
Case 1: Conscience and Assignment Refusal
As employees of institutions, nurses do not have as much freedom as do physicians, who have a different institutional status and accordingly much greater freedom in accepting and rejecting assignments.
Nurses might wish or even feel obliged to refuse assignments for one or more of several reasons. Concern for personal health and safety is one such reason. For example, nurses who are occupationally exposed to infectious diseases may lack confidence in existing infection control measures to the point of being concerned for their own safety.
Such nurse-centred reasons for assignment refusal can be distinguished from client-centred reasons, which tend to be based either on beneficence or respect for autonomy. In some "instances, nurse-centred and client-centred reasons may overlap. Nurses who are overworked may wish to refuse further assignments both in their own interests and those of their clients. Lack of competence may raise more purely client-centred concerns. For example, a nurse asked to relieve in an intensive care unit but lacking adequate preparation may have an obligation to refuse the assignment out of concern for client good. Both nurse-centred and client-centred reasons for assignment refusal may be bound up with concerns having to do with professional integrity. A nurse may be asked to do something counter to the express values of the profession, such as cover up the fact that a mistake has been made in a client's treatment. Concern for professional integrity may arise more directly when an assignment is thought to be inconsistent with the dignity of a professional nurse, or not a proper nursing activity at all.
Finally, the nurse may feel obliged to refuse an assignment that, while not inconsistent with personal safety or professional practice, is contrary to conscience. In this regard, abortion can raise some very difficult issues, as the following case shows:
Anita Resario has worked in the obstetrics and gynaecology unit of a small community hospital for the past six years. She enjoys her job, and gets along well with other staff members.

Anita recently became very concerned when she learned that, owing to increased demand in the community, her hospital would begin doing abortions. She is staunchly opposed to abortion, and indeed has been active in a local pro-life group. Anita has made it clear to her supervisor that under no circumstances will she assist in abortions. Her initial decision to accept the job at the hospital was partly based on the consideration that the hospital did not do abortions. Indeed, she refused a more lucrative offer from another hospital solely because it performed abortions.
In response, her supervisor explained that, although the logistics of offering this new service have yet to be worked out, as long as Nurse Resario remained in the unit she would probably have no choice. The supervisor expressed sympathy, but told her that if she feels strongly about the matter, she should start looking for another job.
Since discussing the matter with her supervisor, Nurse Resario has been agonizing over whether she should resign or continue in her job.

