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Abstract

With the rapid development of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) in the mod-
ern medical field, medical ethics issues have gradually attracted scholars’ atten-
tion, and extensive correlational research has yielded some landmark achieve-
ments. However, TCM nursing has developed relatively slowly, with relative
neglect of nursing ethics, scarce correlational research materials, and a unified
disciplinary research paradigm for TCM nursing ethics yet to be established.
This paper elaborates on the concept of nursing ethical dilemmas, the develop-
ment of nursing ethics both domestically and internationally, and the current
research status of TCM nursing ethics, summarizes the ethical dilemmas ex-
isting in TCM nursing, and provides corresponding reflections, aiming to offer
references for finding solutions to the ethical dilemmas in TCM nursing.
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Abstract

With the rapid development of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) in modern
healthcare, medical ethics issues have gradually attracted scholarly attention,
yielding some landmark achievements through extensive research. However,
TCM nursing has developed relatively slowly, with nursing ethics comparatively
neglected, scarce relevant research materials, and no unified research paradigm
for TCM nursing ethics yet formed. This paper elaborates on the concept of
nursing ethical dilemmas, reviews the development of nursing ethics domestically
and internationally, and examines the current state of TCM nursing ethics re-
search. It summarizes the ethical dilemmas existing in TCM nursing and offers
corresponding reflections, aiming to provide references for finding solutions to
these dilemmas.
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As the biomedical model continues to evolve and transform, medical ethics has
likewise developed and advanced. However, ethical dilemmas encountered in
TCM nursing practice have continued to grow. Related studies both domesti-
cally and internationally show that ethical dilemmas exist widely across various
fields globally, affecting the development of the nursing profession and urgently
requiring resolution to protect the rights and interests of both nurses and pa-
tients, thereby stabilizing the core of the nursing workforce. Accordingly, based
on Western nursing ethics research, this paper conducts in-depth reflection and
analysis on ethical dilemmas in TCM nursing to explore a feasible scientific
development path for TCM nursing ethics.

A nursing ethical dilemma refers to a situation where nursing staff lack clarity
regarding ethical issues, feel at a loss when confronted with them, and cannot
formulate satisfactory solutions [1]. The American Association of Colleges of
Nursing (AACN) considers nursing ethical dilemmas a significant professional
issue that cannot be ignored, as they affect both the quality development of the
nursing field and the physical and mental health of nurses [2]. Once nurses fall
into ethical dilemmas, they are prone to experience a range of physical and psy-
chological discomforts, typically manifested as headaches, endocrine disorders,
nightmares, guilt, self-doubt, and frustration [3, 4].

I. Current Development Status of Nursing Ethical Dilem-
mas

1. Domestic and International Research Status

A Canadian qualitative study collected data through semi-structured interviews
to address ethical dilemmas in community nurses, demonstrating the impor-
tance of emphasizing ethical issues in nursing practice [5]. Jennifer Rainer et
al. conducted an integrative review of studies published between 2000 and 2017,

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202410.00142 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202410.00142

ChinaRxiv [$X]

analyzing existing evidence on ethical dilemmas among U.S. nursing staff and
elaborating on the relevance of Western nursing ethics theory to clinical nurs-
ing practice [6]. Nopita Wati et al. employed a hermeneutic phenomenological
design, revealing how negative work environments arising from moral issues af-
fect nursing ethical behavior [7]. The study indicated that possessing rigorous
and self-disciplined shendu spirit can foster a positive work environment and
enhance nurses’ ethical literacy. Zhang Jingwei et al. evaluated and analyzed
the Moral Distress Scale (MDS), the revised Moral Distress Scale (MDS-R), and
specialty-specific nurse moral distress scales, summarizing influencing factors of
nursing ethical dilemmas and proposing targeted measures [8]. Wang Mingli
conducted a comprehensive analysis of ethical dilemmas between nurses and
patients, nurses and medical staff, and among nurses themselves, highlighting
the importance of nurses strengthening their own ethical literacy and the neces-
sity for nursing managers to focus on cultivating nurses’ ethical decision-making
abilities.

