
3Rev Bras Enferm [Internet]. 2018;71(1):3-10. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/0034-7167-2016-0565

RESEARCH

Terezinha Nunes da SilvaI, Maria Eliane Moreira FreireII, Monica Ferreira de VasconcelosI, 
Sergio Vital da Silva JuniorIII, Wilton José de Carvalho SilvaIII, Patrícia da Silva AraújoI, Allan Victor Assis EloyI

I Universidade Federal da Paraíba, Health Sciences Center, Lauro Wanderley University Hospital. João Pessoa, Paraíba, Brazil.
II Universidade Federal da Paraíba, Center for Health Sciences, Department of Clinical Nursing. João Pessoa, Paraíba, Brazil.

III Universidade Federal da Paraíba, Undergraduate Program in Nursing. João Pessoa, Paraíba, Brazil. 
 

How to cite this article:
Silva TN, Freire MEM, Vasconcelos MF, Silva Jr SV, Silva WJC, Araújo PS, et al. Deontological aspects of the nursing 

profession: understanding the code of ethics. Rev Bras Enferm [Internet]. 2018;71(1):3-10. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/0034-7167-2016-0565

Submission: 12-08-2016          Approval: 03-06-2017

ABSTRACT
Objective: to investigate nursing professionals’ understanding concerning the Code of Ethics; to assess the relevance of the Code of 
Ethics of the nursing profession and its use in practice; to identify how problem-solving is performed when facing ethical dilemmas 
in professional practice. Method: exploratory descriptive study, conducted with 34 (thirty-four) nursing professionals from a teaching 
hospital in João Pessoa, PB - Brazil. Results: four thematic categories emerged: conception of professional ethics in nursing practice; 
interpretations of ethics in the practice of care; use of the Code of Ethics in the professional practice; strategies for solving ethical 
issues in the professional practice. Final considerations: some of the nursing professionals comprehend the meaning coherently; 
others have a limited comprehension, based on jargon. Therefore, a deeper understanding of the text contained in this code is 
necessary so that it can be applied into practice, aiming to provide a quality care that is, above all, ethical and legal. 
Descriptors: Ethics; Ethics Professional; Codes of Ethics; Ethical Theory; Nursing.

RESUMO
Objetivo: verifi car o entendimento de profi ssionais de enfermagem acerca do Código de Ética; averiguar a relevância do Código de 
Ética para os profi ssionais de enfermagem e sua utilização na prática; identifi car como se dá a resolutividade diante de dilemas éticos 
na prática profi ssional. Método: estudo exploratório, descritivo, envolvendo 34 (trinta e quatro) profi ssionais de enfermagem de um 
hospital universitário em João Pessoa-PB. Resultados: emergiram quatro categorias temáticas: concepção do saber ético profi ssional 
no exercício da enfermagem; inferências éticas do profi ssional na prática assistencial; utilização do Código de Ética no exercício 
profi ssional; estratégias resolutivas dos imbróglios éticos no exercício profi ssional. Considerações fi nais: parte dos profi ssionais de 
enfermagem apreende, de forma coerente, seu signifi cado; outros, apresentam compreensão fragilizada e permeada de jargões. 
Nesse sentido, é imprescindível haver maior compreensão das diretrizes contidas nesse código, para que ele seja aplicado na prática 
assistencial com o intuito de ofertar cuidados de qualidade e, sobretudo, com respaldo ético e legal. 
Descritores: Ética; Ética Profi ssional; Código de Ética; Deontologia; Enfermagem.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Comprobar el entendimiento de los profesionales de enfermería acerca del Código de Ética; averiguar la relevancia 
del Código de Ética de los profesionales de enfermería y su utilización en la práctica; identifi car la mecánica de resolución 
de los dilemas éticos en la práctica profesional. Método: estudio exploratorio, descriptivo, involucrando 34 (treinta y cuatro) 
profesionales de enfermería de un hospital universitario en João Pessoa, Paraíba. Resultados: han surgido cuatro categorías 
temáticas: concepción del saber ético profesional en el ejercicio de la enfermería; inferencias éticas del profesional en la práctica 

