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UNDERSTANDING
LEGAL AND
ETHICAL ISSUES IN
NURSING: A GUIDE
TO GUIDO’S
FRAMEWORK

Nursing is a profession
b u i l t  o n  t r u s t ,
compass i on ,  and
clinical  competence.
Yet, every day, nurses
navigate  a  complex
web  of  regulations,
patient  rights,  and

moral  dilemmas.  The
phrase  Legal  And
Ethical  Issues  In
Nursing  encompasses
a  broad  spectrum  of
challenges  that  can
arise in any healthcare
setting.  Few  scholars
h a v e  s h a p e d  t h e
conversation  around
t h e s e  t o p i c s  a s
profoundly  as  Ginny
Wacker Guido, whose
work on Legal Issues
In Nursing Guido has
become a cornerstone
for  nursing  education
and  pract ice.  This
article  explores  the
critical  intersection  of
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l aw  and  e th i c s  i n
nursing,  drawing  on
Guido’s  framework  to
p r o v i d e  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
understanding  of  the
principles  that  guide
m o d e r n  n u r s i n g
practice.
Whether  you  are  a
student  preparing  for
the NCLEX, a seasoned
nurse practitioner, or a
h e a l t h c a r e
administrator, grasping
these  concepts  i s
essential for delivering
safe ,  eth ica l ,  and
legally sound care. Let
u s  d e l v e  i n t o  t h e
foundational  theories,
common  dilemmas,
and practical strategies
that  define  this  vital
area  of  nursing.

THE FOUNDATION
OF LEGAL AND
ETHICAL ISSUES IN
NURSING

Before  we  examine

specific  scenarios,  it  is
important  to  define
what we mean by legal
and  ethical  issues  in
nursing.  Legal  issues
i n v o l v e  l a w s ,
r e g u l a t i o n s ,  a n d
standards of care that
nurses  must  follow  to
avoid  l iabi l i ty  and
protect  patient  rights.
Ethical  issues,  on  the
other  hand,  concern
moral  principles  such
a s  a u t o n o m y ,
beneficence,
nonmaleficence,  and
justice.  While  these
t w o  d o m a i n s  a r e
d i s t i n c t ,  t h e y
frequently  overlap,
making it essential for
nurses  to  understand
both.
Ginny Wacker Guido, a
leading  authority  on
nursing law and ethics,
has written extensively
on how these principles
apply  in  real-world
practice. Her textbook,
Lega l  and  E th ica l
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Issues  in  Nursing,  is
widely used in nursing
programs  across  the
U n i t e d  S t a t e s .
According to Guido, the
nurse’s  role  is  not
merely to follow orders
b u t  t o  a c t  a s  a n
a d v o c a t e  f o r  t h e
p a t i e n t  w h i l e
remaining  accountable
to  the  law  and  the
profession.

Key
Ethical
Principles
in
Nursing

Autonomy:
Respecting the
patient’s right to
make their own
decisions about
their care.

Beneficence:
Acting in the best
interest of the
patient.
Nonmaleficenc
e: Avoiding harm
to the patient.
Justice:
Ensuring fair
distribution of
care and
resources.
Fidelity: Being
faithful to
promises and
responsibilities.
Veracity: Telling
the truth to
patients and
colleagues.

These  principles  form
the ethical backbone of
nurs ing  pract ice .
However,  applying
them  in  real  clinical
s i t u a t i o n s  o f t e n
r e q u i r e s  c a r e f u l
judgment  and  a  solid
understanding of  legal
boundaries.
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LEGAL ISSUES IN
NURSING: GUIDO’S

PERSPECTIVE

When  we  talk  about
L e g a l  I s s u e s  I n
Nursing  Guido,  we
are  referring  to  the
body of knowledge that
helps  nurses  identify
potential  legal  pitfalls
and  take  proactive
steps  to  avoid  them.
Guido emphasizes that
legal  literacy  is  not
optional  in  nursing—it
is a core competency.

Common
Legal
Issues
Nurses
Face

Negligence and1.
Malpractice:
Failure to meet

the standard of
care, resulting in
patient injury.
Examples include
medication
errors, failure to
monitor, and
improper
documentation.
Informed2.
Consent:
Ensuring patients
understand the
risks, benefits,
and alternatives
before
treatment.
Nurses often
witness the
consent process
and must verify
that consent is
valid.
Patient3.
Confidentiality
(HIPAA):
Protecting
patient health
information from
unauthorized
disclosure.
Violations can
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lead to severe
penalties.
Mandatory4.
Reporting:
Nurses are
legally required
to report
suspected abuse,
neglect, or
certain
communicable
diseases.
Scope of5.
Practice:
Performing tasks
beyond what is
allowed by state
law or facility
policy can result
in disciplinary
action or legal
liability.
Advanced6.
Directives:
Respecting living
wills, durable
power of
attorney for
healthcare, and
do-not-
resuscitate
orders.

