify ethical challenges early and respond with 

confidence, enhancing their overall ethical competence. 

 

5.12 Maintaining Professionalism and Ethical Integrity 

Nurses often face significant ethical and emotional challenges when providing 

care to patients in custody or with criminal backgrounds. Maintaining profes-

sionalism and adhering to principles of justice and non-maleficence ensures 

that care is delivered without discrimination, upholding patient dignity (Goshin 

et al. 2014). Professionalism helps nurses navigate personal biases and de-

liver compassionate care. To address safety concerns associated with caring 

for criminal patients, healthcare facilities implement strict security measures, 

such as the presence of security personnel and the use of restraints when 

needed, fostering a safer environment for nurses to focus on patient care 

(Powell et al. 2014).  

 

Additionally, mental preparation and psychological support, such as debriefing 

sessions, help nurses process emotions and reduce stress, maintaining their 

emotional resilience and preventing burnout (Muiruri et al. 2019). Establishing 

trust through clear communication, active listening, empathy, and respect is 

also crucial, as it promotes cooperation and responsiveness from patients 

(Wirmando et al. 2021). 

 

5.13 Challenges in Managing Patient Refusal of Care and Treatment 

Managing patient refusal of care and treatment is a challenge that requires a 

careful balance between respecting patient autonomy and ensuring health and 

safety. Patients may refuse care due to personal beliefs, cultural factors, or 

fears. To address this, providing clear and comprehensive education about 

the treatment options, including the benefits and risks, is essential. By answer-

ing questions transparently and addressing misconceptions, healthcare pro-

fessionals can help alleviate patient fears and encourage cooperation 
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(Campinha-Bacote. 2007). This approach helps patients make more informed 

decisions about their care. 

  

Respecting patient autonomy is a key principle in nursing practice, requiring 

healthcare providers to honour the patient's right to make their own decisions, 

even when they decline treatment. In cases of refusal, it is crucial for nurses to 

document the refusal and ensure the patient understands the potential conse-

quences of their decision (Edwards. 2020). This documentation serves both to 

respect the patient’s self-determination and to maintain professional accounta-

bility. Nurses should also explore the underlying reasons for refusal, such as 

cultural or personal beliefs, and approach these situations with cultural sensi-

tivity, using frameworks like Campinha-Bacote's Model of Cultural Compe-

tence to gain a better understanding of the patient’s perspective (Campinha-

Bacote. 2007). 

  

In complex cases where refusal of care presents significant risks, involving an 

ethics committee or mediator may be necessary. Ethics committees can offer 

impartial guidance on navigating the ethical tension between respecting au-

tonomy and providing necessary care. Mediators or social workers can also 

facilitate open discussions, ensuring that the patient’s voice is heard while ad-

dressing the healthcare team's concerns. Reflective practice, such as using 

Gibbs Reflective Cycle, is another valuable tool for nurses, helping them pro-

cess their emotions and improve their responses to future refusals. This re-

flective practice fosters empathy and a deeper understanding of patient per-

spectives (Bulman & Schutz. 2013). 

 

6 DISCUSSION  

This study highlighted several key ethical dilemmas encountered by nurses 

and nursing students, including challenges in cultural competence, ethical de-

cision-making, teamwork, patient refusal of care, and caring for marginalized 

populations such as incarcerated individuals. Reflective practice tools, like 

Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Bulman & Schutz. 2013), emerged as critical for help-

ing nurses analyse their experiences and develop improved responses to 
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similar dilemmas in the future. Similarly, structured ethical decision-making 

frameworks, such as the DECIDE model (Thompson et al. 2006), were identi-

fied as essential for navigating complex ethical issues by providing a system-

atic approach to resolving conflicts. 

 

The findings underscore the need for nursing education to integrate ethics-fo-

cused modules that combine theoretical and practical components. Simula-

tion-based training (Durmaz. 2022) and interprofessional education were 

shown to enhance moral sensitivity and better prepare students for real-world 

challenges. In the clinical setting, healthcare institutions can foster ethical 

practice by encouraging team-based ethical discussions and providing access 

to ethics committees for guidance (Gibson et al. 2019). Additionally, imple-

menting cultural competence training (Campinha-Bacote, 2007) and enhanc-

ing security measures for high-risk environments (Powell et al. 2014) can alle-

viate stress for healthcare providers and improve the quality of care delivered 

to patients. 