Deontological aspects  of the nursing profession: 
understanding the code of ethics 

Vivencia deontológica de la enfermería: develando el código de ética profesional

Vivência deontológica da enfermagem: desvelando o código de ética profi ssional
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INTRODUCTION

Nursing is an interdisciplinary field that contributes to the 
promotion of health and the prevention of diseases, aiming to 
deliver assistance with no damage caused by malpractice, neg-
ligence or recklessness and to comply and demand compliance 
with ethical principles and laws that regulate the profession. 

It is important to emphasize that Nursing has its own body 
of scientific and technical knowledge, built and reproduced 
by a set of social, ethical and political practices carried out 
through teaching, research and care. Its objectives are accom-
plished by providing services to the person, the family and 
the community, within their life context and circumstances(1). 

Nursing professionals are historically known for their car-
ing and compassionate attitude towards suffering patients, 
but they are also acknowledged for their success in the battle 
for rights and for having their space recognized among oth-
er health professionals. However, they are still advancing in 
some aspects regarding respect in the work environment, at-
titude towards ethical conflicts and personal positions. 

In Brazil, discussions about Nursing ethics arose in 1951 and 
started increasing in 1955. The first Nursing Code of Ethics, ap-
proved in 1958, was developed by religious nurses who aimed 
to achieve more security in the professional practice, following 
the regulation of different occupations. As the codes of ethics 
are part of the legislation that regulates the profession, its prin-
ciples have force of law and its violations can be punished(2).

In nursing practice, the professionals often face situations 
in which they must choose between two or more alternatives. 
For this, reflection, discussion and advisement are necessary, 
considering the specific knowledge, values, ethical and legal 
principles and the norms or rules of conduct intrinsic to the 
profession. The decisions taken in the health area practice im-
ply interventions on other human beings, often in situations of 
frailty and/or vulnerability(3).

In addition of having technical knowledge, nursing profes-
sionals must have an ethical commitment and to be in constant 
search for updating themselves to avoid iatrogenesis in their pro-
fessional practice. Therefore, it is imperative that nursing profes-
sionals are familiar with the ethical, civil and penal responsibili-
ties of their professional actions and also with their rights and 
duties, in order to avoid negligence, malpractice or recklessness. 
The empowerment of nursing as a profession and a science re-
lies on the apprehension and practical use of this knowledge.

Therefore, this study aims to expand the debate about the 
Nursing Code of Ethics, highlighting its relevance to guide the 
professional in their practice as a member of the healthcare team, 

and to stimulate the promotion of actions to meet the ethical de-
mands for the health assistance provided to the Brazilian popula-
tion. Therefore, this study intends to defend a nursing care that is 
safe, competent, humanized and aware of its rights and duties.

OBJECTIVE

To investigate nursing professionals’ understanding con-
cerning the Code of Ethics; to assess the relevance of the Code 
of Ethics for nursing professionals and its use in practice; to 
identify how problem-solving is performed when facing ethi-
cal dilemmas in professional practice. 

METHOD

Ethical aspects
Throughout the development of this study, the ethical prin-

ciples established in Resolution 466/2012 of the National 
Health Council(4) were followed. The research protocol was 
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Lauro Wan-
derley Teaching Hospital, Federal University of Paraiba. 

Study type
This is an exploratory study, which allows the researcher 

to define the research problem and to choose the most appro-
priate techniques for the investigation(5), with qualitative ap-
proach, aiming to understand the social dynamics that cannot 
be quantified within the explanation of the beliefs, aspirations 
and values and to allow a better understanding of feelings(6).

Methodological procedures 
A structured questionnaire with open and close-ended 

questions was used to assess data on the characterization of 
the participants, such as: age, gender, marital status, profes-
sional training, function, time of practice and data related to 
the specific objectives of the study. 

