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Ethical Responsibilities in Nursing: Research Findings
~ and Issues

Discussions in the literature assert that nurses are
becoming Increasingly cognizant of their ethical re-
sponsibilities, but that they are often ill prepared to
participate in ethical decision making. A review of se-
lected research literature from 1 970 to 1987 was un-
dertaken to validate these assertions. A total of 12
studies related to ethical responsibilities was identi-
fied in the review; all studies were published between
1980 and 1987. The majority of studies were at the
descriptive and exploratory levels and employed
Kohlberg'’s cognitive theory of moral development as
their conceptual framework. Significant findings re-
lated to educational level and ethical responsibilities
were consistent across studies. Findings related to

age and clinical experience were mixed; the effects of .

economic level, religion-religiosity, ethnicity, and
other variables on ethical responsibilities were not
significant. Issues raised in the light of the existing
research include the use of Kohiberg’s theory as a
conceptual orientation in nursing groups and limited
data on the reliability and validity of instruments used
in measuring ethical constructs. Recommendations
for future research on ethical responsibilities include
the validation of Kohlberg’s theory for nursing inves-
tigations, exploration of other frameworks for devel-
oping a multidimensional view of ethical responsibil-
ities, and the use of qualitative research designs.
(Index words: Ethical decision making; Ethical re-
sponsibilities; Professional ethics) J Prof Nurs 7:112-
118, 1991. Copyright © 1991 by W.B. Saunders Com-

pany

ADVANCES in technology, the dependence of
health care delivery on this technology, and
recent regulations regarding the allocation of health
care resources are major factors that have contributed
to a new and intense awareness of the ethical aspects of
health care delivery. Since the 1970s, the use of tech-
nology in health care has become widespread and ad-
vances in diagnostic and treatment modalities have
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transformed care into what is now perceived as a “high
tech” endeavor. In the last 2 decades attention has
focused on the changing role of health care profession-
als in addressing the ethical dimensions of health care
delivery. The creation of ethics committees is one
example of how perspectives about the role of health
care professional in ethical decision making has
changed. These committees exemplify the value of
interdisciplinary discussion and debate in addressing
complex issues, formulating policies, and identifying
educational approaches in the area of ethics.

The need for nurses to be able to recognize the
ethical dimensions of their practice, and to be active
participants in decision making about ethical issues,
is addressed in a growing body of nursing literature.
Two assertions are made on a recurring basis in this
literature. The first is that nurses are becoming in-
creasingly cognizant of their ethical responsibilities in
providing care (Davis, 1981; Murphy, 1984). The
second is that nurses are, however, often times ill-
prepared to participate in the decision-making pro-
cesses used to address ethical dilemmas due to role
constraints, inability to recognize a dilemma, or lack
of knowledge about ethical decision-making processes
(Aroskar, 1982; Fry, 1985).

In an atcempt to validate these assertions in the
literature and to determine the current level of un-
derstanding of ethical responsibilities in nursing, a
review of selected research literature was conducted.
The following discussion describes the major findings
from this review, raises issues inherent in the concep-
tualization and implementation of the research, and
offers some recommendations for additional research
in the area of ethical responsibilities.

Approach

Seven journals* that are dedicated in whole or in
part to the publication of nursing research were se-
lected as the sources for this review because they serve

*Advances in Nursing Science, Image, International Journal of Nurs- -
ing Studies, Journal of Nursing Education, Nursing Research, Research

i Nursing and Health, Western Journal of Nursing Research

112 <+ Journal of Professional Nursing, Vol 7, No 2 (March—April), 1991: pp 112-118. .
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