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Abstract

Introduction: Professional ethics is an inseparable requirement of the nursing profession,
affecting patient trust, safety, and the quality of care. Ethical role modeling, which involves
instructors and leaders exhibiting desirable moral behavior, has the potential to bridge the gap
between theoretical instruction and professional performance. The absence of ethical role models
in clinical settings has been identified as a major contributor to professional misconduct among
nurses and students. Furthermore, ethical leadership is associated with promoting a culture of
responsibility and accountability. Since observation, imitation, and mentorship largely shape the
ethical climate of nursing, it makes identifying the impact of ethical models on professionalism
essential. Therefore, this narrative review was intended to investigate the influence of ethical role
modeling and leadership on nurses’ professional behaviors.

Methods: In this narrative review, to obtain relevant English and Persian studies international and
national databases, including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, SID, and Magiran, were searched
using different combinations of the keywords “nursing ethics”, “ethical role model”, “professional
behavior”, “ethical leadership”, and “professionalism”. We did not limit our search to a specific
time frame. After screening the titles and abstracts, the eligible articles were analyzed. Studies
focusing on leadership ethics and the ethical climate in clinical nursing were included. Extracted
data were synthesized thematically to identify shared patterns regarding the role of ethical models
in promoting ethical awareness and professionalism among nurses and nursing students. This
review emphasizes both the educational and managerial dimensions of ethical role modeling and
its implications for nursing professionalism.
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Findings: The reviewed literature demonstrated that ethical models in both educational and
clinical settings have a substantial impact on reinforcing professional ethics among nurses.
Students who were exposed to ethical models demonstrated an enhanced ability to distinguish
professional from unprofessional conduct, subsequently leading to exhibiting less unprofessional
behavior and a better moral performance. Conversely, environments lacking ethical models led to
“conscious omission,” ‘“unsympathetic atmosphere,” and “ineffective training,” causing
widespread professional misconduct. Our review also showed that the presence of ethically
oriented leaders at the organizational level can create a positive ethical climate, reduce professional
misconduct, and increase job satisfaction, trust, and moral courage. Ethical leadership of nursing
managers, especially head nurses, was also correlated with psychological empowerment and
increased organizational commitment among nurses. In contrast, environments devoid of ethical
role models were linked to indifference, communication barriers, and the normalization of
unethical behaviors. Leaders who were able to demonstrate honesty, fairness, and compassion
reduced moral distress and turnover while strengthening trust and professional integrity within
their team. These findings collectively confirm that modeling ethical behavior—whether by
educators in training or managers in practice—translates ethical values into observable
professional standards.

Conclusion: Ethical models can serve as crucial mediators in the conversion of professional
ethics into professional practice. Our findings suggest that both educational and organizational role
models improve professional behaviors and decrease misconduct among nurses. By prioritizing
bedside mentorship, reflective practice, and continuous demonstration of moral integrity, we can
transition moral values from theoretical understanding to established professional behavior. To
build a sustainable professional environment, we recommend implementation of ethical role
modeling in nursing curricula and organizational leadership frameworks.

Keywords: nursing ethics, ethical role model, professional behavior, professionalism.
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