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ABSTRACT

Background and Aim: The global problem of nurse shortage refers to an imbalance between the supply of and
demand for nursing personnel. One of the major consequences of nurse shortages is the emergence of ethical
challenges in patient care. Ethical challenges arise when nurses are required to provide optimal care but are unable to
do so due to existing constraints. This study aimed to review ethical issues in patient care resulting from nurse
shortages and to identify potential strategies.

Methods: This narrative review was conducted in Iran in 2024. Data were collected through searches of national and
international databases, including Web of Science, PubMed, Google Scholar, SID and Magiran. The search utilized
Persian keywords, as well as their English equivalents (nurse shortage, workforce shortage, patient care, health
workforce, quality of healthcare, health services needs and demand, ethics, ethical and moral dilemmas), both
individually and in combination. The search was limited to studies published between 2000 and 2024. After
screening titles and abstracts and reviewing the full texts of selected articles, seven studies were included in the
review.

Ethical Considerations: Throughout all stages of this study, principles of academic integrity, honesty and proper
citation were strictly observed.

Results: Identified ethical issues included medication errors and adverse clinical events; balancing benefits and
harms for patients; limited communication and a reduction of care to routine tasks; neglect of ethical and humane
relationships; irritability and the transfer of negative emotions to patients and their families and feelings of guilt and
anxiety among nurses. Interventions targeting external factors-such as organizational policies and procedures-
alongside attention to internal or personal factors, including nurses’ professional experiences, were identified as
effective strategies to address these challenges.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that focused attention on key domains-including human resource management,
cost estimation and financial resource allocation, improvement of the work environment and working conditions,
support and empowerment of nurses, ethics-centered education and appropriate policymaking and planning-can
contribute significantly to addressing ethical issues in patient care arising from nurse shortages.
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