Guido’s  work  provides
detailed  case  studies
that  illustrate  each  of
these  issues,  helping
nurses understand how
a b s t r a c t  l e g a l
principles  apply  in
concrete situations.

THE INTERSECTION
OF LAW AND
ETHICS IN
CLINICAL
PRACTICE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
challenging aspects  of
nursing  is  navigating
situations  where  legal
requirements  and
ethical  obligations
seem  to  conflict.  For
example,  a  patient
may  re fuse  a  l i fe -
s a v i n g  b l o o d
transfusion  due  to
re l ig ious  be l ie fs .
Legally, the nurse must
respect  the  patient’s
advance  directive.
Ethically,  the  nurse
may feel torn between
the  duty  to  preserve
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l ife  and  the  duty  to
respect autonomy.
Guido  argues  that  in
such cases, the nurse’s
primary obligation is to
the patient’s expressed
wishes,  provided  the
patient  is  competent
and  fully  informed.
However,  she  also
s t r e s s e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
documentation,  and
seeking guidance from
ethics  committees  or
legal  counsel  when
needed.

Case
Example:
End-of-
Life

Decision
Making
Consider  a  scenario
where  a  terminally  ill
patient  with  a  do-not-
resusc i tate  order
e x p e r i e n c e s
respiratory  failure.  A
new  nurse,  unsure  of
the  protocol,  initiates
CPR.  Here,  the  legal
issue  is  c lear :  the
nurse violated the DNR
order. The ethical issue
involves  the  nurse’s
intention to save a life
versus  the  patient’s
r i g h t  t o  d i e  w i t h
d i g n i t y .  G u i d o ’ s
framework would guide
the nurse to first verify
the  DNR  status,  then
respect the order, and
finally  document  the
event thoroughly if any
deviation occurs.
T h i s  e x a m p l e
underscores why Legal
And Ethical Issues In
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Nurs ing  mus t  be
taught  together.  A
nurse who understands
o n l y  t h e  l a w  m a y
ignore  the  patient’s
values,  while  a  nurse
who  understands  only
ethics may act outside
legal boundaries.

APPLYING GUIDO’S
MODEL IN
NURSING
EDUCATION

Ginny  Wacker  Guido’s
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o
nursing  education  are
immense. Her textbook
not  only  covers  the
major legal and ethical
theor ies  bu t  a l so
provides practical tools
for  decision-making.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
valuable aspects of her
approach is the use of
c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g
e x e r c i s e s  t h a t
challenge  students  to
apply  principles  to
realistic  scenarios.

Strategie
s for
Integratin
g Legal
and
Ethical
Knowledg
e

Scenario-Based
Learning: Use
real-world cases
to discuss legal
and ethical
implications.
Interdisciplinar
y
Collaboration:
Work with risk
management,
ethics
committees, and
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legal experts.
Ongoing
Education: Stay
updated on
changes in
healthcare law
and nursing
regulations.
Reflective
Practice:
Encourage
nurses to
examine their
own values and
biases.
Clear
Documentation
: Practice
thorough,
objective, and
timely charting.

By incorporating these
strategies,  nursing
programs can produce
graduates who are not
only  clinically  skilled
but  also  legally  and
ethically competent.

RISK

MANAGEMENT AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

Understanding  Legal
Issues  In  Nursing
Guido  is  essential  for
effective  risk
management.  Nurses
are on the front lines of
patient care, and their
a c t i o n s — o r
inactions—can  have
s e r i o u s  l e g a l
consequences.  Guido
e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t
accountabil ity  is  a
shared  responsibility
among  ind iv idua l
nurses,  healthcare
organizations,  and
regulatory  bodies.

Steps to
Reduce
Legal
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Risk
Follow Policies1.
and
Procedures:
Adhere to facility
protocols and
state practice
acts.
Communicate2.
Clearly: Use
SBAR (Situation,
Background,
Assessment,
Recommendation
) for handoffs.
Document3.
Accurately:
Record
assessments,
interventions,
and patient
responses
promptly.
Maintain4.
Competency:
Pursue
continuing
education and
specialty
certifications.

