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ABSTRACT 

 

Palliative care nursing involves providing holistic care to patients with life-limiting illnesses, prioritizing comfort 

and quality of life. However, it presents complex ethical challenges, particularly in balancing patient autonomy and 

comfort. This review explores the ethical tensions nurses face in respecting patient autonomy while ensuring 

effective symptom management and comfort. It examines dilemmas such as honoring advance directives, managing 

conflicts between patients' wishes and family or medical team decisions, and addressing cultural and spiritual values 

in care. Strategies to navigate these challenges, including ethical frameworks, interdisciplinary collaboration, and 

communication skills, are discussed. The paper highlights the need for ongoing education and policy development to 

empower nurses to make ethically sound decisions in this emotionally demanding field. Addressing these challenges 

is essential to uphold the dignity and well-being of patients in palliative care. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Palliative care nursing is a specialized field focused on improving the quality of life for patients with serious, chronic, or 

life-limiting illnesses. It aims to provide holistic care that addresses physical, emotional, psychosocial, and spiritual needs. 

Central to this practice are two core principles: respecting patient autonomy and ensuring comfort. Autonomy empowers 

patients to make decisions about their care based on personal values, beliefs, and preferences. Comfort, on the other hand, 

emphasizes alleviating suffering and enhancing well-being, often necessitating interventions that may intersect with 

patients’ expressed wishes. 

 

The intersection of autonomy and comfort frequently presents ethical dilemmas in palliative care nursing. For example, 

patients may refuse treatments that could enhance comfort due to cultural or personal beliefs, or families might advocate for 

interventions contrary to a patient’s stated wishes. Nurses often find themselves at the forefront of navigating these 

conflicts, balancing the moral imperative to respect autonomy with the obligation to alleviate suffering. 

 

This paper examines the ethical challenges faced by palliative care nurses as they strive to balance patient autonomy and 

comfort. It explores common dilemmas, analyzes the factors contributing to these challenges, and discusses strategies for 

navigating ethically complex situations. By addressing these issues, the paper aims to contribute to the understanding and 

development of ethical practices in palliative care nursing, ultimately enhancing patient-centered care. 

 

Methodology 

The methodology involves the following steps: 

 

 Literature Search and Selection: 

A comprehensive search was conducted in academic databases such as PubMed, CINAHL, and Scopus to identify 

peer-reviewed articles, review papers, and ethical guidelines related to palliative care nursing. Keywords such as 

"palliative care ethics," "patient autonomy," "comfort care," and "nursing ethical dilemmas" were used. Articles 

published within the past 15 years, written in English, and focusing on nursing perspectives were included. 

 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria: 

Studies were included if they specifically addressed ethical dilemmas in palliative care nursing, explored strategies 

for managing these challenges, or discussed frameworks for balancing autonomy and comfort. Articles focused 

solely on medical ethics or unrelated to nursing practice were excluded to maintain the focus of the review. 
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 Data Analysis: 

Selected articles were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring ethical issues, challenges, and 

strategies. Thematic categories included patient autonomy, comfort care, family dynamics, cultural and spiritual 

considerations, and interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 Synthesis of Findings: 

The findings were synthesized to provide an in-depth understanding of the ethical tensions in palliative care 

nursing and the approaches used to address them. Emphasis was placed on practical strategies, ethical frameworks, 

and implications for nursing education and policy. 

 

By adopting this methodology, the review aims to provide a comprehensive and evidence-based perspective on the ethical 

challenges faced by palliative care nurses, offering insights for improved practice and patient outcomes. 

 

RESULTS 

 

The analysis of the reviewed literature highlights several key ethical challenges faced by palliative care nurses when 

balancing patient autonomy and comfort: 

 

 Tensions Between Autonomy and Comfort: 

1. Patients occasionally refuse interventions that could alleviate discomfort due to personal, cultural, or 

religious beliefs. Nurses often struggle to respect these decisions while managing visible suffering. 

2. Advance directives and Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) orders sometimes conflict with family members’ 

desires or clinical judgment, leading to ethical dilemmas. 

 Family Dynamics and Decision-Making: 

1. Families frequently act as surrogate decision-makers, which can lead to conflicts if their preferences 

differ from the patient’s stated or presumed wishes. 

2. Nurses play a mediating role, balancing family concerns with their duty to honor patient autonomy and 

ensure comfort. 

