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Abstract

Background: Nurses have critical roles and responsibilities during the COVIBL9 pandemic. They may face ethical issues due
to exposure to new illnesses and a lack of experience in these new situations.

Aims: The present study aims to qualitatively investigate the ethical challenges of Iranian nurses during the CO\U® pandemic.
Methods: In this qualitative, semistructured individual interviews were conducted with 15 nurses working in COVID-19 wards
from a hospital in Yazd, Iranfrom February 2020to April 2021. Data analysis was conducted by thematic analysis techniques.
Results: During the analysis, five themes were generated including ethical principles, ethical decisiomrmaking, educational
challenges, communicdion challenges, and workplace challenges.

Conclusion: The current findings demonstrated that frontline nurses at COVIEL9 wards experienced their work as challenging
and with much uncertainty at the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak. It seemed as if traling programs in advance could help

reduce this uncertainty.
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Introduction

In late December 2019, a new coronavirus, called SARS-
CoV-2, triggered an outbreak of a new viral pneumonitis
called COVID-19 in Wuhan, China. It spread rapidly
throughout the world, posing significant threats to global
health structures and society."*

Hospitals had to quickly adapt to manage a significantly
increased admission of severely ill patients with a
condition not wholly understood by the medical
profession. In pandemics like this, nurses and other health
professionals are on the frontline in the fight against the
disease. As frontline workers, nurses may face ethical
challenges due to, exposure to new illnesses, and lack of
experience in new situations.>”

The COVID-19 outbreak has caused nurses to face new
ethical challenges in their daily healthcare duties.® The

expression “ethical challenges” mainly refers to ethical

dilemmas and ethical conflicts as well as other scenarios
where difficult choices have to be made.”

Bahadori Jahromi and Alizadeh,? investigate the ethical
challenge in Mining engineering and found justice as one
of the ethical challenges in the engineering system. In
another study, Heydari and Meshkin Yazd® highlighted
many key ethical challenges experienced in the healthcare
profession, including autonomy, avoidance of damage,
usefulness, equality, moral uncertainty, moral distress,
ethical communication and

tension, professional,

educational challenges.

Objectives
The aim of this study was to qualitatively investigate the
ethical challenges of Iranian nurses during the COVID-19

pandemic.
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Methods

The present study is a qualitative study that used
thematic analysis techniques to analyze the data from
researchers' structured interviews. Thematic analysis is
the process of identifying patterns or themes within
qualitative data. The research area of the study includes
nurses who work in COVID-19 wards in Yazd City, Iran,
from February 2020 to April 2021. Sample selection was
ongoing until researchers considered data adequate.

Fifteen nurses were randomly selected for the interview.
The interview process consisted of eight systematic steps
as follows:

1) Developing interview: This involved developing
interview questions and protocol design to answer the
clinical question ‘What are the ethical challenges in the
nursing profession during the COVID-19 pandemic’. A
critical review of previous literature was done in the
process of question selection.

2) Conducting a pilot interview: A pilot interview was
conducted to ensure that the protocols were clear, concise,
and appropriate. It was also helpful for the authors to
understand the possible challenges and develop the
necessary skills to conduct the interviews.

3) Determining sample size: In qualitative research,
interview sample size mainly depends on data saturation,
characterized by commonalities in interviewees'
responses. Here, a sample size of 15 has been collected.

4) Conducting interviews: 15 interviews were conducted
from February 2020 to April 2021. The average interview
time was 48 minutes. The interviews were recorded using
a voice recorder to allow retrospective analysis with
permission.

5) Transcribing interview data: Interview records were

transferred to a computer via audio files, then transcribed
into written transcripts in Farsi.

6) Translating interview data: All written transcripts in
Farsi were translated into English for further analysis.
These translations were exported to NVivo 12 Pro
software.

7) Analyzing interview data: A structured thematic
analysis was conducted. The thematic analysis consists of
six phases: familiarization, coding, generating themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and
writing up. In this analysis, coding is the most crucial
phase used to generate a list of phenomena that have
implications for the research objectives.

8) Reporting findings: This paper discusses and reports all
findings.

Table-1. Demographic data of the interviewees (15 nurses)

Gender Education level
Female 7 Graduate 6
Male 4 Post-graduate 5

Education

Management 4

Non-management 7

In the present study, the inter-coder reliability
agreement method was used to calculate the interviews'
reliability. To this end, a university lecturer who was well
versed in the research subject was asked to participate in
this research as a research collaborator (coder).

The researchers and the research collaborator coded
three interviews. Using the equation-1, the percentage of
inter-coder reliability agreement was calculated.

According to Table 2, the two coders' reliability for the
study's interviews, using the mentioned equation, is equal
to 82%. Given that the reliability rate is more than 60%,

inter-coder reliability has been confirmed for this study.'

Equation-1: Percentage of inter-coder reliability agreement = Number of contracts x2 x100%

Total number of codes

Table-2. Calculation of reliability between the two coders

Item Interview code  Number of codes = Number of agreements  Reliability between coders (Percentage)
1 S3 22 9 82
2 S5 29 11 76
3 S9 21 3 89
Total 72 29 80
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Results

After conducting and transcription the interviews, each
interview was given a number. The thematic analysis
method, was used to analyze the text. Based on this,
researchers selected relevant information in pursuit of
answering the clinical question. The selected qualitative
data were then coded. Data encoding was performed
according to the interview and the corresponding
numbers. After coding, the researchers selected a tag for
each of the codes and put together a set of sub-themes
deemed to complement the core themes. An overview of

the data analysis process is shown in Figure 1.

