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ETHICAL LEADERSHIP IN NURSING DURING THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Dear Editor,

 I am writing to you about ethical leadership in 
nursing during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
challenges posed by the pandemic have been incredible, 
especially for nursing staff who have been on the front 
line since day one, and I believe this calls for a balance 
of moral courage and moral distress. I propose that 
recognising moral distress is key for nurse leaders, yet it 
is vital and courageous to strive to do the right thing 
always, especially during and after the pandemic crisis.

 It is a nurse’s ethical duty to help patients. However, 
such problems as insufficient PPE and bed crises may 
lead to moral distress, not to mention physical 
exhaustion. Long working hours, shift work, high 
workload, and other psychosocial hazards can lead to 
fatigue, occupational burnout, increased psychological 
distress, or declining mental health, affecting both 
health workers’ health and the quality and safety of care 
delivered (WHO, 2020). At this point, nurses’ moral 
courage and resilience are most invoked. Nevertheless, 
the worry remains, how much longer can nurses stay 
resilient, and what role do nurse leaders play in ensuring 
such resilience?

 A nurse leader must ensure that everything is done 
to protect nurses’ safety and well-being without 
compromising patient safety. A nurse leader has a moral 
duty to build a good ethical practice climate —in other 
words, an environment where poor or unethical 
practices are not cheered. For example, an overwhelmed 
staff member can err and potentially injure a patient. In 
this instance, the nurse leader is responsible for ensuring 
fair work delegation to ensure adequate rest for staff. It 
is equally crucial for the nurse leader to be open and 
welcome staff to share any ethical concerns. So, they do 
not feel they are walking alone during this crisis. An 
appropriate communication climate in the workplace is 

provided by ethical leaders who have excellent 
communication with their followers (Brown & Trevino, 
2006; Makaroff et al., 2014). 

 It is also important to ensure that nurses stay 
resilient and brave. How can that commitment be 
realized? One way is for the nurse leader to model 
professional conduct and promote ethical behaviour 
among nurses. Leaders need to do something to foster an 
ethical environment (Makaroff et al., 2014) whose 
culture makes it clear to staff that ethics matters to them. 
Furthermore, a positive environment can be 
compromised when there are conflicts between staff 
members. As much as a win-win situation is the goal, 
there are times when this is almost impossible. Ethical 
leaders must seek to model and foster ethical success 
(Storch et al., 2013), while at the same time responding 
to moral issues and improving nurses’ efficiency by 
fostering respect for human beings. Nurse leaders must 
continue to promote ethical principles and values. 
Ethical leaders often seek to improve wrong actions or 
outcomes by raising awareness of the consequences, 
encouraging people to change their behaviour, and 
providing incentives to learn the right practices, as well 
as being firm in dealing with errors. Leadership also 
plays a role in building a caring culture (Gustafsson & 
Stenberg, 2017), and leadership ethics and trust are core 
components of a healthy work environment culture 
(Gallagher & Tschudin, 2010).

 Last but not least, ethical leadership has a positive 
effect on the nurse leader and the workforce in most 
instances. Given the current crisis, it is equally crucial 
for nurse leaders to take care of themselves as well. It 
may always be emotionally and physically challenging 
to be viewed as a role model and to behave with dignity. 
It is important to remember that nursing leaders 
themselves are often fragile.
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