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ABSTRACT

Background and Aim: Nurses frequently face ethical dilemmas when communicating with patients, particularly in
balancing truth-telling and compassion. A white lie is sometimes employed as a practical means to protect patients’
emotional well-being. This study aimed to provide a narrative review of white lies and to explore how nurses manage the
ethical tension between truth-telling and compassion in clinical practice.

Methods: This study was conducted as a narrative review synthesizing existing literature on the ethical implications of
white lies in nursing between April and July 2025. The search was performed in Persian databases, including SID and
Magiran and international databases, including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar search engine.
Keywords used were “white lies in nursing”, “therapeutic deception”, “therapeutic privilege”, “ethics of compassion”,
“truth-telling”, “honesty”, “pragmatic ethics” and “compassion vs. truth-telling”, as well as their Persian equivalents.
These terms were searched individually and/or in combination using Boolean operators (AND/OR) without time
restrictions. After retrieving and screening the articles according to inclusion and exclusion criteria and standard reporting
checklists, data were analyzed using the narrative synthesis approach.

Ethical Considerations: All ethical principles of review research, including authenticity of sources, honesty and academic
integrity, were strictly observed.

Results: The main findings of this narrative review were categorized into five thematic areas: 1- Ethical tension between
honesty and compassion in nursing care; 2- The strong influence of culture and family structure on truth disclosure; 3- The
use of white lies as a therapeutic and compassionate practice; 4- The necessity of adopting pragmatic ethical approaches; 5-
The lack of targeted education and clear policies leads to individual decision-making and moral distress among nurses.
Conclusion: The use of white lies in nursing represents a complex ethical practice grounded in pragmatic care. Developing
clearer guidelines and educational programs can support nurses in balancing truth-telling and compassion while
maintaining respect for patients’ dignity.
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