2. Current Status of TCM Nursing Ethics Development

The renowned philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn applied the concept of
paradigm to form disciplinary research paradigms [10], referring to consensus
standards established jointly by professional scholars in a discipline that support
the basic theories, perspectives, and methods of that specific field. TCM theory
was formed during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, and
TCM nursing, like traditional Chinese medicine itself, has a long history with
unique theoretical knowledge and operational techniques [11]. TCM nursing
technical operations are based on theoretical knowledge, applying traditional
treatment methods in nursing work, representing a nursing technology with
unique efficacy [12]. Specific techniques include moxibustion, cupping, auricu-
lar acupressure, gua sha, massage, and many other modalities. Although some
scholars have conducted hierarchical research on the difficulty, professionalism,
complexity, and risk of TCM nursing techniques [13, 14], the lack of standard-
ized management protocols for TCM nursing techniques [15] may lead to adverse
events in practice due to nurses’ lack of shendu spirit. According to relevant
survey statistics, the top three adverse events are allergic reactions, scalds, and
burns [16].

I1. Reasons for Ethical Dilemmas in TCM Nursing

As TCM culture reaches new heights with the progress of the times, TCM
nursing science has developed rather slowly. We must clearly recognize the
current development status of TCM nursing ethics to guide TCM nursing along
the correct path. The author believes that multiple ethical dilemmas exist in
the current development of TCM nursing science and intends to explore them
from the following four aspects to consider potential solutions.
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1. Western-Biased Professional Environment Leading to Low Ethical
Decision-Making Ability

Compared with Western nursing ethics, TCM nursing ethics started late, devel-
oped slowly, and has limited research [17]. The overall professional environment
presents a Western-biased state, with a gap in qualitative research related to
TCM nursing ethics, resulting in TCM nursing standards and professional recog-
nition in China needing improvement. Currently, appropriate TCM nursing
techniques are generally carried out in TCM hospitals or clinics, creating a rel-
atively narrow professional environment that is quite inconvenient for patients
requiring continuous technical operations and in-depth treatment [18]. Relevant
surveys show that TCM nursing has high demand among elderly populations
[19], but due to the professional environment, TCM nursing and TCM nurs-
ing ethics have developed relatively slowly, leaving most elderly patients’ TCM
nursing service needs unmet. Domestic scholars’ research shows that due to this
skewed professional environment, TCM nurses have low ethical decision-making
abilities. Zhu Haili et al. found through research that disadvantages in the
professional environment easily lead to incomplete implementation of appropri-
ate TCM nursing techniques, aging equipment, and low nursing staff technical
operation skills [20]. Additionally, some nursing staff in this environment ex-
hibit weaknesses such as unclear ethical concepts, lack of ethical education, and
weak ethical awareness, resulting in low ethical decision-making abilities. Shao
Yu et al. conducted a multiple linear regression analysis on the current status
and influencing factors of ethical decision-making ability among nurses in TCM
hospitals, pointing out that their ethical decision-making ability is at a medium-
to-low level, which is inseparable from the influence of the overall professional
environment [21].

2. Immature Information Management Leading to Privacy Breaches

A mature and standardized legal and regulatory management system is the
foundation for constraining and promoting industry progress. With the gradual
development of nursing information management research, it holds significant
importance in clinical practice, education, and management of TCM nursing
[22]. In recent years, TCM has been applied in the treatment and nursing
of some chronic end-stage diseases, various tumors, and other conditions with
confidentiality requirements. The application of TCM nursing informatization
can improve management efficiency for large numbers of patients, but due to
immature management systems and related laws and regulations, it not only
affects patient safety and leaks patient disease privacy but also makes it diffi-
cult for nursing staff to protect their rights, bringing a series of medical ethics,
technological development, and intellectual property issues [23]. In TCM nurs-
ing informatization management, due to the complexity and diversity of TCM
nursing items and the lack of standardized TCM nursing electronic medical
record writing protocols and related laws and regulations [24], errors in patient
information writing and information leaks easily occur. Xu Shuang et al. used
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holistic sampling to investigate 14,375 TCM nursing medical records from 2018-
2020, conducting item-by-item reviews with a research team, and found that
TCM nursing staff lacked emphasis on and standardization of medical record
writing, with an overall defect rate of 37.5% [25]. Zhou Jiaomei et al. showed
through research that with the development of TCM nursing informatization,
the application of structured TCM nursing electronic medical record systems
has promoted TCM nursing clinical practice development, but data export from
various aspects of TCM nursing is complex, and without relevant guideline stan-
dards and technical guidance, patient information is prone to incompleteness or
privacy breaches during statistical processing [26].

