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Abstract
Background and Objectives: Moral disengagement is a cognitive mechanism through which individuals
may selectively disengage from their internal moral standards under certain circumstances and engage in
behaviors inconsistent with their ethical values. Nurses, particularly those working in high-pressure clinical
settings, may be vulnerable to moral disengagement because of continuous exposure to ethical conflicts,
workload pressures, resource limitations, and urgent decision-making. Given the scattered evidence in the
existing literature, this scoping review aimed to identify and categorize factors associated with moral
disengagement among nurses.
Methods: This scoping review was conducted according to the five-stage framework of Arksey and
O’Malley and reported in accordance with the PRISMA-ScR guideline. A comprehensive search was
performed in PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, CINAHL, Google Scholar, SID, and Magiran for studies
published from January 2016 to August 2026. The population interest comprised clinical nurses working in
hospital settings, and the concept of interest was moral disengagement. Following screening and application
of the inclusion and exclusion criteria, methodological quality was assessed using the CASP and MMAT
tools. Data were descriptively synthesized and thematically categorized based on conceptual similarities.
Results: Out of 3,790 records identified, 15 studies were included in the final review, comprising 11
quantitative studies, one mixed-methods study, and three qualitative studies. The studies were conducted in
Iran, China, Italy, Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, and Turkey. The findings indicated that moral disengagement is a
multidimensional phenomenon associated with five major domains: demographic, individual, and
occupational factors; psychological factors; managerial factors and leadership styles; organizational and
work environment factors; and the level of moral disengagement. Moral distress, psychological fatigue,
presenteeism, anger, and negative affect were among the major factors associated with higher moral
disengagement, whereas moral resilience, moral courage, and moral identity appeared to play protective
roles. Exploitative leadership, organizational bullying, compulsory organizational citizenship behaviors, staff
shortages, heavy workload, inadequate nurse-to-patient ratios, and insufficient organizational support were
also associated with moral disengagement. Conversely, ethical leadership and a supportive organizational
environment may protect against its activation.
Conclusion: Moral disengagement among nurses should not be viewed solely as a sign of individual moral
weakness; rather, it is a dynamic and context-dependent phenomenon arising from the interaction of
individual characteristics, psychological states, professional identity, power relations, leadership styles, and
organizational conditions. Therefore, prevention and reduction of moral disengagement require a multilevel
approach involving strengthening nurses’ ethical and psychological capacities, professional ethics education,
improvement of the ethical climate, reform of leadership practices, reduction of workload, and adequate
provision of human resources and organizational support. Given the predominance of cross-sectional studies
and the heterogeneity of measurement instruments, future longitudinal, multicenter, and intervention studies
are recommended to determine causal relationships and evaluate the effectiveness of preventive
interventions.

Keywords: Demographic Factors, Moral Disengagement, Nurses, Organizational Factors, Psychological
Factors.
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