Study setting
The study was conducted with professionals from the nursing 

team of a teaching hospital in the city of João Pessoa. The hos-
pital, considered a reference institution in the state of Paraíba, 
offers specialized consultations in the ambulatory service and 
assistance in several clinics in the hospitalization area. 

Data source
A non-probabilistic sampling technique was used, selecting 

the participants by availability(7). The sample consisted of 34 
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asistencial; utilización del Código de Ética en el ejercicio profesional; estrategias resolutivas de los embrollos (imbroglios) éticos 
en el ejercicio profesional. Consideraciones finales: parte de los profesionales de enfermería aprehende, de forma coherente, su 
significado; otros presentan una comprensión fragilizada y permeada de jergas. Por esta razón, es imprescindible que haya una 
mejor comprensión de las directivas contenidas en este código, para poder aplicarlo en la práctica asistencial con el intuito de 
ofrecer cuidados de calidad con respaldo ético y legal.
Descriptores: Ética; Ética Profesional; Código de Ética; Deontología; Enfermería.
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(thirty four) nursing professionals who met the following inclu-
sion criteria: belong to one of the nursing professional catego-
ries and be working in the institution during the period of data 
collection. The professionals who were members of the hospi-
tal’s Nursing Ethics Board (CEEn) and/or those who developed 
any activity in the Regional Nursing Council of Paraíba were 
excluded from the sample. It is appropriate to mention that their 
consent was obtained through a Consent Form. To ensure their 
anonymity, they were randomly assigned from R01 to R34.

Data collection and organization
Data collection took place from April to May 2015, when 

the participants that were already informed about the study 
received the form and, within a period of 48 to 72 hours, filled 
and returned it to the researchers. The data were transcribed, 
organized into a table and subjected to critical reading. 

Data analysis
The objective data were tabulated using Microsoft Excel® 

and analyzed descriptively using frequency distribution. The 
subjective data were analyzed qualitatively, through the tech-
nique of content analysis(8), based on the responses collected. 
First, the transcripts of the statements of the participants were 
read, then the data and the arguments related to the objec-
tive of the study were selected. In order to understand the 
core meaning of the participants’ answers, considering the fre-
quency of data that give meaning to the object analyzed, the 
analysis followed the steps of pre-analysis, exploration of the 
material, treatment of results and interpretation. 

After the analysis of the data, four categories emerged: Cat-
egory I – Conception of professional ethics in nursing prac-
tice; Category II – Interpretations of ethics in the practice of 
care; Category III – Use of the Code of Ethics in the profes-
sional practice; Category IV – Strategies for resolving ethical 
issues in the professional practice. The topic categories were 
discussed based on the relevant literature.

RESULTS 

A total of 34 (thirty-four) nursing professionals participated 
in the study. Of these, 32 (thirty-two) were female; 15 (fifteen) 
were nurses, 9 (nine) were nursing technicians and 10 (ten) 
were nursing assistants. Regarding the age group, 15 (fifteen) 
participants were between 28 (twenty eight) and 39 (thirty 
nine) years old; 17 (seventeen) were between 40 (forty) and 59 
(fifty-nine) years; and 2 (two) were 60 (sixty) years old or older. 

Regarding nursing experience, 22 (twenty-two) of the par-
ticipants were practicing nursing for at least two decades; 12 
(twelve) were practicing for more than 21 (twenty-one) years; 
and five (5) were practicing for over 30 (thirty) years. 

Regarding professional training, 12 (twelve) participants 
had a level of education higher than the job required. Of 
these, 3 (three) had technical training and worked as nurs-
ing assistants; 4 (four) had completed undergraduate studies 
– 2 (two) in Nursing and 1 (one) in Social Work - but worked 
as nursing technician; 2 (two) were attending a Nursing un-
dergraduate course, but worked as nursing assistants; and 3 

(three) had graduate degrees – two (2) certified specialists and 
one with a master’s degree.

