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Balancing Ethics and State Mandates: Nurses’ Role in 
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In recent years, new healthcare policies 
introduced by state governments have 
sparked discussions about their ethical 
implications for healthcare providers. 
Recently, both Texas (2024) and Florida 
(2023) introduced mandates requiring 
hospitals to ask patients about their im-
migration status (Associated Press, 2024; 
Salomon, 2023). These policies are re-
portedly intended to address healthcare 
costs associated with undocumented im-
migrants. However, they raise ethical con-
cerns about the potential impact on pa-
tients who might forego necessary care 
out of fear of exposure and deportation 
(Salomon, 2023). Nurses, therefore, face 
a complex challenge: balancing state di-
rectives with their ethical responsibilities 
to uphold patient confidentiality and fos-
ter a safe, welcoming environment for all 
individuals seeking medical care.

The American Nurses Association 
(ANA) Code of Ethics (2015) obligates 
nurses to prioritize patient welfare. Provi-

sion 1 stresses the importance of respect-
ing human dignity, urging nurses to treat 
all patients with equality, irrespective of 
immigration status. Provision 3 further 
emphasizes nurses’ duty to protect pa-
tients’ personal health information (PHI) 
and only disclose it when legally required 
or necessary for patient protection. The 
Health Insurance Portability and Ac-
countability Act (HIPAA) classifies immi-
gration status as PHI that should not be 
disclosed without patient consent or a 
valid exception, shielding it under the 
HIPAA Privacy Rule. Disclosure of this in-
formation could constitute a violation of 
HIPAA, thus placing nurses at legal risk 
under federal law.  Similarly, Schweikart 
(2019) maintained in the American Med-
ical Association (AMA) Journal of Ethics 
maintained that as protected health in-
formation PHI, a patient’s immigration 
status is safeguarded by HIPAA and can-
not be disclosed for purposes other than 
treatment, payment, or healthcare oper-

ations without the patient’s consent.
In Texas and Florida, although pa-

tients are not obligated to answer ques-
tions about their immigration status, the 
mere inquiry could deter patients from 
seeking care, thereby infringing upon 
their access to health services. Patients 
who fear deportation may avoid seek-
ing medical care altogether, leading to 
untreated conditions and worsening 
health outcomes. This fear, compounded 
by legal pressures, contradicts the ethical 
principle of “do no harm” and the nurse’s 
role as a patient advocate. Furthermore, 
although disclosure is optional, the tradi-
tional patriarchal dynamics in healthcare 
settings may make patients feel com-
pelled to respond, fearing that withhold-
ing information could impact their ability 
to receive care. 

The ANA Code of Ethics (2015) em-
phasizes advocacy in Provision 5 and 
social justice in Provision 8, aligning with 
nurses’ responsibility to protect vulnera-
ble populations and support health eq-
uity. Protecting the confidentiality of im-
migration status allows nurses to honor 
these ethical commitments. Enforcing 
disclosure of immigration status risks fur-
ther deterring marginalized individuals 
from accessing care, exacerbating health 
disparities, and undermining the ANA’s 
commitment to equitable care.

In conclusion, what does this mean 
for Oklahoma? As neighboring states 
implement policies requiring hospitals 
to ask patients about their immigration 
status, Oklahoma may soon face similar 
pressures, challenging healthcare pro-
fessionals to navigate complex ethical 
and legal landscapes. Nurses, guided 
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to explore the comprehensive effects of 
mandated nurse-to-patient ratios beyond 
the state of California. Based on the liter-
ature reviewed, however, we support and 
recommend implementing mandated 
unit-specific nurse-to-patient ratios to im-
prove patient outcomes, safety, and the 
working conditions for nurses. n
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by the ANA Code of Ethics (2015), have 
a responsibility to safeguard the dignity 
and privacy of every patient, regardless 
of background. However, mandatory dis-
closure could discourage marginalized 
individuals from seeking medical atten-
tion, leading to untreated conditions and 
worsening health disparities. As these 
issues unfold, it is essential for Oklaho-
ma’s nursing community and healthcare 
leaders to take a proactive stance, ad-
vocating for policies that prioritize both 
ethical patient care and the well-being of 
the state’s diverse population. n
Author Note: We have no conflicts of interest to disclose.

Co-authors’ bio and headshots are available upon request.

References
American Nurses Association. (2015). Code of ethics 
for nurses with interpretive statements. American 
Nurses Association. https://www.nursingworld.org/
practice-policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-
ethics-for-nurses/

Associated Press. (2024, November 1). Texas 
hospitals must now ask patients whether they’re 
in the US legally. Here’s how it works. https://
apnews.com/article/texas-immigration-
hospital-health-care-abbott-florida-
aeee92d7515a18b492c737b3657569ab

Salomon, G. (2023, September 15). Uncertain and 
afraid: Florida’s immigrants grapple with a disrupted 
reality under new law. Associated Press. https://
apnews.com/article/florida-immigration-law-
effects-immigrants-desantis-6997fe6cdbcfa9d0b30
9bb700690e747

Schweikart, S. J. (2019). Should immigration 
status information be considered protected health 
information? AMA Journal of Ethics, 21(1), E32–E37. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/amajethics.2019.32

(continued from page 4)

http://oklahomanurses.org
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.16.1987
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.16.1987
https://doi.org/10.1097/ncq.0000000000000334
https://doi.org/10.1097/ncq.0000000000000334
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjqs-2018-008043
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjqs-2018-008043
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-019-4688-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-019-4688-7
https://doi.org/10.1097/mlr.0000000000001519%E2%80%8C
https://doi.org/10.1097/mlr.0000000000001519%E2%80%8C
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-052899
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-052899
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00768-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00768-6
https://doi.org/10.1097/MLR.0000000000000456
https://doi.org/10.1097/MLR.0000000000000456
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmsa012247
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmsa012247
https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-ethics-for-nurses/
https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-ethics-for-nurses/
https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-ethics-for-nurses/
https://apnews.com/article/florida-immigration-law-effects-immigrants-desantis-6997fe6cdbcfa9d0b309b
https://apnews.com/article/florida-immigration-law-effects-immigrants-desantis-6997fe6cdbcfa9d0b309b
https://apnews.com/article/florida-immigration-law-effects-immigrants-desantis-6997fe6cdbcfa9d0b309b
https://apnews.com/article/florida-immigration-law-effects-immigrants-desantis-6997fe6cdbcfa9d0b309b
https://doi.org/10.1001/amajethics.2019.32

