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Ethics Made Real 

Housekeepers Save Lives… And How About You?  

As the saying goes, it takes a village to raise a 
child. Seldom are goals accomplished alone 
without the support of others, whether helping a 
child grow into maturity, or in running a 
hospital. On any given day at Covenant Health, 
there are many individuals and teams who work 
in concert to save lives. We only have to 
imagine all who are involved during a 
resuscitation effort in the Emergency 
Department, or a life saving vascular surgery. 
Teams of physicians, nurses, respiratory 
therapists, and other clinicians and staff pull 
together to save the life of the patient. They 
recognize the life-threatening heart rhythm or 
leaking aneurysm and intervene quickly. All in a 
day’s work. 

During the winter season there are other 
threats to the life, safety and wellbeing of 
individuals in our facilities that also require 
timely intervention. Seemingly ordinary 
circumstances like wet floors from snow being 
tracked in on boots poses a hazard, and on 
some days it is continuous challenge to keep 
our doorway entrances clean and dry. Ensuring 
a patient or resident’s bed, their washroom, and 
the medical equipment they use are clean to 
prevent the spread of infection is arguably a 
life-saving measure, for which we owe a debt of 
gratitude to our housekeeping staff. Again, all in 
a day’s work.  

 

The well documented risk of hospital acquired 
infection and the impact on patient and resident 
safety cannot be ignored. Circulating strains of 
influenza in the community, outbreaks on 
clinical care units, and social gatherings during 
the holiday season that elevate the risk of 
infection spread require all of us to do 
everything within our power to keep the people 
we work with, and those we serve, safe. 
Maintaining a clean environment is key for 
patients and residents, as well as for the benefit 
of staff. 

But it is not just floors and door handles that 
require our attention. We have to look within 
ourselves and recognize the vector of spread 
may be aided by some fairly ingrained habits, 
for example, using our hand to cover our mouth 
when we cough or sneeze. Or the many times 
we may have walked by the hand sanitizers at 
the entrance of all our facilities and chose not 
to stop, or to consider the example we set to 
the public and fellow health care workers. We 
have to examine our conscience when we 
outright dismiss the scientific evidence 
regarding the value of immunization as our best 
defense against influenza, or, if we are afraid of 
getting a flu shot, to take that extra step to 
reach out to Occupational Health and Safety or 
Infection Protection and Control staff for the 
added support they can provide to make an 
informed decision (see: 
http://www.thevitalbeat.ca/news/moral-
dilemma/). 

As a Catholic ministry, Covenant Health is 
bound by what is known as canon law, a set of 
rules and moral principles defining how it will 
govern itself. Of significance, canon law 
requires Covenant Health to maintain a level of 
quality equal to or greater than the local 
authority. Said another way, it would be 
scandalous for a Catholic hospital to wantonly 
cause harm, and thus there are many 
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champions in our organization who work 
tirelessly to ensure our quality and safety 
efforts continue to meet and often surpass 
standards, as evident by our consistent 
Exemplary Standing with Accreditation Canada. 

 

Truth to be told, no matter what our role in the 
organization, we all contribute to meeting the 
highest quality standards, and in turn, saving 
lives. We can all contribute to creating a safe 
and healthy environment by committing to the 
following actions: 

1. Clean your hands, often; 
 

2. Cough and sneeze into your inner arm, 
or use a tissue; 
 

3. Clean your hands or use sanitizer after 
using tissues; 
 

4. Stay home if symptomatic;  
 

5. Get a flu shot. 

Our collective efforts around hand hygiene, 
respiratory etiquette, voluntary isolation, and 
immunization are foundational elements of our 
quality and safety efforts. Housekeepers do 
their part, as do we all to save lives. It is never 
too late to start to change old habits, or to 
reflect on our attitudes to contribute in a more 
complete way to saving lives. The stakes are 
high. Unfortunately, every year we know that 
some previously healthy individuals will 

succumb to influenza. We also know all too well 
the pressure on the health system when an 
outbreak forces units to be temporally closed. 
The time has never been more urgent to make 
the right choice. 

Wet floors that can lead to slips and falls 
certainly must be addressed. And so must 
hospital acquired infection risks. Thankfully, we 
have the infectious disease specialists and 
various staff resource teams to make a 
difference. Despite their competent expertise, 
these teams require all of us to do our part. It 
takes a village to save lives. 

At the entrances of all our facilities there are 
sanitizer dispensaries and signage to prompt 
their use. Yellow pylons may also be placed to 
alert visitors and staff to potential hazards. Both 
are meant to get our attention. What else are 
we called to give our undivided attention and 
committed action this year to contribute to a 
safe and healthy environment? 

Remember, clean your hands often. Use 
sanitizer and if inadvertently a dispensary has 
run empty, make sure you report it so it can be 
refilled. Practice respiratory etiquette. Stay 
home if you are infected. And please get a flu 
shot. Our vulnerable patients and residents, let 
alone our coworkers trust us that we will keep 
them safe.  

We can all do this, together. Our mission and 
values compel us to be that life-saving 
difference. Thank you all for your collective 
efforts in fulfilling our vision to create “vibrant 
communities of health and healing.” 

Gordon Self 
Vice President, Mission, Ethics and Spirituality 
Covenant Health 

Dec 4, 2016 

 

 

 


