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A few helpful definitions

Moral agency-the ability to act on one’s moral 
beliefs

Moral sensitivity-the ability to recognize the 
moral dimensions of situations

Moral courage-the strength and commitment 
to act on one’s beliefs

Moral community-a group that works together 
to enact shared values



What is Moral Distress?

3 definitions:

“The feeling experienced when one knows the 
right thing to do, but institutional constraints make 
it nearly impossible to pursue the right course of 
action.” (Jameton, 1984)

“A condition of discomfort that occurs when one 
believes that something should be done but is 
constrained by institutional or other pressures from 
acting on that belief.” (Oberle&Bouchal, 2009)



What is Moral Distress? (cont’d)

“Moral distress occurs in situations where the 

person is aware of a moral problem, 

acknowledges moral responsibility, and makes 

a moral judgment about the correct action; yet 

as a result of real or perceived constraints, 

participates in perceived wrongdoing.”

(Nathaniel, 2002)



Burnout

Burnout refers to the clinician’s 

disengagement in the work setting. Main 

features are: “overwhelming exhaustion, 

feelings of cynicism and detachment from the 

job, and a sense of ineffectiveness and lack of 

accomplishment.” (Austin et. al. 2013). 



Compassion Fatigue

“The physical and mental exhaustion and 

emotional withdrawal experienced by those 

who care for sick or traumatized people over 

an extended period of time.” (Webster Dictionary)

“indifference to charitable appeals on behalf of 

those who are suffering, experienced as a 

result of the frequency or number of such 

appeals” (Google)



What is Moral Residue?

The feeling that clinicians carry after facing 

morally distressing situations that, in the 

clinicians’ own assessment, caused them to 

seriously compromise themselves or allow 

themselves to be compromised. 

(Webster&Bayliss, 2000)

Crescendo effect: accumulation of moral 

distress that may escalate over time 



Trends in Moral Distress

• 30+ years of research

• Recognition of widespread moral distress

• Recent turn toward moral resilience seen 
in nurses who do not experience moral 
distress

• Ongoing research focuses on how moral 
distress can be a catalyst for positive 
change



Personal Assessment of 

“Moral Distress Load”



Focused Discussion Format

• Each table has been assigned “a question that 

matters” 

• You have 15 minutes to share your 

knowledge and experiences and explore 

possibilities around your “question that 

matters” 

• Your table will have an opportunity to share 

discussion highlights with the larger group



Sharing Discussion Insights and 

Highlights:

Tables 1, 2, 3

Q1. What strategies could you use to eliminate 

existing sources of moral residue?

Tables 4, 5

Q2. How could we transform the system to create 

an environment that empowers individuals to live 

their values?



Moral Resilience

A person’s capacity to sustain, deepen 

or restore his/her integrity in response 

to moral complexity, confusion, 

distress or set backs.

It is based on our self- knowledge of, 

and commitment to our values.



Key questions to consider:

• Do I know my values?

• Am I living by my values?

• Who am I being in this moment?

• How do I want to be known?

• Am I choosing to act in a way I can live 

with?



Moral ResilienceResilience: 

A person’s ability to 

recover from or healthfully 

adapt to challenges, 

stress, adversity or trauma



Resilient people seek growth in 

response to adversity

• Moral compass

• Powerless/passive vs. proactive/seeing 

possibility

• Cognitive flexibility



Self-care

Covenant Health –

Wellness Resources

www.CompassionNet.ca/Wellness

Homewood Health 

www.homeweb.ca

1-800-663-1142  

Contact -24/7

Resilience and 

Personal Wellness

Resources

http://www.compassionnet.ca/Wellness
http://www.homeweb.ca/


Creating your own

Moral Resilience Plan



Next Steps


