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 Editorial 

Health Care Ethics and Legal Issues: Navigating the Complexities of Nursing 

Practice 

Maintaining the balance between healthcare 

ethics and legal issues in nursing practice is a 

challenging task that requires careful 

consideration and ongoing education. Nurses are 

not only the frontline collaborative care 

providers in the interdisciplinary healthcare 

system but also key advocates for patients. To 

play such multiple roles in the complex 

healthcare environment evolving with 

technological advancement, understanding the 

ethical and legal frameworks that guide nursing 

practice is essential. This understanding is a vital 

requirement for transforming nursing knowledge 

into practice for ensuring high-quality care, 

protecting patient rights, and upholding the 

standards of nursing practice.  

The basic principles of healthcare ethics; 

autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and 

justice serve as a moral guide for nurses steering 

the complex patient care situations. Autonomy 

emphasizes the individuals’ right to make 

informed decisions about their care. While 

beneficence underscores the nurses’ 

responsibility to act in the best interest of the 

patient, non-maleficence stresses that harm be 

avoided during client care. Finally, justice 

demands fairness in the allocation of resources 

and providing care. 

As an example, nurses have to deal with the 

ethical dilemmas surrounding end-of-life 

decisions. When a patient chooses to refuse life-

sustaining treatment, the nurse must respect the 

patient’s autonomy, yet she/he may feel an inner 

struggle between professional responsibility and 

personal values and the emotional aspect of 

witnessing a patient's decline. The nurse's role 

here is to advocate for the patient's rights while 

remaining compassionate and understanding. 

While ethical considerations are deeply rooted 

from personal values and professional 

obligations, the legal aspects of nursing practice 

are defined based on laws, regulations, and 

institutional policies. The nurse’s legal 

responsibilities are grounded in the duty to 

provide safe, competent care while adhering to 

standards defined by governing bodies, such as 

professional nurses’ associations and nursing 

councils. Nurses must ensure they work within 

their scope of practice as defined by law and 

authority, and compatible with the skills, 

knowledge, and functions within their expected 

competency levels that they are legally allowed 

to perform. 

Legal issues in nursing often present with 

malpractice, negligence, informed consent, and 

breaching patient confidentiality (Aliakbari, et 

al., 2015; Griffith, & Tengnah, 2023). 

Malpractice occurs when a nurse fails to provide 

the standard of care expected in a given situation, 

leading to harm or injury to a patient. 

Negligence, though similar, refers to the failure 

to exercise the level of care a reasonable person 

would under similar circumstances, whether 

intentional or not. Informed consent is another 

critical area of legal concern, particularly in 

cases involving treatment plans, procedures, or 

participation in clinical trials research. Nurses 

must ensure that patients fully understand the 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.4038/sljn.v3i2.66



 

2 

Sri Lankan Journal of Nursing 

 

 

risks, benefits, and alternatives before giving 

consent for nursing interventions. 

Ethical obligations and legal mandates can be in 

conflict. A nurse may face a situation where 

providing ethically sound care could potentially 

violate legal guidelines. One example situation 

is the issue of patient autonomy in cases 

involving a teenage child, where a nurse may be 

ethically bound to support a teenager’s decision 

regarding their health, but the law may require 

parental consent for certain treatments, creating 

a moral and legal dilemma. 

As the healthcare context evolves and shifts 

especially with advances in medical technology 

and digital health, new ethical and legal 

challenges are emerging. Such a critical situation 

requires nurses to be not only knowledgeable in 

ethical reasoning but also well-informed on legal 

aspects and institutional policies, and local and 

national level regulations. The rapid 

development of healthcare technologies presents 

both opportunities and challenges. Telehealth, 

electronic health records (EHRs), and artificial 

intelligence (AI) are changing how care is 

delivered, raising new questions about data 

privacy, patient consent, and the role of nurses in 

an increasingly digital healthcare system. These 

innovations demand an updated understanding 

of both ethical principles and legal standards. 

Nurses must adapt to these changes while 

ensuring patient care remains compassionate, 

safe, and legally compliant. 

Moreover, as members of a regulated profession 

with standardized practice, nurses must also be 

accountable for their actions. This includes being 

vigilant about adhering to both ethical standards 

and legal requirements in everyday practice. For 

instance, maintaining patient confidentiality is 

not just an ethical responsibility, it is a legal 

action governed by laws. Nurses who fail to 

comply with these standards not only risk the 

trust of their patients but also face legal 

repercussions. 

Given the rapidly evolving nature of healthcare, 

continuing education is crucial. Nurses must not 

only stay up to date on the latest legal and ethical 

frameworks but also engage in reflective 

practice, examining how their personal values 

and professional obligations intersect in their 

daily work. Hospitals and healthcare 

organizations must prioritize training on both 

ethical and legal issues for nursing staff, 

ensuring they are well-equipped to handle 

complex situations in their practice. 

Moreover, fostering a culture of open dialogue 

and support among nurses, legal advisors, and 

persons specialized in ethics (ethicists) are 

essential for creating an environment where 

ethical dilemmas and legal concerns can be 

addressed collaboratively. This collective 

approach will help ensure that nurses are not left 

to navigate these complexities alone. 

As the profession continues to evolve, nurses 

must navigate the complexities of these two 

domains with professionalism, integrity, and 

compassion. By understanding and applying 

ethical principles, adhering to legal standards, 

and advocating for patient rights, nurses play a 

pivotal role in shaping the future of healthcare. 

As healthcare professionals, it is our 

responsibility to continuously educate ourselves, 

stay informed, and engage in dialogue to better 

serve our patients and uphold the values of our 

profession. 
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