 

 Cultural and Spiritual Considerations: 

1. Cultural values and spiritual beliefs significantly influence patient and family decisions. Nurses must 

navigate these complexities while ensuring culturally sensitive and patient-centered care. 

2. Ethical challenges arise when cultural expectations conflict with evidence-based practices or institutional 

policies. 

 Resource and Systemic Limitations: 

1. Limited access to palliative care resources, such as medications or trained personnel, often hinders 

nurses’ ability to provide optimal comfort care. 

2. Systemic pressures, including time constraints and institutional priorities, can complicate adherence to 

ethical principles. 

 Role of Interdisciplinary Teams: 

1. Collaboration with interdisciplinary teams can mitigate ethical conflicts by fostering holistic decision-

making. However, differing professional perspectives sometimes exacerbate tensions, requiring skilled 

communication and negotiation. 

 Emotional and Ethical Burden on Nurses: 

1. Nurses often experience moral distress when unable to resolve ethical dilemmas satisfactorily, affecting 

their emotional well-being and professional resilience. 

 

Strategies Identified: 

The literature suggests various strategies to address these challenges: 

 

 Employing ethical decision-making frameworks (e.g., four-principle approach, narrative ethics). 

 Enhancing communication skills to facilitate discussions with patients, families, and interdisciplinary teams. 

 Providing ethics education and training tailored to palliative care settings. 

 Advocating for policy changes to improve access to resources and support nurses’ ethical practice. 

 

These results underline the importance of equipping nurses with tools and resources to navigate the ethical complexities of 

palliative care, ensuring both patient dignity and professional integrity. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The findings highlight the complex ethical challenges that palliative care nurses face in balancing patient autonomy and 

comfort. Autonomy, a fundamental principle of healthcare ethics, often clashes with the imperative to alleviate suffering, 

particularly when patients decline interventions that could enhance their comfort. This creates moral dilemmas, as nurses 

must respect these decisions while witnessing preventable distress. Similarly, conflicts frequently arise in the context of 

family dynamics, where family members’ desires may contradict the patient’s wishes or advance directives. In such cases, 

nurses play a pivotal role as mediators, striving to balance the family’s concerns with their obligation to honor the patient’s 

preferences and ensure their dignity. 

 

Cultural and spiritual values further complicate decision-making, as patients and families may hold beliefs that influence 

their acceptance of care. Nurses must navigate these intricacies sensitively, fostering cultural competence and engaging in 

meaningful dialogue to align care with patients’ values without compromising ethical principles. Resource limitations, 

including inadequate access to palliative care tools and systemic constraints, exacerbate these challenges, often leaving 

nurses feeling morally distressed when unable to provide optimal care. 

 

Interdisciplinary collaboration emerges as a critical strategy to address these ethical dilemmas, offering diverse perspectives 

and shared decision-making to achieve patient-centered care. However, differences in professional viewpoints can 

occasionally heighten tensions, underscoring the need for effective communication within teams. Education and training 

tailored to ethical issues in palliative care are essential to empower nurses with the skills to navigate these complexities. 

Additionally, advocacy for policy reforms to improve resource availability and support ethical nursing practice is crucial. 

Overall, addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach, integrating ethical frameworks, cultural sensitivity, 

and systemic improvements to uphold the principles of autonomy, comfort, and holistic care in palliative nursing practice. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Palliative care nursing presents unique ethical challenges, particularly in balancing patient autonomy and comfort. The 

tension between respecting patients’ right to self-determination and the moral imperative to alleviate suffering underscores 

the complexity of providing end-of-life care. Nurses often navigate conflicts involving patients, families, and 

interdisciplinary teams, requiring sensitivity to cultural, spiritual, and systemic factors that influence decision-making. 

 

Effective strategies, such as ethical decision-making frameworks, enhanced communication skills, and interdisciplinary 

collaboration, are essential for addressing these challenges. Additionally, ongoing education, training, and policy reforms 

are critical to empower nurses in making ethically sound decisions and delivering high-quality care. 

 

Ultimately, addressing these ethical dilemmas is vital to ensuring that palliative care remains patient-centered, respectful, 

and compassionate. By embracing a holistic approach that prioritizes both autonomy and comfort, palliative care nurses can 

uphold the dignity and well-being of patients during life’s most vulnerable moments. 
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