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equipment and facilities.

* Corresponding author. Faculty of Nursing & Midwifery, Zabol University of Medical Sciences, Ferdosi shargi St., Pobox: 986173418 Zabol,
Iran.
E-mail addresses: firouzkohi@gmil.com (M. Firouzkouhi), alimohammadi@nm.mui.ac.ir (N. Alimohammadi),
mayumika@hiroshima-u.ac.jp (M. Kako), abdalgani@gmail.com (A. Abdollahimohammad), drgrbagheri@yahoo.com (G. Bagheri),
m.nouraei@ltr.ui.ac.ir (M. Nouraie).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jemep.2021.100669
2352-5525/© 2021 Elsevier Masson SAS. All rights reserved.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jemep.2021.100669
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00000000
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jemep.2021.100669&domain=pdf
mailto:firouzkohi@gmil.com
mailto:alimohammadi@nm.mui.ac.ir
mailto:mayumika@hiroshima-u.ac.jp
mailto:abdalqani@gmail.com
mailto:drgrbagheri@yahoo.com
mailto:m.nouraei@ltr.ui.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jemep.2021.100669

M. Firouzkouhi, N. Alimohammadi, M. Kako et al.

Conclusion. — Providing care for patients with COVID-19 pandemic has increased nurses’ ethical
challenges. Therefore, nurses need to pay more attention to not face psychological problems

and premature burnout.

© 2021 Elsevier Masson SAS. All rights reserved.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has so far infected nearly 100 mil-
lion people worldwide and killed more than 2 million people
in the world [1]. Nurses are one of the health professional
groups in providing health care continuously and globally
under this pandemic. They play a critical role in preven-
tion and pandemic care [2]. According to the World Health
Organization, there are about 28 million nurses working in
the world. Meanwhile, the world still faces a shortage of
about 5.9 million nurses to 2018. These deficiencies are
more prevalent in African countries, South-East Asia, the
Eastern Mediterranean region, and Latin America. It is also
estimated that the number of nurses will reach 36 million
by 2030. Studies in 37 countries also show that the death
toll among health care workers between July 22 and August
15, 2020, 100,000 per population is 0.05 percent. Also, The
International Council of Nurses’ latest analysis in August
2020 shows that the number of nurses who have died after
contracting COVID-19 in 44 countries is 1500 in August [3,4].
In China, for example, nurses make up 68% of medical staff
as primary caregivers for COVID-19 clients [5].

The outcome of treatment decisions during the COVID-
19 pandemic is uncertain for clients and even medical staff
[6,7]. Clients with COVID-19 face many ethical challenges
when receiving care. Ethical challenges mainly refer to
moral dilemmas and conflicts, and other scenarios under
challenging situations, which may not be solvable by nurses
or other treatment teams. Ethical conflicts arise when a per-
son is aware of the need for the right actions. However, some
internal or external factors may have difficulty taking appro-
priate actions [6,7]. Thus, it highlights many of the difficult
ethical issues that healthcare professionals face in caring for
patients and families [2].

The studies have shown that nurses in clinical practice
face serious ethical challenges in several ways, especially
when caring for COVID-19 patients. Nurses may face ethi-
cal challenges due to, exposure to new illnesses, and lack
of experience in new situations. The challenges may lead to
mental health problems such as anxiety, fear, stress, insom-
nia, or irritability [5,8].

The inherent nature of nursing is respect for human
rights [9]. Violation of individuals’ rights, such as poor
access to information, education, and care, increases
individuals’ basic vulnerabilities to COVID-19 disease.
Reducing this vulnerability requires actions that enable
individuals and communities to make effective decisions for
their life. The code of ethics in the COVID-19 pandemic is

not responsive and has caused nurses to face many ethical
dilemmas. Therefore, administering ethical guidelines will
lead to fewer challenges, more patient satisfaction, and
the quality of care [10].

Besides, ethical challenges have increased in health care
systems due to the enormous hospitalized patients with
COVID-19 in intensive care units, lack of nursing staff, high
expectations for delivering the best care for the patients,
and overlooking the nursing staff services.

