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ABSTRACT

Experiencing ethical challenges in clinical nursing is acommon
phenomenon. When caring for older adults, nurses frequently encounter complex clinical
and ethical challenges. These include patients being discharged against medical advice, end-
of-life decision-making, care neglect, and systemic constraints such as shortages of staffing,
equipment, and time. Given the phenomenon of population aging and the importance of
ethical principles in elderly care, the present study aimed to review ethical challenges in

caring for older adults.
S EESERERVETBEE This narrative review was conducted by searching GoogleScholar,

Psyclnfo, PubMed, ScienceDirect as well as Persian databases including Irandoc, Magiran,
and SID. The search spanned the period from 2017 to 2025 using the keywords “ethical
challenge,” ““ethical dilemma,” and “elderly.” Studies were included if participants were aged
65 years or older. Exclusion criteria comprised studies lacking relevance to the research
objectives or those for which the full text was unavailable. Ultimately, a total of 10 articles
met these criteria and were included in the data extraction process.

Overall, nine major ethical challenges in elderly care were identified: autonomy and
self-care, decision-making and informed consent, collaboration with relatives, direct
caregiving for older adults, ageism, human resources, value and respect, justice in care, and
financial support.

The results of this study demonstrated that significant ethical challenges exist in
elderly care, which affect not only the quality of nursing care but also the improvement and
promotion of older adults’ health. Therefore, it is essential that elderly care be grounded in
respect, preservation of human dignity, and adherence to ethical principles.

N Ethical challenges, Ethical dilemmas, Nursing care, Older adults, Narrative
review.
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Introduction
xperiencing ethical challenges in clinical
nursing is common (2). Nursing ethics is a
branch of bioethics that discusses the issues
that nurses face in practice. Since nursing and
health care are based on ethical principles,
understanding ethical principles is an
important part of the nursing profession (11, 12). The
elderly are the largest consumers of health services in
societies and are hospitalized more than any other age
groups. On the other hand, caring for them requires special
attention to ethical and legal issues (10). Common issues
in the ethical field include peace, confidentiality, informed
consent, safety, and security, which are directly related to
the degree of trust and satisfaction of patients in receiving
health services. Therefore, the existence of a positive and
trusting relationship between clients and service providers
according to the code of ethics will be necessary (14).
Considering the phenomenon of population aging and the
importance of ethical principles in caring for them, the
present study aimed to review ethical challenges in taking
care of older adults.

Methods

This narrative review was conducted by searching
GoogleScholar, Psyclnfo, PubMed, ScienceDirect as well
as Persian databases including Irandoc, Magiran, and SID.
The search spanned the period from 2017 to 2025 using the
keywords “ethical challenge,” “ethical dilemma,” and
“elderly.” Studies were included if participants were aged
65 years or older. Exclusion criteria comprised studies
lacking relevance to the research objectives or those for
which the full text was unavailable. Ultimately, a total of
10 articles met these criteria and were included in the data
extraction process.

Results

This study investigated the ethical challenges associated
with geriatric care from the perspectives of nurses, patients,
and the healthcare system. Recurrent themes identified
across the reviewed literature were synthesized and
categorized into nine primary challenges: autonomy and
self-care, decision-making and informed consent,
collaboration with relatives, direct caregiving for older
adults, ageism, human resources, value and respect, justice
in care, and financial support. One of the most prominent
ethical challenges in taking care of older adults is balancing
patient autonomy with the necessity of ensuring safety—not
only for the patients themselves but also for their
caregivers—while implementing therapeutic measures that
do not compromise individual self-determination (22-24).
Professional misconduct towards the older adults by
healthcare workers has been reported as shouting, rudeness,
and even scolding the individual in front of others (22, 23,
29).

Conclusion

One of the most important challenges in care has been the
principle of independence and autonomy versus patient
safety. The principle of autonomy refers to the possibility
of self-government and following one’s own will in
decision-making (30). Today, in many countries around the
world, the approach of age-friendly cities and hospitals is
increasing, but in Iran, despite the increasing elderly

population, the infrastructure has not been developed in
terms of treatment, physical environment, or policy.
Hospitals are far from the criteria of an age-friendly
hospital, and urban spaces have not been adapted for an old
society. High-quality health care is an important factor in
the well-being of individuals (30). Older people, as
members of society, have the right to appropriate health
services; however, there is discrimination in the allocation
of available resources between young and older patients,
which leads to challenges in the justice of health care
provision.

Taking care of older people should not only be medically
effective, but also ethically responsible, ensuring that older
people are treated with the respect and fairness they
deserve (26). There is often a generational gap between
caregivers and older adults, such as differences in dress,
speech, and behavior.

Another important issue that challenges geriatric care is
the financial burden placed on older adults. Older people
often have difficulty obtaining medication, receiving or
continuing treatment, and insurance obligations, which
cause older people to forgo treatment (44).

One of the best ways to institutionalize ethical behavior
in the nursing profession is through clinical education.
Clinical education is an inseparable part of the nursing
profession and is the most important stage of nursing
education where every nursing student acquires their future
professional values and ethical principles. In Iran, the
nursing curriculum currently includes theoretical courses
such as adult and geriatric nursing, alongside professional
ethics. Furthermore, specialized academic pathways—
including Master’s degrees in geriatric nursing and
gerontology, as well as doctoral programs—are designed
to equip nurses with the knowledge required for ethical
elderly care. Nevertheless, a significant gap remains
between these theoretical frameworks and clinical practice.
Given that these topics are predominantly addressed in
postgraduate curricula, there is a critical need to shift the
focus of undergraduate nursing education. Rather than
relying solely on theoretical instruction, curricula should
prioritize clinical training specifically designed to foster
ethical and competent care for older adults.
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