Know Your5.
Scope: Do not
perform tasks for
which you are
not trained or
authorized.
Report6.
Concerns:
Speak up about
unsafe conditions
or practices.

When  nu r ses
take these steps
seriously,  they
protect both their
pa t i en t s  and
t h e m s e l v e s .
Gu ido ’s  work
reinforces  that
legal  awareness
is not about fear,
b u t  a b o u t
professionalism
and quality care.

ETHICAL
DILEMMAS IN
MODERN
NURSING

As  healthcare
becomes  more
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technologically
advanced  and
c u l t u r a l l y
d ive rse ,  new
ethical  dilemmas
c o n t i n u e  t o
emerge.  Legal
And  E th i ca l
I s s u e s  I n
Nursing  now
include  topics
such  as  genetic
t e s t i n g ,
t e l e m e d i c i n e ,
artificial
intelligence  in
diagnosis,  and
r e s o u r c e
allocation  during
pandemics.

Conte
mporar
y
Ethical

Challe
nges

Genetic
Privacy:
Who has
access to a
patient’s
genetic
information
?
Telehealt
h
Boundarie
s: How do
you
establish
trust and
confidentia
lity
remotely?
AI-
Assisted
Decisions:
What
happens
when a
machine
and a
nurse



Legal And Ethical Issues In Nursing Legal Issues
In Nursing Guido 11

11

disagree?
Disaster
Triage:
How do
you
allocate
scarce
resources
like
ventilators
during a
crisis?

Guido’s  ethical
f r a m e w o r k
p r o v i d e s  a
structured  way
t o  a p p r o a c h
these issues. She
advocates  for  a
patient-centered
approach  that
r e s p e c t s
individual  values
while adhering to
legal  standards
and  professional
codes  of  ethics.

THE ROLE OF
THE NURSE
AS AN

ADVOCATE

One of the most
e m p o w e r i n g
a s p e c t s  o f
Guido’s  teaching
is  the  emphasis
o n  p a t i e n t
advocacy. Nurses
a re  un ique l y
pos i t ioned  to
s p e a k  u p  f o r
pat ients  who
m a y  b e
vulnerable  or
unable  to  voice
t h e i r  o w n
c o n c e r n s .
H o w e v e r ,
advocacy  also
carries legal and
e t h i c a l
responsibilities. A
n u r s e  w h o
advocates  for  a
patient  must  do
s o  b a s e d  o n
a c c u r a t e
i n f o r m a t i o n ,
within the scope
of  practice,  and
in  collaboration
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w i t h  t h e
healthcare team.
For instance, if a
nurse believes a
patient  is  being
discharged  too
early,  they  have
an ethical duty to
v o i c e  t h a t
concern.  Legally,
t h e y  s h o u l d
document  their
assessment  and
communicate  it
to  the  attending
provider.  Guido
e n c o u r a g e s
n u r s e s  t o  b e
assert ive  but
respectful, and to
use  established
c h a n n e l s  f o r
raising concerns.

CONCLUSION

The  field  of
L e g a l  A n d
Ethical  Issues
In  Nursing  is
vast  and  ever-
evolving, but the
f o u n d a t i o n a l

work  of  scholars
l i k e  G i n n y
Wacker  Guido
p r o v i d e s  a
reliable  compass
for navigating its
complexities.  By
understanding
the  principles  of
a u t o n o m y ,
beneficence,
nonmaleficence,
and  justice,  and
b y  a p p l y i n g
Guido’s  insights
on Legal Issues
I n  N u r s i n g
Guido,  nurses
can  deliver  care
t h a t  i s  b o t h
compassionate
and  compliant
with  the  law.
Ultimately,  the
goa l  i s  not  to
avoid litigation at
all  costs,  but  to
create  a  culture
o f  s a f e t y ,
r e spec t ,  and
accountabil ity.
When nurses are
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well-versed  in
legal and ethical
standards,  they
a r e  b e t t e r
e q u i p p e d  t o
advoca te  f o r
their  patients,
collaborate  with
colleagues,  and
u p h o l d  t h e
integrity  of  the
n u r s i n g
p r o f e s s i o n .
Whether you are
a  novice  or  an
e x p e r t ,
c o n t i n u o u s
learning  in  this

area is not just a
p r o f e s s i o n a l
requirement—it
i s  a  m o r a l
imperative.
B y  s t a y i n g
i n f o r m e d ,
reflective,  and
proactive,  every
n u r s e  c a n
contribute  to  a
h e a l t h c a r e
s y s t e m  t h a t
values  both  the
letter of  the law
and the spirit  of
ethical care.