Regarding training courses about the Nursing Code of Ethics, 
6 (six) participants reported they participated in a training course 
on the subject. Of these, one reported training in the institution he 
works and the others reported they sought for this knowledge in 
other care and teaching institutions. Twenty-eight (28) profession-
als reported they had never received training in this area. 

Category I: Conception of professional ethics in Nursing 
practice
Most of the professionals participating in the study empha-

sized the relationship between the Nursing Code of Ethics and 
the norms, rules, guidelines, legislation, set of data or information, 
and legal documents or instruments regarding the legal practice 
of nursing. This category defined the Code of Professional Ethics 
as follows:

[...] set of rules, values, principles and norms [...]. (R4)

It is a guideline of the rights and duties of the nursing pro-
fessional [...]. (R5) 

It is the law of professional practice [...]. (R12)

A legal instrument that guides the practice of the profession 
[...]. (R23)

A document addressing the rights and duties, responsibilities 
and prohibitions related to nursing professionals [...]. (R25)

However, some participants attributed generic or vague 
concepts or use jargon to describe the Code of Ethics, demon-
strating a limited and inconsistent understanding of the sub-
ject, as follows: 

[...] a persons’ behavior when facing particular situations 
and the way their expressions are presented in their social 
environment [...]. (R15)

Ethics is centered on relationships with society and on hu-
man behavior. (R24)

It is the fulfillment of duties and the respect to the profes-
sion and to the clients. (R33) 

It is the code that governs the nursing statute. (R34) 

It is our professional guide [...]. (R7)

It is the “compass” of the nursing professional in their daily 
life. (R16)

Category II: Interpretations of ethics in the practice of care
This category emerged from expressive positive affirma-

tions about the relevance of the Code of Ethics for the profes-
sional actions, since it provides confidence in aspects related 
to the technical procedure, the basis of care, patient safety, 
professional responsibility, the distinction between right and 



Rev Bras Enferm [Internet]. 2018;71(1):3-10. 6

Deontological aspects of the nursing profession: understanding the code of ethics Silva TN, et al.

wrong, interpersonal relationships, legal support and appro-
priateness and uniformity in actions, as according to some 
testimonies: 

[...] it supports us, guides us, gives us direction on how to 
act and work. (R2) 

[...] the foundation for our work is found on the Code of 
Ethics [...]. (R7)

[...] it gives me confidence to act as a nurse. (R9)

[...] it is essential for the professional and for the safety of 
the patient, the family and the community. (R11)

Without it we could not tell right from wrong [...]. (R16)

[...] so that the activities are carried out uniformly. (R28)

Some of the participants related the relevance of the Code 
of Ethics to the establishment of limits by the professionals, to 
the extension of the knowledge regarding ethical aspects, to 
the possibility of avoiding problems in the work sectors and to 
the diligence with the profession and with the patients’ health, 
as according to the following statements:

[...] it is a profession where values are more than material, 
they are human, but they need limits. (R2)

[...] because when obeying the code the professionals will 
know their limits. (R5) 

[...] increase the knowledge in the professional practice. 
(R4) 

[...] avoid problems at work, because this law defends us in 
some situations. (R10)

[...] because they are the main representation of the care for 
the patient’s health [...]. (R15)

[...] it is related to professionals, professional organizations, 
employers, professional secrecy and guidance in the field of 
research, scientific production and advertising. (R22)

Under this approach, some participants in the study dem-
onstrated interest in orientations and emphasized their expec-
tation to increase their knowledge about the Code of Ethics 
of their profession. They also pointed out difficulties to carry 
out activities based on professional ethics, and suggested pos-
sibilities for training and updating information: 

[...] about changes and new guidelines regarding the Code of 
Ethics, which could be in writing or verbal presentations. (R1)

[...] to better understand what is written in the Code. (R2)

[...] possible recycling in all sectors through lectures. (R6) 

[...] clarification on the issue of warnings, suspension, and 
to what extent are we protected by the Code. (R7)

About conducts when perceiving an ethical violation. What 
steps to take. (R16)