3. Insufficient Dialectical Thinking Ability Leading to Incorrect Im-
plementation of Nursing Procedures

Dialectical nursing care is a fundamental characteristic of TCM nursing [27]. Us-
ing classroom teaching to develop clinical dialectical thinking training for TCM
nursing is an important pathway to help nursing students establish and form
correct TCM nursing clinical dialectical thinking as quickly as possible. Wang
Xianmei et al. used the Kirkpatrick evaluation model to explore the application
effects of theory and practice among TCM nursing students, indicating that
while students’ theoretical knowledge and technical skills improved using this
model, their dialectical nursing care abilities still needed improvement due to
insufficient clinical experience [28]. Song Dun et al. retrospectively analyzed
12 cases of low-temperature burns concurrent with TCM technical operations,
showing that the occurrence of such events was closely related to nurses’ insuf-
ficient dialectical thinking abilities [29]. Nursing staff exhibited problems such
as inadequate pre-operation assessment, predictive errors during operation, and
insufficient post-operation observation. In the TCM nursing dialectical process,
due to the complexity of TCM syndrome differentiation types, the large number
of acupoints, and the intricate meridian system, insufficient dialectical thinking
ability can easily lead to incorrect nursing implementation that violates relevant
ethical principles.

4. Lack of Shendu Spirit Leading to Adverse Events

The shendu spirit originates from Confucianism, referring to reverent caution
and carefulness of mind [30]. It means being able to follow standards when
working alone without supervision, being cautious and conscientious without
perfunctory actions, and having no deceptive or concealed behavior. Currently,
theoretical knowledge transmission about the shendu spirit in TCM nursing
mostly takes the form of rote teaching [31], making it difficult to acquire system-
atic theoretical knowledge, form a comprehensive and profound shendu spirit,
and develop rigorous and self-disciplined work styles. In recent years, due to
the rapid development of TCM and gradually increasing demand for TCM treat-
ment, TCM nursing staff have been in short supply overall, leading to heavy
workloads and personnel turnover imbalances. Often, one nurse implements pro-
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cedures for several patients, easily falling into ethical dilemmas due to lack of
shendu spirit. A survey showed that Zhejiang Chinese Medical University inves-
tigated adverse events in TCM nursing operation techniques in their neurology
department from January 2020 to June 2022, revealing causes including lack
of shendu spirit among TCM nursing staff, unskilled operation techniques, and
unclear nursing operation thinking [32]. Chi Yu et al. retrospectively analyzed
six scald cases caused by improper TCM nursing operations, showing that lack
of shendu spirit and weak scald cognition were the main factors [33].

I1I. Ethical Reflections on TCM Nursing

1. Improve Laws and Regulations for Nursing Information Manage-
ment

The development of TCM medical care is gradually improving in informatization
and ethics management, with some hospitals having launched internet medical
systems that conform to ethical values. However, due to the slow development of
TCM nursing informatization, ethical issues such as privacy breaches exist in re-
lated nursing electronic medical records. Therefore, we should not only enhance
nursing staff’ s ethical literacy but also improve laws and regulations for TCM
nursing information management to provide tangible nursing protection for the
public and enhance the professional value of TCM nursing. Currently, the con-
struction of TCM nursing informatization mostly relies on scattered provisions
in existing regulations [34]. Relevant departments should improve laws and reg-
ulations, clarify responsibilities between TCM nursing staff and patients, and
establish norms for the application of information management between TCM
nursing techniques and diseases. Starting from the characteristics of TCM nurs-
ing practice, we should construct standards at all levels, regulate data collection
and utilization behaviors in TCM nursing informatization practice, and control
the practical scale of technologies such as artificial intelligence, big data, and
the Internet of Things in the TCM nursing field [35].