We conducted integrative review to identify nurses’
ethical challenges in the COVID-19 pandemic. To identify
discrepancies in various studies related to nurses’ activities.
The integrative review approach is particularly well-suited
for reviewing a topic across diverse research designs and
methodologies to provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of the phenomenon under study [11].

Aim

As there is an ethical gap in nursing literature about COVID-
19, this study aimed to explore nurses’ ethical challenges in
COVID-19 Pandemic in inpatient wards.

This study’s question: What are the ethical challenges
that nurses face in COVID-19 pandemic in inpatient wards?

Method

This is an integrative study conducted by the Ganong
approach. Integrative review study is a method that collects
and synthesizes the knowledge generated by analyzing the
results extracted in the studies selected for review [12].

This study was conducted in the following steps: Setting a
research question; sampling or selecting studies for review;
representation of the reviewed studies; analysis of selected
studies; Interpretation of results and final report [12].

In the COVID-19 pandemic, ethical challenges were
observed in the nursing work. Therefore, the research ques-
tion was emerged as, what are the ethical challenges that
nurses face in COVID-19 pandemic in inpatient wards? Based
on this question, the study was conducted from 2007 to 2020.

The inclusion criteria for sampling included English quan-
titative and qualitative articles, reviews, letter to the
editor, and perspectives papers published in national and
international indexed scientific publications from 2007 to
2020 in the databases of PubMed, Google Scholar, Sco-
pus, and Web of Science. The MeSH keywords for searching
the databases were Coronavirus, Pandemic, Nursing care,
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Records identified through
database searching (n=228)

Records after duplicates
removed (n=40)

A

Records excluded following the
screening of title and abstract (n=169)

Full text articles screened and
assessed for eligibility (n=19)

l

Final studied included (n=12)

Figure 1. The process of selecting articles.

Nurse, Challenge, ethics, COVID 19. Boolean functions
including AND and OR were also used in the search. The
article was published in languages other than English were
excluded. To fully comply with this integrative review’s
ethical aspects, a thorough review of the databases was
implemented to include all eligible articles. Two researchers
independently conducted quality assessments, and if neces-
sary, the differences were resolved through discussion with
a third researcher to avoid bias selection.

Search strings used in PubMed based on the MeSH key-
words: (COVID-19 [MeSH Terms] AND Challenge [MeSH Terms]
[All Fileds]) AND ethics [MeSH Terms] OR coronavirus [MeSH
Terms] AND pandemic [MeSH Terms] AND nurse [MeSH
Terms]).

Of 228 extracted articles, 12 were eligible. Duplicate
articles were excluded. The selection of articles contin-
ued with the reading of titles and abstracts. When in doubt
about the inclusion or omission of any article, the article’s
full-text was read. Finally, the eligible articles were ana-
lyzed (Fig. 1). The selection process followed the PRISMA
guidelines and recommendations for identification, selec-
tion, eligibility and inclusion [13].

Data analysis in an integrative review proceeds in a num-
ber of steps in order to sort, categorize and summarize
data into a meaningful whole, facilitating the drawing of
sound conclusions from the synthesis. In order to analyse
the articles, evidence of the nurses’ ethical challenges was
highlighted and coded. Then, categories and subcategories

Records screened
(n=188)

Full text article excluded
(n=7)

were formed. Finally, the results of the integrative review
were interpreted and prepared for the report [8].

Results

In this study, 12 articles met the inclusion criteria. Table 1
shows the selected studies by title, year and country, type
of study, the purpose of the study, and the results. The
reviewed studies’ main results were about three areas:
nurses, patients with COVID-19 and their families, and
inpatient wards’ facilities and medical equipment. Ethical
challenges for nurses were including the safety of nurses,
colleagues and families, shortage of nurses, lack of concen-
tration due to mental fatigue, life-threatening, a large
number of patients, lack of definitive treatment, perform-
ing nursing procedures in dangerous situations, importance
giving the system to protect the lives of nurses, the rules
and regulations that cause contact between nurses and com-
panions, and physical and psychological injuries and lack of
protective equipment [14—25].

Ethical challenges centred on the patient and the family
were the challenge of treatment decisions, family visits with
the patient, patients’ excessive anxiety and fear, research
on patients and the risk of disclosing patients’ identities,
patients’ expectations, family requests about their patients
Informing patients about death and other news related to
the family, communicating with the patient from behind a



Table 1

Summary of analysis of selected studies.

