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ABSTRACT

This hermeneutic phenomenological study aimed to describe and explain nurses’
experiences of ethical dilemmas and ethical decision making in providing care for patients during
the Tsunami disaster, southern Thailand. Participants included 10 female nurses working in
emergency room, in-patient care units, and operation room of a provincial hospital in southern
Thailand. Data were collected using in-depth interviews. Data were analyzed by modifying
Colazzi’s method (Colaizzi, 1978 cited by Polit, Beck & Hungler, 2001). The findings were as
follows:

Meanings of ethical dilemmas described by participants included: 1) an
emergency situation that needed to be resolved but could not be resolved, 2) a situation where it is
difficult to make decision but having to, and 3) a situation that induces frustration because of
uncertainty.

Ethical dilemmas experienced by participants were: 1) how to provide quality
nursing care under a critical situation and limitations, 2) too few personnel to save all patients, 3)
focusing on life saving under scarce resources that may violate patients’ rights, 4) too many
patients, how to promote patients’ best interest, 5) who should be the first priority under limited
time and resources and, 6) having to tell a lie for the patients’ best interest.

Participants reflected their feelings toward the ethical dilemmas as: 1) confused
and uncomfortable because of limited knowledge, experience and resources, 2) feel sad because
many patients were not helped, and 3) afraid that patients would be disappointed because of unmet

needs.
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Methods of ethical decision making were: 1) taking actions for patients’ best
interest, 2) discussing with others to find solutions, 3) deciding to follow the doctor even though
disagreeing, and 4) using practice guidelines of hospital to guide their decision.

Principles/reasons for ethical decision making were: 1) focusing on relationship
for cooperation, 2) caring as relatives, 3) responsibility, 4) concerning patients’ best interest, 5)
focusing on patient safety, 6) giving patient an equal share, 7) using principle of nursing care, 8)
focusing on patients’ rights, and 9) experience.

The results of this study provide important information regarding ethical
dilemmas and ethical decision making of nurses which can be used as baseline data and a
guideline to improve ethical decision-making skills of nurses in providing care for other disaster

patients.
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