2. Emphasize Education on Shendu Spirit

In recent years, the state has vigorously supported TCM development, and the
TCM nursing profession has gradually progressed [36]. As a characteristic of
Chinese medicine, TCM nursing should be optimized ideologically first, cultivat-
ing the shendu spirit among TCM nursing practitioners to promote discipline
development. Compared with traditional rote teaching, anchored instruction
is more practical. Anchored instruction involves setting up relevant real-world
situations in advance and selecting typical authentic events for analysis, rep-
resenting a new teaching model that enhances practical hands-on abilities [37].
Foreign studies show that the Netherlands redesigned its postgraduate nursing
education structure by increasing flexibility in educational formats [38], greatly
improving learning efficiency. TCM nursing education can simulate this design
by reducing single-theoretical training time on shendu spirit and strengthening
anchored learning models for shendu case simulation training to enhance nursing
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staff’ s shendu awareness. According to surveys, foreign nursing colleges have
held profound educational seminars on nursing ethical issues. By evaluating,
analyzing, and resolving ethical questions for numerous clinical nursing staff
and providing diversified assistance for ethical issues in nursing, they greatly al-
leviated negative emotions from nursing staff neglecting shendu spirit, thereby
substantially improving work quality. Sun Xiaojing et al. used a random num-
ber table method to study 120 psychiatric patients admitted to a hospital from
January 2018 to October 2019, showing that emphasizing shendu spirit educa-
tion could directly reduce the incidence of adverse events [39]. In the domestic
environment where TCM nursing ethics atmosphere is not strong, nursing man-
agers should take the lead in providing organizational support, assisting nursing
staff in recognizing their own value, analyzing key points for improving TCM
clinical nursing, and creating an ethical atmosphere conducive to nurse-patient
communication and mutual respect. Future improvements in TCM nursing
ethics education could draw on the Western model of “ethical discussion atmo-
sphere groups” [40] to form “T'CM shendu spirit atmosphere groups.” Only under
the foundation of proper shendu education and adherence to shendu spirit can
a good shendu ethical atmosphere be formed [41], enabling concentrated and
excellence-pursuing work attitudes and avoiding a series of adverse events.

3. Enhance Nursing Staff’ s Dialectical Nursing Care Ability

The nursing field abroad emphasizes the application of critical thinking, while
TCM advocates implementing nursing under the guidance of dialectical think-
ing. Christie Raymond et al. used a constructivist grounded theory approach
to explore critical thinking among nurse educators in practice, demonstrating
that critical thinking is significant for promoting nursing development [42]. To
improve nursing staff’ s dialectical nursing care ability, Wang Zhaoyan et al. de-
veloped a project combining TCM nursing skills with virtual simulation [43].
Using convenience sampling to survey 2017 undergraduate nursing students at
a university, although a small portion of respondents felt it occupied too much
rest time and pointed out system compatibility issues, the conclusion showed
that virtual simulation training could enhance nursing staff’ s learning interest
and ability in dialectical thinking. Wang Xiao used the “structure-process-
outcome” theoretical framework, adhering to TCM nursing dialectical thinking
and exploring from the perspective of etiology and pathogenesis, to establish a
standardized TCM nursing quality evaluation system [44]. This is essential for
avoiding incorrect nursing care, improving nursing effectiveness, and strength-
ening TCM nursing advantages. This suggests that in future TCM nursing
clinical practice, we can continuously optimize training processes and modern
technological means to enhance nursing staff’ s dialectical nursing care ability,
thereby avoiding a series of nursing ethical issues.
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4. Strengthen Promotion of Appropriate TCM Nursing Techniques

Appropriate TCM techniques are gradually becoming known to the public due
to their remarkable advantages of being simple, convenient, effective, and inex-
pensive [45]. However, due to the overall Western-biased nursing professional
environment, the promotion of appropriate TCM techniques is not comprehen-
sive enough, and the personal value of TCM nursing staff is not sufficiently
recognized. Given that all residents are potential audiences for appropriate
TCM nursing techniques, ethical issues may arise due to nursing staff’ s low
ethical decision-making abilities. There is an urgent need to strengthen the pro-
motion of appropriate TCM nursing techniques. We can adopt various flexible
promotion models, actively carry out appropriate technique experiences for all
people, and improve public awareness and acceptance of appropriate TCM nurs-
ing techniques through video health education, offline popular science lectures,
and community material distribution [46]. This can optimize deficiencies in
the TCM nursing professional environment and contribute to building a career
environment conducive to TCM nursing ethics development.

IV. Conclusion

The influence of TCM nursing continues to expand globally, but some ethical
dilemmas still hinder its development. Currently, domestic research on TCM
nursing ethics is limited. It is recommended that future research be based
on evidence to further explore potential ethical issues related to TCM nursing,
formulate systematic and scientific guidelines as support, gradually resolve TCM
nursing ethical dilemmas, and promote the continuous development of the TCM
nursing discipline.
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