Title

Authors/Years/Country

Type of study

Objective

Main results

COVID-19: ethical challenges for nurses

Ethical challenges of nurses in caring for
people with COVID-19: a qualitative study

Ethical considerations of nurses in the
COVID-19 pandemic

COVID-19: ethical issues for nurses

Challenging times: ethics, nursing and the
COVID-19 pandemic

Nurses’ perception using their narratives in
a natural setting to identify their
understanding of ethical challenges in
caring for patients with COVID-19

Student nurses’ ethical views on responses
to the severe acute respiratory syndrome
outbreak

Nurses confronting the coronavirus:
challenges met and lessons learned to date

Ethical issues related to pandemic flu
Planning and response

Ethical dilemmas, perceived risk, and
motivation among nurses during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Ethical dilemmas due to the COVID-19
pandemic

Ethical conflict during COVID-19 pandemic:
the case of Spanish and Italian intensive
care units

Morley
et al./2020/United
State

Jia et al./2020/China

Wright
et al./2020/Canada

McKenna/2020/Ireland

Turali
et al./2020/Thailand

Rezaee et
al/2020/Iran

Kam et
al/2020/Hongkong

Ulrich et
al/2020/USA

Rushton/2007/Albany

Sperling/2020/Haifa

Robert et
al/2020/France

Falco-
Pegueroles/2020/ Italia

Explanatory

Qualitative

Review

Editorial

Perspective

Qualitative research

A questionnaire

survey

Review

Review

Descriptive
correlative study

Review

Review

Investigating three pervasive
ethical issues of nurses worldwide
in relation to COVID-19 patients

Extracting Nurses’ Ethical
Challenges in Caring for COVID-19
Patients

A Study of Ethical Considerations in
the COVID-19 Pandemic

Introducing ethical issues for nurses

Introducing challenging times for
nurses during a pandemic

Evaluates the nurses’ perception to
identify their understanding of
ethical challenges in caring for
patients with COVID-19

to examine the attitude of nursing
students, should they be faced with
severe acute respiratory syndrome
patients during their future work
Discuss the physical, emotional,
and moral stresses that nurses are
experiencing in their day-to-day
practice settings created by the
novel coronavirus

Nurses ethical issues in pandemic
influenza

Examined how Israeli nurses
respond to ethical dilemmas and
tension during the COVID-19
outbreak

Investigating Ethical Problems in
the COVID 19 Pandemic

To identify factors underlying
ethical conflict occurring during the
current COVID-19 pandemic in the
critical care setting

Unique ethical issues that nurses face in relation to
COVID-19 patients: the safety of nurses, patients,
colleagues and families; Allocation of scarce resources;
And changing the nature of nurses’ relationships with
patients and families

The three main themes of the study are: ethical
challenges, coping styles, and career implications

Important ethical points that nurses face in a pandemic:
Moral distress: Feelings of anger, frustration, or guilt
when nurses are unable to take care of their own moral
judgment. Social Ethics: A place to work where people
feel safe to hear them and where there is an alignment
between publicly expressed values and lived reality.
Moral authority: The ability to direct one’s actions
toward ethical goals, such as good outcomes for patients
The moral problems of the nurses were: lack of
manpower, low morale, endangering the lives of patients,
inability to observe the benevolent aspect of nurses
towards patients due to existing problems

Nurses face ethical challenges at a time when they face a
shortage of resources or personal protective equipment,
a large number of patients, a shortage of staff,
inadequate health systems, and supply chain breakdowns
The threats to professional values

The absence of a holistic COVID-19 care approach

Sex difference in nursing students’ attitude toward SARS
care during pregnancy and influence of age in
understanding ICU care for these patients

Must recognize that although there were moral failures,
there were many moral successes that reflect the
integrity of individuals, teams and organizations

All nurses will also have to reflect on the ethical issues
related to their duty as nursing professionals in the face
of a global crisis, such as a pandemic

While experiencing significant personal risk and
emotional burden, nurses conveyed strong dedication to
providing care, and did not regret working in the nursing
profession, yet they did seek a supportive climate for
their needs and ethical concerns

Nurses, despite being aware of the ethical considerations
in the COVID 19 pandemic, face many ethical problems
with patients and caregivers

Understanding these five factors and recognizing the
conflicts, they may create can help to focus our efforts
on minimizing the impact of the ethical consequences of
a crisis of this magnitude and on developing new plans
and guidelines for future pandemics

"1 19 o).y "W ‘lpewweyowly ‘N ‘lynoxznoild ‘W
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mask and protective clothing, ensuring the patient’s rights,
researching patients, respecting the patient’s dignity and
behaviour, and anger and restlessness of families It was
about what happened to their patients [14,16—25].