How to defend ourselves and refuse actions that are not our 
responsibility. (R17) 

[...] a review about these topics, especially regarding rights 
and duties. (R20)

With critical and reflexive debates addressing, above all, the 
role of nursing in relation to other categories, discussing the 
issue of preserving the autonomy of nursing. (R27)

Category III: Use of the Code of Ethics in the professional 
practice
This category assessed the use of the Code of Ethics by the 

participants in the practice of their professional activities. The 
study showed that most of the participating professionals use 
the Code of Ethics when carrying out their work. However, an 
obligation relationship was perceived, opposed to an ethical 
conscience of legal and genuine critical responsibility in the 
actions, which should be expected from the professional. This 
is shown on these reports: 

[...] it is the guideline for the issues so there can be demands 
and/or punishment. (R2)

Because I care for my reputation as a professional, and then 
I’m bound to use it. (R6)

Because if I do not obey it, I can suffer its penalties. (R12) 

Because the professionals are evaluated by their actions, so 
they are qualified by the Code of Ethics. (16)

[...] is the legal support of our practice, guiding all our ac-
tivities and preventing the professional from being held ac-
countable. (R27) 

As far as I know, it’s the rules of the profession. (R34)

Some of the participants emphasized the use of the Code 
of Ethics as a guiding tool and a contribution for the legal 
and ethical practice of the nursing profession. They expressed 
that they conceive the Code of Ethics as an inherent part of 
their professional posture and that they rely on it to succeed 
in their professional activities. These statements show their 
perspective: 

If there were no Code of Ethics, there would be no disci-
pline and correct guidance to professionals. (R1)

By using it I follow the correct direction regarding my pro-
fessional posture. (R5)

Because I value a care free of negligence and malpractice, 
to deliver a dignified, comprehensive and humanitarian as-
sistance with commitment and loyalty. (R14) 

To be sure that I am acting correctly in my professional 
practice. (R20) 
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I use it to support my actions in my professional practice. (R26)

On the other hand, some of the interviewees were em-
phatic in declaring that they did not use the Code of Ethics 
and pointed out the difficulties to carry out their activities cor-
rectly, as they emphasize in their statements: 

I don’t know it thoroughly, I work and I act mechanically. (R4)

It is not always possible, because I deal with several types 
of professionals from other areas and with laymen, so some-
times I can’t. (R11)

I only act within my possibilities. I do not always use it be-
cause there are barriers such as our superiors. (R32)

Category IV: Strategies for resolving ethical issues in the 
professional practice
Regarding ethical conflicts in the work context, participants 

reported that professional ethical conflicts are solved through 
debates and team meetings, which are considered effective 
interventions for the resolution of ethical issues in the work 
sector, as these statements shows:

[...] the problems are discussed and solved in the own sec-
tor, intermediated by the superiors. (R1) 

Discussing it with the immediate superior; demanding their 
rights. (R2) 

Usually in meetings [...]. (R8)

Agreements with the person in charge of the team and deci-
sions taken with the consent of everybody. (R16)

We reach a common ground, usually in meetings and de-
bates. (R29)

In meetings with the coordination or with competent sec-
tors. (R34)

On the other hand, some participants were apathetic or 
unmotivated regarding the resolution of ethical issues and re-
lated the conflicts to the management, the local team and the 
lack of supervision: 

Many Nursing professionals [...] even though they have 
knowledge on the Code of Ethics, often can’t solve the is-
sues that arise in some situations. (R3) 

The Code of Ethics is not often debated. (R6)

[...] some colleagues like to create controversy and to cross-
talk, generating a hostile work environment. (R14)

[...] do not seek legal channels and usually magnify the fact 
by committing other ethical infractions. (R18)

In certain places and sectors the Code is not used among 
professionals. (R21)

[...] I notice omission on the subject; professionals generally 
do not believe in COREN’s decisiveness through the Code 
of Ethics. (R25) 

Many times, even if you want to be ethical in certain situa-
tions, you have to keep quiet. (R26) 

