
Working in healthcare, especially in nursing, exposes one to intense life events such as birth and death, often
leading to complex moral issues. One particularly complex area involving strong emotions and morals is
deciding when to end a life. Nurses, often at the patient's bedside offering both medical and emotional
support, are regularly involved in these discussions. They play an essential role in helping patients and their
families make difficult choices. This responsibility, combined with the need to respect a patient's
independence and right to make their own choices, creates even more ethical dilemmas.

Understanding End-of-Life Decisions

End-of-life decisions in nursing didn't take center stage until the late 20th century. Before then,
breakthroughs in medical technologies, from antibiotics to respirators, drove the healthcare system to focus
on prolonging life, often at the cost of patient comfort and dignity. The potential for prolonged suffering led
to public and professional reappraisal, marking the birth of the hospice movement in the 1960s and the first
living will introduced in 1969. The latter part of the 20th century saw the emergence of palliative care and a
stronger emphasis on patients’ autonomy. Thus, understanding end-of-life decisions became critically
important in nursing.

Understanding the Definition and Effects of End-of-Life Decisions

This could entail deciding on hospice care, managing pain, and using life support. Make sure to understand
the ethical sides of these decisions in nursing. It's vital for nurses to respect a patient’s right to decide on their
health. They also need to clearly explain the patient's condition and what possible outcomes may result from
their decisions. Nurses need to ensure these choices don't harm the patient and are for their benefit. They also
need to guarantee fair access to treatment and resources when making end-of-life decisions.

The Role and Importance of Nursing in End-of-Life Decision-Making

They are usually the healthcare professionals closest to the patient and understand their needs, concerns, and
desires. Make sure to represent the patient's interests, safeguarding their independence, dignity, and comfort
when they are nearing the end. It's their duty to take care of the patient and help in discussions about
treatment options, possible outcomes, and the patient's preferences between them and doctors. Nurses
provide guidance and emotional support to patients and their families during these challenging times. They
are crucial in carrying out advanced care plans and making sure patients' wishes are fulfilled. Thus, they play
a key role in helping to make end-of-life choices, embodying values like autonomy, doing good, and
avoiding harm.

Ethical Frameworks Guiding End-of-Life Decisions in Nursing

These decisions are based on two main ethical principles: deontological and consequentialist theories. The
deontological theory says that actions are right or wrong on their own, regardless of the result. Nurses
following this principle focus on loyalty, duty, and sticking to ethical rules. They respect the patient's
independence and their right to decide about treatment, even if it doesn't extend their life.

Look at the other ethical theory, consequentialism. This judges the rightness of an action based on its result
or consequence. In caring for terminally ill patients, a nurse might agree with a choice not to treat if it means
less suffering for the patient. This approach values easing suffering and preserving the quality of life more
than treatments aimed at living longer. But when managing end-of-life care, nurses must think about more
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than just these ethical principles.

Challenges Faced by Nurses in Making Ethical End-of-Life
Decisions

They also face some ethical difficulties on a regular basis when making end-of-life decisions. They often
must consider and balance their professional commitment to keep patients alive and the patient’s wish to die
with dignity. Nurses find it hard deciding whether to extend life by artificial methods, which may cause
unnecessary pain, or respect the patient's independence and give them the right to choose.

Communication issues are often tied to nurses' challenges. They must lead tough discussions between the
patient, medical team, and family members to agree on a final care plan. This involves empathy, slight detail,
and effective communication skills, which can sometimes drain them emotionally. Emotional fatigue can
further complicate decision-making, as they have to differentiate their emotional reactions from their
professional judgment.

Make sure to avoid letting emotional burnout influence professional decisions. Nurses may also feel moral
discomfort, particularly when they think the selected plan of action might not be in the patient's best interest.
This discomfort can be heightened due to the usually top-down approach in medical facilities, where nurses
might not be encouraged to express their ethical concerns boldly. The fourth level of difficulty could relate to
the cultural, religious, and personal beliefs of patients and their families.

Real-Life Examples of Ethical Dilemmas in End-of-Life Decision-
Making

The decision-making process can create conflict among patients, their relatives, and medical staff. Consider
these examples: The first case involves a 75-year-old man with terminal lung cancer who doesn't want life-
extending treatment, causing upset in his family. His family wants to go ahead with the treatment, saying that
his judgment is not sound due to his illness. The moral issue here: should we respect the patient's choice to
refuse treatment or listen to the family's request for treatment?

The second case involves an 88-year-old woman on the brink of death, who suffers from severe dementia. In
her will, she stated her wish for maintaining life as long as possible. Her nurse, however, thinks constant
treatment will only prolong her suffering, a belief her family shares. The ethical question here: Should we
follow her will or listen to the nurse's and family's opinion of stopping potentially distressful treatments? In
these situations, nurses need to stick to ethical guidelines and consider everyone's opinion.

Depending on each case, the patient's choice, preventing harm or suffering, doing good, and fairness may be
interpreted in different ways. Create an ethical decision-making plan to solve end-of-life moral problems.

Summing it All Up

Healthcare professionals need moral courage to make tough choices, striking a balance between required
medical care and respecting patient freedom. Understand and address these ethical challenges effectively,
which means you need training, empathy, strong communication, and team collaboration. It's highly
important to advocate for ethical guidelines and education as they help to sustain the delicate equilibrium
between supporting life and respecting the wish for a respectable death. Always focus on delivering
thorough, caring, and morally sound care to all patients, no matter the obstacles that end-of-life decisions
might bring.
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