Ethical challenges focused on medical facilities and
equipment included coordination to address the shortage
of medical equipment and facilities, stability in emergency
decision making under pressure to allocate equipment,
allocation of sufficient resources through supply units, dis-
ruption of supply chain equipment and personnel [9—-25].

Discussion

As the study’s results showed, nurses’ ethical challenges in
the COVID-19 pandemic revolve around three areas, nurses,
patients and their families, and medical equipment and
facilities. In the field of nurses, ethical challenges include
the safety of nurses, colleagues and families, shortage of
nurses, lack of concentration due to mental fatigue, life-
threatening disease, a large number of patients, performing
nursing actions in dangerous conditions, giving importance
to the system nurses’ survival was challenged, as well as
physical and psychological injuries and a lack of protective
equipment.

The results showed that nurses in normal conditions and
intensive care units connected with critically ill patients
face a shortage of human resources or equipment, and there
are ethical challenges for nurses in this area. When the
number of patients suddenly increases, the equipment and
forces will no longer be responsive, new problems will arise,
and the moral challenges will be much more significant.
These conditions are much more visible in the COVID-19
pandemic [26].

Nurses’ safety is one of the most critical aspects of
the health systems, threatening them in the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Nurses take care of patients during the pandemic
and cannot morally withdraw despite being aware of the
potential dangers [26].

Besides, health systems must provide safety for nurses in
preserving their lives in the COVID-19 pandemic. Maintaining
human resources is necessary for the health system to pro-
vide services for more patients. The COVID-19 pandemic is
associated with nurses’ moral and psychological challenges.
They must be prepared to meet the challenges and uncer-
tainties. If nurses are infected with COVID-19, they will face
moral challenges to transfer the disease to their family. Inad-
equate protective equipment against the disease exposes
the nurses to risk [27].

Moreover, rules and regulations put nurses in conflict with
the family of patients. The families expect to visit their
loved ones, but the rules have not allowed a normal vis-
iting. So, conflicts arise between nurses and the families of
patients. The annoyed families do not understand the rules
and endanger nurses and their lives at risk. Nurses face the
problem of having companions with COVID-19 disease. When
die, informing the family leads to conflict when patients died
from COVID-19 [28].

The number of patients in need of intensive care is
increasing. Nurses’ moral problems also increase when they
cannot offer all necessary care due to personnel shortages
[29].

Nurses also use protective equipment for a long time to
care for COVID-19 patients, which can cause scars on their
faces. Wearing protective clothes for a long time increases
the body’s temperature, leading to intolerance and losing
concentration on tasks. Burdens of work, increasing the work
shifts and critically ill patients, and deaths, and how to
overcome these burdens occupy the nurses’ minds, which
increases ethical challenges for nurses in this area [30].

Stressors and other factors in the intensive care unit
cause fatigue in nurses who lose control of the existing con-
ditions and face moral challenges [31].

Another result of the studies is a challenge for the patient
and the family’s axis. The patient and family challenges
and moral issues are, including decision making, meeting
families with patients, patients’ excessive anxiety and fear,
research on patients and the risk of disclosing patients’
identities, patients’ expectations, family requests for their
patients, notification of death and other outcomes, commu-
nicating with the patient from behind a mask and protective
clothing, ensuring the patient’s rights, respecting the dignity
and behaviour of the patient, families’ irritability, insulting
and distrusting to the treatment team, and the patient’s
conflicting demands and the family from their treatment
team can cause these conditions.