 

These findings align with existing literature emphasizing the importance of 

moral sensitivity, ethics training, and reflective practices in nursing education 

and clinical practice. For example, Betancourt et al. (2002) highlighted the role 

of cultural competence in reducing healthcare disparities and fostering patient 

trust, while Zhang et al. (2021) noted that nurses with higher moral sensitivity 

are better equipped to handle ethical dilemmas. This study builds on prior re-

search by addressing unique challenges, such as managing care for incarcer-

ated individuals. These challenges often involve balancing safety concerns 

with ethical principles like justice and compassion (Powell et al.  2014). While 

previous studies, such as those by Dhaliwal et al. acknowledged the difficul-

ties of caring for incarcerated patients, this research extends the conversation 

by proposing practical solutions, including mentorship programs and the use 

of enhanced security protocols. The findings collectively highlight the im-

portance of combining education, policy, and institutional support to equip 

nurses and nursing students with the skills and resilience needed to navigate 

ethical challenges effectively. 

 



30  
 

   

 

6.1 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical principles guided every stage of this research to ensure that it was 

conducted responsibly and with integrity. Since this study is based on a de-

scriptive literature review, it did not involve primary data collection or direct 

participants. Instead, the ethical focus was on respecting the work of other re-

searchers by accurately representing their findings and citing sources 

properly. Transparency was upheld through the clear documentation of the re-

search process, including the thematic analysis and criteria for including and 

excluding studies (Cronin et al.2008). 

 

Efforts to minimize bias included using diverse sources and applying con-

sistent inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure the findings were representa-

tive of the broader literature. Confidentiality was also considered, as only pub-

licly available peer-reviewed sources were utilized. Furthermore, this research 

adhered to copyright laws and fair use policies, ensuring the ethical use of 

secondary data. Objectivity was maintained throughout the thematic analysis, 

preventing selective reporting or misrepresentation of results. 

 

This study followed the ethical guidelines set by XAMK and was conducted 

under the supervision of the thesis advisor to ensure compliance with aca-

demic and institutional standards. By adhering to these ethical principles, this 

research contributes responsibly to the knowledge base in nursing and ethical 

practice. 

 

7 CONCLUSION 

This thesis was aimed at studying and describing the different ethical dilem-

mas faced by nursing practitioners and nursing students during clinical prac-

tice. The results of this thesis highlighted some key challenges that nursing 

practitioners and nursing students face during practice. These challenges 

were interestingly more than the authors anticipated when carrying out their 

research. 
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Some challenges were more particular to nursing students as they try to find 

their way through training and some challenges applied to both nursing practi-

tioners already practicing and nursing students. The challenges discovered 

during this research included; teamwork challenges, cultural competence, pa-

tient refusal to treatment, caring for prisoners and ethical decision making 

which are all core ethical values and skills required for efficient nursing prac-

tice. 

 

These results revealed that nurses and nursing students require more educa-

tion on methods they can overcome the studied issues, and it is important that 

ethical values should be emphasised as part of the core nursing curriculum 

because it goes a long way to determining how effective nurses and nursing 

students will be during their practice. The authors of this research also recom-

mend that more research should be carried out on this subject because these 

issues are very frequent and are encountered in all clinical settings. This helps 

to create more awareness and exposure to these challenges encountered dur-

ing practice and more methods of solving these problems. Nursing students 

are also encouraged to use the tools mentioned above to enhance their 

knowledge in dealing with these challenges during practice. 

 

7.1 Future Research Directions 

Future studies should focus on exploring the long-term effectiveness of men-

torship programs in helping nurses and nursing students navigate ethical di-

lemmas. Mentorship has been shown to provide critical support in building 

moral sensitivity and ethical reasoning skills, but more research is needed to 

evaluate its sustained impact over time. Additionally, it is important to investi-

gate strategies specifically tailored to multicultural or resource-constrained 

healthcare environments. These settings often present unique challenges that 

require culturally sensitive and resource-appropriate approaches to enhance 

ethical competence among healthcare providers. 

Another promising area for future research is the role of digital tools and tech-

nology in supporting ethical decision-making in clinical practice. Mobile appli-

cations and AI-based systems could potentially offer real-time guidance and 
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resources to healthcare professionals, streamlining the process of making 

complex ethical decisions. By addressing these areas, future studies can con-

tribute to a more nuanced and effective approach to ethical challenges in 

nursing and healthcare. 
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