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Value conflict and ethical uncertainty
as perceived by home care nurses
providing palliative care to the elderly
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Abstract

This study sought to clarify the value conflict and ethical uncertainty that home care nurses providing

palliative care to the elderly faced in the process of ethical decision-making. We mailed out 1,018 self-
administered questionnaires between 1 June and 25 July 2014, and collected the responses via post. In all, we
received 719 responses (70.6% response rate), of which 698 were valid (valid response rate: 97.1%).
The questionnaire response relating to conflict and uncertainty of ethical values that had a high mean score
was “Uncertainty on how to achieve a balance between the wellbeing of the patient and the burden on family
members”. Meanwhile, the response with the lowest mean score was “Uncertainty on whether to administer pain
relief medication in response to patient and family requests when the patient is experiencing respiratory
distress”.

In providing palliative care to elderly patients, the home care nurses recognized the need for ethical
decision-making in circumstances where choices have to be made on life-sustaining medical procedures, and
circumstances where there is disparity and confusion in terms of sensitivity to priorities. In this latter
set of circumstances, recognition of the need for ethical decision-making was lower among highly-experienced

nurses.
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