Registering in occurrence books and taking the information 
to nursing chiefs, often in the wrong way [...]. (R27)

The presence of a Nursing Ethics Board in the institution 
was highlighted by some participants, as well as the possi-
bility to make direct complaints to the body responsible for 
supervising the professionals in the region:

[...] usually are solved when these conflicts intensify, thus lead-
ing them to seek the institution’s responsible committee. (R3)

We have an ethics committee at our place of work. (R5)

Consulting the COREN. (R11)

[...] rarely use formal complaints and the ethics committee. 
(R13) 

First going to the ethics committee [...] and/or referring to 
the superior institutions, the COREN/COFEN system. (R22)

[...] directing their doubts to the Regional Nursing Council, 
sending letters or addressing the institution personally. (R30)

DISCUSSION

Regarding the characterization of the participants, data from 
the nursing profile carried out by Fiocruz, under the responsibil-
ity of the Nucleus of Studies and Research in Human Resources 
in Health, of the National School of Public Health Sérgio Arouca 
(Nerhus/ENSP/Fiocruz), in partnership with the Federal Nursing 
Council (Cofen), showed that, currently, in the country, the pro-
fessionals are 80% (eighty percent) technicians and nursing as-
sistants and 20% (twenty percent) nurses; the data also shows 
that the nursing team is predominantly female, with 84.6% 
(eighty-four and six tenths percent) women(9). However, over 
the last few decades, the presence of men in this area has been 
growing: in the early 1990s it reached 2% (two percent) or 3% 
(three percent), and nowadays it already reaches 15% (fifteen 
percent), working in the three categories(10). 

Regarding the deontological ethics within the profession, the 
limited knowledge of nursing workers regarding their Code of Eth-
ics may create a significant distance between the work actually per-
formed and the legal and ethical aspects. For this reason, it is neces-
sary to expand the debates on the Nursing Code of Ethics, approved 
by Resolution no. 311/2007 of the Federal Nursing Council(11).

It is the right of the nursing professional to expand and con-
solidate their technical, scientific and cultural knowledge in order 
to guide their professional practice and support the defense of 
the rights and interests of the profession and of society, backed 
by the Code of Ethics. It is the professional’s duty to exercise the 
profession with 
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[...] justice, commitment, equity, decisiveness, dignity, com-
petence, responsibility, honesty and loyalty and, through 
their knowledge, base their relations on law, prudence, re-
spect, solidarity and on the diversity of opinions and ideo-
logical positions(1).

It is important to promote a culture of ethics in the daily profes-
sional practice, considering the codes as a compilation of laws or 
regulations that govern human relationships, assuring people their 
rights, but also listing their duties. However, scientific and techno-
logical developments must be taken into account, since these ad-
vancements will certainly require adaptation of the practice and, 
perhaps, redistribution of functions in the multi-professional team 
and alterations in the current legislation(12). 

On the first category, “Conception of professional ethics in 
nursing practice”, the understanding of the professionals on the 
Code of Ethics contributes to responsible actions and to their au-
tonomy as professionals in the healthcare team. However, some 
limitations in their comprehensions were found in this study. 
The lack of understanding or insufficient knowledge regarding 
the Code of Ethics may make the nursing professional underval-
ued among other health professionals in the job market. 

Law no. 7.498/86 regulates the practice of the nursing 
profession in Brazil, dividing it into the categories of nurse, 
technician and nursing assistant, with different competences 
and activities(13). However, all categories are subordinate to 
the values and regulations of the profession, which are the 
basis for the ethical decisions taken in accordance with the 
Code of Ethics of Nursing Professionals, approved by Reso-
lution No. 311/2007 of the Federal Nursing Council(14). The 
code determines, for example, that nursing technicians and 
assistants who receive specific training can have prerogatives 
other than those contained in their professional regulations(15). 

