
Moral Distress in the Health Professions: A
Call to Action for Improved Patient Care
Moral distress is a psychological state of anguish and frustration that
occurs when an individual is unable to act in accordance with their moral
values or beliefs within their professional role. In the context of healthcare,
moral distress arises when healthcare professionals are unable to provide
care that aligns with their ethical obligations due to external constraints or
barriers.

Moral distress in healthcare can be caused by a range of factors, including:

Systemic constraints: Healthcare systems that lack resources,
support, or infrastructure can create environments where moral
distress is more likely to occur.

Workload and time pressures: Overworked and understaffed
healthcare professionals may feel pressure to compromise their ethical
values in Free Download to meet the demands of their workload.

Organizational culture: Hierarchical or bureaucratic organizational
structures can suppress ethical concerns and make it difficult for
healthcare professionals to speak out about their moral distress.

Patient preferences: While it is essential to respect patient autonomy,
healthcare professionals may face moral dilemmas when patient
preferences conflict with their ethical values.

Legal and ethical guidelines: Complex and ambiguous legal and
ethical guidelines can create uncertainty and confusion, leading to



moral distress.

Moral distress can have significant consequences for both healthcare
professionals and patients. For healthcare professionals, it can lead to:
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Burnout and Compassion Fatigue: Chronic exposure to moral
distress can deplete emotional resources, leading to burnout and
compassion fatigue.

Psychological Distress: Moral distress can cause symptoms of
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disFree Download.

Job Dissatisfaction and Turnover: Healthcare professionals who
experience high levels of moral distress are more likely to be
dissatisfied with their jobs and leave the profession.

For patients, moral distress can result in:

Suboptimal Care: When healthcare professionals are unable to act in
accordance with their moral values, patients may receive care that
does not meet their needs or violates their rights.
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Compromised Trust: Moral distress can erode patient trust in
healthcare professionals and the healthcare system.

Increased Healthcare Costs: Moral distress can contribute to
increased healthcare costs by prolonging hospital stays, increasing
readmissions, and reducing patient satisfaction.

Addressing moral distress in healthcare requires a multifaceted approach
that involves both individual and systemic interventions.

Individual Interventions:

Self-Reflection: Healthcare professionals should engage in self-
reflection to identify their moral values and beliefs, and how these align
with their professional role.

Ethical Decision-Making Skills: Healthcare professionals should
develop ethical decision-making skills to navigate complex moral
dilemmas and make decisions that are consistent with their values.

Peer Support: Creating a supportive environment where healthcare
professionals can share their concerns and experiences can help
reduce moral distress.

Mindfulness and Resilience Practices: Mindfulness and resilience
practices can help healthcare professionals cope with the emotional
challenges of moral distress.

Systemic Interventions:

Resource Provision: Healthcare systems should provide adequate
resources, including staff, infrastructure, and equipment, to support



healthcare professionals in providing ethical care.

Ethical Guidelines and Policies: Clear and accessible ethical
guidelines and policies can help healthcare professionals navigate
moral dilemmas and make ethically sound decisions.

Patient-Centered Culture: Creating a patient-centered culture where
patient values and preferences are respected can reduce the likelihood
of moral distress.

Leadership Support: Healthcare leaders should create a culture that
supports ethical behavior and encourages healthcare professionals to
speak out about their moral concerns.

Education and Training: Education and training programs should
prepare healthcare professionals to identify, cope with, and address
moral distress.

Moral distress is a serious issue in healthcare that has significant
consequences for both healthcare professionals and patients. By
understanding the causes and consequences of moral distress, and by
implementing individual and systemic interventions, we can create
healthcare environments that support ethical behavior and deliver the best
possible care to patients.
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