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Abstract: 

Problem: The experience of violence in healthcare environments raises ethical questions 
about the duty to provide care, when it is impossible to provide quality care and remain 
safe while doing so. Although there is much research on workplace violence, little 
examines the ethical considerations facing nurses in managing it. 

Objective: This study aims to establish a theoretical understanding of the moral dilemmas 
that arise when nurses encounter workplace violence. I consider what ethical decisions 
nurses face, and what factors into decisions about the right course of action.  

Methods: This qualitative study using constructivist grounded theory comprised thematic 
analysis of individual interviews with 45 Canadian nurses. nVivo supported analysis of 
interview data. 

Results and findings: Participants’ experiences navigating violence-related ethical 
dilemmas balanced the mutual vulnerabilities of nurse and patient. Themes identified 
included managing exposure to violence, and balancing vulnerabilities. Preliminary 
findings from this study suggest that decisions coalesce on a spectrum of options ranging 
from remaining in the situation to get the job done, shifting the dynamic by pausing care, or 
leaving the situation entirely. Considerations that factor into these decisions are explored. 
The intent of this work is to develop tools and strategies for reducing the moral impact of 
violence in nursing practice. 

Significance: This study is the first to examine how nurses navigate the ethical elements of 
providing care to someone who is violent. Understanding nurses’ decisions and 
considerations in these situations provides the basis for further research to address the 
problem and manage the accompanying moral distress. 

 