To deal with the incipient understanding of the Code of 
Ethics, some councils opted for a campaign to raise aware-
ness among professionals and to disseminate this document, 
as part of Cofen’s plan to empower and value the category, 
with the purpose of promoting reflections among the nursing 
professionals about their rights and duties. There is a legisla-
tion to guide and protect the professionals, but it is often ne-
glected because the own professional does not know it and, 
by ignorance or inducement, can infringe it(16). This initiative 
should be followed by other Regional Councils, along with 
the participation of institutional Nursing Ethics Boards.

On the second category, “Interpretations of ethics in the 
practice of care”, the answers demonstrate that the partici-
pants consider the policies in the Code of Ethics as essential 
to guarantee an assistance that is safe and has legal support. 
For that, it is necessary to know, understand and apply the 
Code of Ethics in the professional practice. 

It should be noted that the acquisition and consolidation of 
competences are processes initially associated with academic 
training and developed under the influence of various person-
al and professional factors(17). The improvement of the profes-
sional’s ethical behavior includes the process of building an 
individual and collective conscience, related to the social and 
professional commitment with the responsibility in the work 

relations, which has reflections in the scientific and political 
fields. And, as members of the health team, nursing profes-
sionals must meet the health needs of the population(1).

Therefore, Cofen regulated the creation of Nursing Ethics 
Board (CEEn) in health institutions through the Resolution 
172/94. These boards are educational, consultative and moni-
tor institutions with the purpose of dealing with the profes-
sional and ethical aspects of nursing practice. They are per-
ceived as precursors of major changes and improvements in 
the institutional context and in the nursing professional sce-
nario. Nursing boards and institutions are important because 
they contribute decisively in the battles of the professionals, 
claiming for improvements through the defense of decent 
working conditions, the dissemination of research that pro-
motes positive changes and the consolidation of health sys-
tems based on the principles of equality, comprehensiveness 
and decisiveness, aiming to fight social inequalities(18-19).

In the third category, “Use of the Code of Ethics in the profes-
sional practice”, the answers revealed that some professionals use 
the code of ethics motivated by fear, punishments, liability and 
demands, while other do not use it due to the presence of other 
professionals or laymen in the work environment.

Therefore, educational actions addressing deontological as-
pects in the professional practice can prevent occurrences of un-
ethical events and avoid damages to the patients, to the nursing 
field and to the institution. Due to the fact they are subjected to 
ethical infractions or issues on an everyday basis, nursing profes-
sionals need to prepare themselves with the bioethical, ethical 
and legal knowledge available in the legislation and in the Nurs-
ing Code of Ethics, which guide the practice of care(20).

The expansion of the role and responsibility of the nurse in 
the work process is related with other issues involving public 
health policies and limits of action and autonomy among sev-
eral professional categories. This is raising discussions about 
the professional acts considered private or shared, within the 
concepts of integrality and multidisciplinarity of actions pro-
posed by the Unified Health System(12).

It is clear that the ethical issues present in the personal ex-
periences and in the teaching and work scenario deserve to be 
highlighted and must be contemplated through the doubts and 
conflicts that arise in the training process, so that the profession-
als can be trained to be conscious and responsible for their pro-
fessional action. This should lead to the understanding that the 
nursing professional can be held accountable for his actions, 
with legal repercussions in the area of civil liability(21). 

It is worth noting that many nursing professionals are still 
not aware of their rights and duties and the patients’. There-
fore, a wider dissemination of the Code of Ethics among these 
professionals is necessary in order to enable nursing profes-
sionals to stand out in the practice in the hospital environment 
by acting in an ethical, respectful and legal way(22). 

Therefore, it is essential that training institutions invest in 
modifying the curricular components of undergraduate nurs-
ing courses and in professional associations, health institu-
tions and in the nursing professional, who should seek profes-
sional training and constant updates, in order to ensure a safe 
and risk-free assistance to the clients(12).
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In the fourth category, “Strategies for solving ethical issues 
in the professional practice”, it is possible to perceive the im-
portance of local and federal boards, which act in favor of 
the nursing professional regarding ethical demands. It is also 
possible to identify the presence of a management that is ac-
cessible and committed with the well-being of the team.