Main themes > Sub-themes > Preliminary codes
Figure-1. Data analysis process

Due to the high volume of data, a breakdown of all codes
is not provided. The method of extracting one of the main
themes is presented in Table 3.

Given that the repetition of the preliminary codes
extracted from the primarily interviews indicates their
importance, their frequency is given in Table 4. The final

results are also shown in Table 5.

Table-3. An example of the primary themes extraction process

Core theme Sub-themes Quotes
Weak In the current situation of the COVID-19 crisis, the necessary arrangements must
curriculumand be made for nurses' training to perform duties without stress. However,
emphasis on unfortunately, the emphasis is still on traditional practice.
Communication traditional A significant challenge in the COVID-19 crisis is the lack of educational programs.
Challenge education
Lack of Newcomers to the nursing profession begin working without familiarity with the
implementation healthcare system and management.
of socialization =~ Many nurses are unfamiliar with new physicians who have entered the hospital.
Inadequacyof ~ Unfortunately, the situation is such that the issue being taught is not commensurate
educational with its tools.

facilities and
equipment

The necessary equipment for training is not available in the hospital or it will not be
adequately used.

The insufficient
ability of
instructors

Coaching means the ability to articulate issues and provide solutions that are rarely
seen in the current situation.

Unfortunately, there are no qualified instructors in the training classes.

Table-4. Frequency of code repetition (sub-themes)

Basic codes

Basic codes Frequency of

code repetition

Frequency of
code repetition

Far-sightedness 3 Conscious satisfaction 3
Teamwork 4 Conscious support 7
Heterogeneity of ethical behavior 3 Confidentiality 1
Ethical conflict 2 Honesty 6
Ethical regret 3 Loyalty 2
Ethical tickle 4 Respect for human dignity 5
Weak curriculum and emphasis on 3 Distributive justice 2
traditional education
Lack of implementation of social 3 Normative commitment 2
socialization
Inadequate facilities and equipment for 4 Being responsive 3
training
The insufficient ability of educators Work conscience 3
Weaknesses in clinical education programs 5 Self-control 1
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Communication challenges between nurse 3 Good behavior 6

and patient

Communication challenges between nurse 2 Being open to criticism 7

and physician

Communication challenges between nurse 4 Gaining God's pleasure 2

and nurse

Communication challenges between nurse 4 Work order 4

and patient relatives

Communication challenges between nurse 1 Preservation of human dignity 9

and the outside workplace

Interaction between individual values versus 3 Observance of formal and informal 4

work values norms

Failure in team cooperation and work 2 Servant leadership 3

Inappropriate organizational structure Avoid harmful behaviors 12

Lack of support from managers 9 Apply the necessary accuracy, skills, 8
and knowledge

Wrong professional-social identity of the 3 Healthy competition 14

nurse

Table-5. Main themes and breakdown of subthemes

Main themes

Sub-themes

Ethical principles

Conscious satisfaction, conscious support, confidentiality, honesty, loyalty, respect for human
dignity, justice, normative commitment, being responsive, work conscience, self-control, being
open to criticism, gaining God's pleasure, work order, preservation of human dignity,
observance of formal and informal norms, servant leadership, avoidance of moral corruption,
apply necessary accuracy, skills, and knowledge, healthy competition, foresight, teamwork.

Ethical decision making

Heterogeneity of ethical behavior, ethical conflict, moral regret, ethical tickle

Educational challenge

Weak curriculum and emphasis on traditional education, Lack of socialization, inadequate
facilities and equipment for teaching, instructors™ insufficient capability, and weakness in
clinical curriculum.

Communication challenge

Communication challenges between nurse and patient, communication challenges between

nurse and physicians, communication challenges between nurse and colleagues,
communication challenges between nurse and patient relatives, communication challenges

between nurse and other nurses in other hospitals.

Workplace challenge Interaction between personal values versus work values, Failure in teamwork, inappropriate
organizational structure, Lack of support from managers, Inappropriate professional-social
identity of the nurse

Discussion responsible in the nursing profession allows nurses'

Here from the interviewees' point of view, the ethical
challenges that have been most experienced by Iranian

nurses during the COVID-19 pandemic are presented.

Ethical principles

One of the ethical challenges in nursing during the
COVID-19 pandemic is the maintenance of ethical
principles. Nurses' application of ethical principles has
several significant advantages, including combining moral

logic and practice in facing ethical challenges. Being

accountability for their decisions and actions, which, if not
guided properly, can lead to ethical challenges. In
confirmation of this study's findings, key ethical points
have been highlighted in other studies, such as Larkin et
al.,” which emphasized avoiding harm to the patient.
Heydari and Meshkin Yazd® have also mentioned themes
such as independence, avoidance of harm to the patient,
usefulness, and equality. The concept of consciousness in

satisfaction of Azadian and Momen Nasab'! also aligns
with the present study's findings. Some -
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