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Ethics  

“Ethical Codes are systematic guidelines for 
shaping ethical behaviour that answer the 

normative questions of what beliefs and values 
should be morally accepted.” 
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Ethics
• No code can provide absolute or complete rules that are free of conflict and ambiguity. 

• Codes are unable to provide exact directives for moral reasoning and action in all situations.

• Virtue ethics is often referred to as better approach to ethics as emphasis is on a person’s 
character.

• Professional codes provide direction but do not eliminate moral dilemmas.

If a nurse or midwife is not of good character, the nurse or midwife cannot be 
depended on to act in good or moral ways even with professional codes as a guide. 
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Ethics
• The focus of the codes is on the importance of compassionate Patient care aimed at alleviating suffering. 

• The patient/woman is the central focus of the nurses and midwives work. 

• Nurses and midwives beliefs, grounded in good moral reasoning must guide actions even when other 
people challenge. 

• Without compromises to personal and professional values.

• Become comfortable with decision making processes that involve ethical issues/relationships and moral 
judgements.

• The codes provide excellent guidelines for self development. “I am a professional.. therefore 
what I do is professional”

Tschudin, 2006
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Ethics 
Nursing and midwifery boundaries and moral obligations of professionalism and 
practice have embedded in them the explicit or implied concepts of:

• Respect;
• Confidentiality;
• Moral courage;
• Cultural sensitivity;
• Power.
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Ethics 

Respect:
Honour the wholeness, the essence, and the uniqueness of the other.

Confidentiality:
Confidentiality is at the core of nurses and midwives establishing trusting relationships 
with other nurses and midwives, patients, families and others. 

Moral courage:
Overcoming fear by confronting an issue head on, especially when the issue is a 
conflict of the nurse or midwives’ core values and beliefs. 
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Ethics 

Cultural sensitivity: 
Basic knowledge of – and constructive attitudes toward – the health traditions 
observed among diverse cultural groups. 

ASK: Awareness, Sensitivity and Knowledge. 

Power:
The ability to influence persons, groups or communities by controlling the content of 
practice.

The nurse/midwife-to-patient relationship has infinite 
untold, unrealised, power.
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Nurse and midwife – Patient Relationship 

The nurse-client or midwife-woman relationship is 
professional and therapeutic. 

It ensures the client’s needs are first and foremost. 

It exists to meet the needs of the client, not the needs of the nurse or the midwife. 

It is always the nurse or midwife who is responsible for establishing and maintaining 
boundaries with clients, regardless of how the patient behaves.
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Professional Boundaries 
• There is a presumption that there is an inherent power imbalance in the relationship 

between a nurse or midwife and a patient/client.

• It is highly inappropriate to have a personal and/or sexual relationship with a person 
who you know as a result of your professional relationship. 

o See Principle 4: Professional behaviour of the 
Code of Conduct for Nurses / Code of Conduct for Midwives

• There is NO “expiration date” on when a person ceases to be a patient.

• Having an inappropriate relationship with a patient often results in a 
nurse or midwife losing their registration. 
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Professional Boundaries 

• It is highly inappropriate to receive gifts from patients or former patients. 

• If you are in a situation where you are asked to nurse someone with whom you have a 
pre-existing personal relationship then it is best to ask another nurse or midwife to 
care for that patient.

• For more information, read the NMBA - Guide to Professional Boundaries and CRNBC 
Nurse-Client Relationships.
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Crossing Boundaries

Some behaviours are unacceptable in relationships between nurses and midwives and 
their patients/clients.  

These behaviours clearly violate professional standards. 

Unacceptable behaviours include:
• Verbal;
• Physical;
• Sexual;
• Emotional; and 
• Financial abuse and neglect. 
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Crossing Boundaries

Abuse is a betrayal of trust or the misuse of the power imbalance between the nurse 
or midwife and the patient/client. 

It is unacceptable for nurses and midwives to engage in behaviours, or make remarks, 
toward clients that are perceived to be:

• Demeaning; 
• Seductive; 
• Insulting; 
• Exploitive; 
• Disrespectful; or 
• Humiliating.  

Actions that result in monetary or personal benefit to the 
nurse or midwife – or monetary or personal loss to the 

patient/client – are unacceptable. 
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Scenario – Professional Boundaries
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SCENARIO: Monetary gain or personal benefit

You are a single mother struggling to bring up three children. 

You are also one of five nurses in a small rural community. As a team, you are providing palliative 
support to a widow who has a live-in caregiver. Because you live closest, you visit most often. 

When she dies you learn she has a large estate and has left you $100,000. She has no relatives and 
has left the rest of her estate to charity. 

Your supervisor says you cannot accept the money, and your colleagues have all voiced strong 
opinions.

Nurse or midwife – Patient Relationship

14



SCENARIO: Caring for close friends or family

You are the triage nurse in a busy emergency department when a neighbour arrives with 
your 10-year-old child who has been hit by a car. 

He has blood on his face. When he sees you he starts sobbing and runs toward you. He is 
very worried you are going to be angry. 

Moments later an ambulance arrives with two major trauma victims.

Nurse or midwife – Patient Relationship
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NSWNMA Professional Assistance 

NSWNMA offers members assistance and advice with 
professional and practice issues. 

 Medications query or dilemma and need clarification on professional obligations

 Practice issue or medication issue and need to know your legal and professional obligations

 Legal advice and representation (for matters relating to your practice of nursing or midwifery)

 Professional representation and advice on professional standards, codes 
and guidelines 

www.nswnma.asn.au

16

http://www.nswnma.asn.au/