The statements revealed defensive attitudes, with the in-
tention of supporting professional conduct, expressing in-
difference with the work environment and hostility with the 
possibility of ethical conflicts in the workplace. It is worth 
mentioning the increasing number of complaints against pro-
fessionals (technicians, assistants and nurses) involving wrong-
ful conduct or inadequate procedures in health care services, 
many of which with national repercussion(23). 

Despite the ethical issues and conflicts of values, it is im-
portant that the rights of the patient and the duties of the pro-
fessional are respected. The professionals must remain up to 
date on the deontological aspects that must guide their be-
havior, positioning themselves in a critical and reflexive man-
ner when facing moral dilemmas that are present in the daily 
practice of the profession. Reflection about responsibility and 
competence is a guiding tool for decision-making based on 
legal and ethical principles(24).

For the resolution of ethical dilemmas in the professional 
practice, the study participants pointed out individual at-
titudes involving discussions with nursing managers and re-
ports to the Nursing Ethics Board. For some participants, the 
group council has no credibility. Thus, work conflicts can be 
understood as an effort emerged from demands above what 
can be produced regarding conscience and interests. Regard-
ing conscience, these demands begin when one imposes a 
personal belief on others. And regarding interests, it starts 
when an individual explores his position for personal gain or 
for the benefit of a family member(25-26).

It is worth noting that in order to strengthen the ethical prin-
ciples in nursing, the Nursing Ethics Board assumes, through the 
delegation of the Regional Nursing Boards, the role of properly 
providing nursing services in health institutions, thus assum-
ing educational, consultation and monitoring functions regard-
ing the professional and ethical practice of nursing profession-
als. These institutions must act in a preventive manner, raising 
awareness and educating the professional in the exercise of their 
legal duties and in the need to guarantee the patient’s safety(13).

Study limitations
The extraction of the data collected in this study was diffi-

cult, considering the limitations and the incoherence of some 

statements for the questions asked, which can be pointed out 
as limitations of the study. However, it was possible to identify 
thematic categories that revealed the essence of the answers and 
allowed the accomplishment of the objectives of the study.

Contributions to the nursing area
Therefore, promoting discussions about the Professional 

Code of Ethics is of great importance, since this study demon-
strated that it represents an instrument to guide the profession-
al practice, achieve a better quality of care and produce less 
conflictive personal relationships. To that end, it is imperative 
that professionals are able to read between the lines of this 
regulation and to apply it in their daily practices. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The Code of Ethics of Nursing Professionals is a norma-
tive instrument that directs the practice in the different fields, 
whether in care, teaching or research, so that the professional 
can carry out a healthy work activity and find in between lines 
guidance for taking ethical actions, free of malpractice, reck-
lessness and negligence. To that end, it is necessary that all 
professionals in this area know, understand and comply with 
the basis and principles that guide an ethical and safe pro-
fessional practice, in order to ensure quality assistance and 
respect for human dignity.

Regarding the understanding of the Professional Code of 
Ethics, the results revealed that some nursing professionals 
correctly grasp its meaning, while others showed a limited 
understanding based on jargon. This may be a concern for 
nursing management and for the members of the institution’s 
Nursing Ethics Board, suggesting a need for more frequent dis-
cussions on ethical dilemmas in the decision-making process.

This study is expected to collaborate as an incentive tool in 
the search for knowledge leading to good ethical conduct in 
the actions taken by the nursing professionals, enabling their 
empowerment based on critical analysis of the reality from the 
point of view of the Code of Ethics of their profession.

In this context, some attitudes can be understood as es-
sential to practice nursing with ethics, such as: discussions 
between team members and management, in order to identify 
problematic circumstances and solutions; inclusion of these 
professionals in organizational policies that value the human 
and social dimension; incentives to participate in nursing eth-
ics boards in the institutions; participation in the process of 
permanent education, addressing ethical actions and having 
the Nursing Code of Ethics as parameter.
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