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Introduction
Critical care nursing is a field characterized by intense, often 
life-and-death situations where nurses frequently encounter 
complex ethical dilemmas. These situations demand not 
only clinical expertise but also profound moral and ethical 
judgments. Nurses in critical care settings must navigate 
challenging decisions that impact patient outcomes, family 
dynamics, and the broader healthcare environment. This 
article explores some of the key ethical dilemmas faced by 
critical care nurses and provides insights into navigating these 
complex decisions with integrity and compassion.

The nature of ethical dilemmas in critical care
Ethical dilemmas in critical care nursing often arise from the 
intersection of medical uncertainties, patient autonomy, and 
family expectations. 

Critical care nurses frequently confront decisions related to 
end-of-life care, including the initiation or withdrawal of 
life-sustaining treatments. These decisions involve assessing 
the patient's prognosis, understanding their wishes, and 
balancing the benefits and burdens of continued intervention. 
Respecting patient autonomy while determining what is in 
their best interest can be challenging, especially when patients 
are unable to communicate their preferences. Nurses must 
navigate situations where patient wishes may conflict with 
medical recommendations or family desires.

In times of scarcity, such as during a pandemic or major 
disaster, critical care nurses may face ethical dilemmas 
regarding the allocation of limited resources, such as 
ventilators or ICU beds. These decisions involve weighing the 
needs of individual patients against the needs of the broader 
population. Family members may have conflicting views 
about the appropriate course of treatment, leading to ethical 
dilemmas for nurses who must mediate between medical 
recommendations and family expectations. Determining when 
care becomes futile—that is, when it no longer provides benefit 
or aligns with the patient’s goals—can be an ethical challenge. 
Nurses must assess whether continued interventions are in line 
with the patient’s values and desired outcomes.

Key ethical dilemmas and case studies
Mr. Thompson, a 72-year-old man with advanced cancer, is 
admitted to the ICU with severe respiratory distress. The medical 

team believes that aggressive interventions may prolong his 
life but will not significantly improve his quality of life. Mr. 
Thompson has previously expressed a desire to avoid extreme 
measures but is now unable to communicate his wishes.

The nursing team faces the challenge of honoring Mr. 
Thompson’s previously expressed wishes while addressing the 
immediate demands of his critical condition. This case, nurses 
should consult with the patient’s family and the healthcare 
team to clarify Mr. Thompson’s values and preferences. 
Involving an ethics committee or palliative care specialist 
may also provide guidance on aligning care with the patient’s 
goals. Ms. Garcia, a 45-year-old woman with severe sepsis, 
requests to discontinue all medical treatments and return home 
despite medical advice indicating that treatment is necessary 
for survival. Her family is divided, with some supporting her 
decision and others urging the continuation of aggressive 
care. Nurses must balance Ms. Garcia’s autonomy with their 
professional obligation to provide care that they believe is in 
her best interest. How should they approach her request in light 
of conflicting opinions from her family and healthcare team? 
Nurses should engage in open and empathetic discussions 
with Ms. Garcia to understand her reasoning and ensure 
that her decision is informed and voluntary. They must also 
consider the potential impact of her decision on her family and 
the ethical implications of honoring her wishes.

Resource allocation: The Case of triage during a 
pandemic
During a severe pandemic, the ICU is overwhelmed with 
patients, and there are not enough ventilators to meet the 
demand. The nursing team is tasked with making decisions 
about who receives a ventilator and who does not. Nurses must 
make difficult decisions about allocating limited resources in 
a way that is fair and ethical. Should they prioritize patients 
based on their likelihood of survival, age, or other factors? 
Establishing clear, transparent criteria for triage is essential. 
Nurses should work with the healthcare team and ethics 
committees to develop and apply these criteria consistently. 
It’s also important to communicate decisions clearly and 
compassionately to patients and their families.

Strategies for navigating ethical dilemmas

Many hospitals have ethics committees that provide guidance 
on complex ethical issues. Nurses can seek input from 
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these committees to ensure that decisions are made with 
consideration of ethical principles and institutional policies. 
Encouraging patients to complete advance directives and 
discuss their wishes with their families can help guide decision-
making in critical situations. Nurses should review and respect 
these documents when making ethical decisions. Collaborating 
with other healthcare professionals, including physicians, 
social workers, and chaplains, can provide a comprehensive 
perspective on ethical dilemmas. This team approach ensures that 
multiple viewpoints are considered. Effective communication 
with patients and their families is crucial in addressing ethical 
dilemmas. Nurses should use empathy and clarity to discuss 
difficult topics, provide information, and support patients and 
families in making informed decisions. Nurses should engage in 
self-reflection and seek support from colleagues or mental health 
professionals to process their own emotional responses to ethical 
dilemmas. This self-care is important for maintaining their well-
being and professional effectiveness.

Conclusion
Ethical dilemmas in critical care nursing are complex and 
multifaceted, requiring nurses to balance competing values and 
interests while providing compassionate care. By navigating 
these dilemmas with a focus on patient-centered care, clear 
communication, and collaboration with interdisciplinary 
teams, nurses can address ethical challenges with integrity 
and empathy. As the field of critical care continues to evolve, 
ongoing education and reflection on ethical practices will 
remain essential for ensuring that patient care is guided by the 
highest ethical standards.
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