The study results showed that caring for patients with
secure dress poses an ethical challenge. The COVID-19
patients see nurses only behind masks, face shields, and
gowns, making it difficult for communication. This requires
empathetic communication and attention to patients’ psy-
chological concerns and needs. Besides, according to the
hospital’s conditions, families were not allowed to visit the
patients. Emotional distress and physical problems aggra-
vate in patients who do not have a visitor [32].

As there is no specific treatment or prevention for the
COVID-19, another challenge arises for nurses. Researchers
frequently visit the patients and their families for research
purposes, in which conscious patients and the families of
unconscious patients are concerned about the confidential-
ity of giving information. The risk of disclosing patients’
identities and social stigma is important for some people,
creating ethical challenges for nurses [33,34].

Patients’ death is another challenge that nurses face
when the patient’s family is distressed. In some cases, there
is even a conflict between the nurse and the family. The
deaths of patients sadden nurses, and their colleagues’ psy-
chological support is also important to them. Among these
problems, nurses face the moral challenge of behaving not
to face moral problems [35].

Another challenge for nurses about patients’ families is
meeting families with a loved one who is critical in the inten-
sive care unit. The visits are also very upsetting for families
and nurses in intensive care. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
the duration of visits is short. The distance between visits
is long, and the emotional pressure on the family and the
patient increases, which is a moral challenge for nurses [36].

Besides, disagreement between nurses and patients’
families regarding patient care is an important source of
nurses’ moral distress [37].

Another result of the current study is on the equipment.
This includes coordination problems to address the shortage
of equipment and medical facilities, stability in emergency
decision making under pressure to allocate equipment,
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allocation of sufficient resources through supply units, dis-
ruption of the supply chain of equipment.

The equipment and facilities were not distributed equally
in all regions of a country during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Shortage of intensive care unit beds, staff, drugs, and
equipment are the resource constraints in this epidemic.
Following the increase in the number of patients in the
COVID-19 pandemic, there are serious discussions about
determining the criteria for allocating medical equipment in
different countries. Nevertheless, in practice, nurses have
to adjust the available equipment in the wards according to
the patients’ needs so that no problem arises [38—41]. Also,
the decision to allocate resources for the patients is a big
challenge for nurses, making it difficult for nurses to make
decisions [42].

Countries are different in terms of medical facilities.
In less developed countries, the number of patients with
COVID-19 is high due to cultural and health issues. The facil-
ities and equipment are lacking. The medical facilities have
not equally distributed in all country regions based on the
number of critically ill patients. This is a challenge that
increases for medical staff, especially nurses who spend
most of their time with the patients [43]. Besides, the pan-
demic COVID-19 has significant problems in the health supply
chains in five dimensions, including drugs, personal protec-
tive equipment, medical equipment, medical facilities, and
blood. Medical equipment shortages and a large number
of patients influence the distribution cycle of equipment
promptly. They have become a challenge for nurses in many
countries [44].

Another study results also show that it is difficult to
predict demand due to the changeability, prevalence, and
spread of the Covid-19. However, equipment shortages are
costly and have a limited capacity to replace and distribute
them. Supplying and replacing them is a problem for all
countries, and equipment shortages are a significant chal-
lenge for nurses [45].

Conclusions

COVID-19 Pandemic is a global challenge that infected and
died many people in communities. Hospitals have been
allocated many beds in intensive care units, but still are
inadequate. Nurses are the largest group in the treatment
team involved in this pandemic and face many ethical chal-
lenges with themselves, patients and families. Shortages of
medical equipment have affected their activities for caring
for the patients.

Governments and health care systems directly involved
in this pandemic should provide adequate nurses and equip-
ment to overcome the COVID-19 burdens. They have to
provide suitable working conditions for front-line nurses not
to face various challenges while working. Also, ensure the
safety of nurses and other healthcare staff at Pandemic
COVID-19 is on-demand. Hospital administrators should
respect and understand the nursing staff participating in the
COVID-19 pandemic and provide them with more supportive
care.

Strengths and limitations

One of the strengths of this review study is that it was
performed during the COVID-19 pandemic, which can help
nurses. In addition, selected studies are from countries with
high patient rates, and the results are objective. One of the
weaknesses of this study is the use of review studies and a
letter to the editor. Because it has no research aspect, and
their results are not the views of research examples. It con-
veys the opinions of the authors. But overall, their results
can be informative for managers.
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