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Disclosure



• To unpack what we mean by human dignity, and how we are called to risk 
and respond

• To describe cognitive biases and moral sensibilities, and how they can 
influence our response to this call

• To affirm the role of metacognition and ethical discernment in helping to 
bridge differences and pursue belonging and inclusivity

Objectives 



“The act of living our mission and giving the highest quality of 
care is ultimately an act of love.  

But genuine love involves compassion and kindness. It also involves 
risks – the risks of seeing suffering, the risks of error, the risks of 
courage and authenticity, and the risk of forgiveness given and grace 
received from those we care for and with each other.”

Popowich and Self, Health Progress, Spring 2021

Grounding our Work and Calling



The three calls of the Health Ethics Guide



“Who are the persons in need of urgent care today?  What are the 
ways in which we, individually and collectively, are blind to or avoid
the obvious need of some persons?”

HEG, Introduction, p. 3-4

The risk of vulnerability



“Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to 
our likeness.’” 

Genesis 1:26

“Being in the image of God the human individual possesses the 
dignity of a person, who is not just something, but someone.”

Catechism of the Catholic Church, 357

The espoused definition



• “Dirty foot washing love”

The operative definition  



• Question:  Although we all have human dignity, do we act consistently as 
though that were true? 

• Joseph Cardinal Bernardin’s seamless garment metaphor

• The radical claim of human dignity will confront our moral sensibilities 

Tensions



Two stories from the Legislature steps



The risk may be with us



• Logically, can we be selective if we claim human dignity?  

• But more than seeing, is acting - crossing the road, even at great risk.

• 2 stories of response on N. Palm Canyon Drive…the 1st….  

“Response”…mine, yours, ours



And the 2nd…both ask, who is our neighbour?



• The Misconception: You are a rational, logical being who sees the world as it 
really is; you are full of logic and reason

• The Truth: You are as deluded as the rest of us, but that’s OK, it keeps you sane; 
you fall short of the ideal in predictable ways.

• Cognitive biases: predictable patterns of thought and behaviour that can 
lead you to draw incorrect conclusions

• Heuristics: mental shortcuts you use to solve common problems. Some are 
learned; some come free with every copy of the human brain

• Logical fallacies are like math problems involving language, in which you 
skip a step or get turned around without realizing it

The World of Self-Delusion (McRaney)



• You use the Affect Heuristic to make decisions based on whether a 
person, problem or situation makes you feel positive or negative emotions

• You have a Hindsight Bias that makes you believe your predictions about 
the future…you’re terrible about making predictions but great at rewriting 
your memories…

• Logical fallacies appear all the time during arguments with yourself and 
others

Quick Examples



• Bias at its very nature is agnostic; it is neither a negative nor a positive 
aspect of the human condition. 

• Bias is a problem when it takes the complex nature of events and 
generalizes it to all groups or events

• Each of these next biases can have a significant bearing on how we view 
people (individually and collectively) and the concepts of dignity…

Diving into Some Common Biases



• Attribution: How we explain other people’s behaviour

• Dispositional Attribution (Internal): the reasons

for behaviour lay in something about that person

• Situation Attribution (External): the reason lays within the environment, the 
circumstances

• The “Fundamental Attribution Error” occurs because we typically want to 
attribute everything to the dispositional – even when faced with a clear situational 
reason (Jones & Harris 1967) 

• Driven by…evolution, experiences, and we can’t ‘see’ situations

The Fundamental Attribution Error



• Many people believe that those who are struggling in life did something to 
‘deserve it’, while those who experience good fortune have ‘earned it’. 

• The reality is that good fortune often comes to those who have done 
nothing to earn it, bad people often experience no consequences, and 
people who do ‘all the right things’ do not succeed

The Just World Fallacy



• Narrative Bias:  We make sense of our world through stories

• “Narratives are meaning transmitters, they are history-preservation 
devices. They create and maintain cultures” (McRaney)

• We often recall the past and tell better versions of it

• Belief Bias: the tendency to accept or reject data depending on one’s 
personal belief system, especially when the focus is on the conclusion and 
not the premises or data. Those trained in logic and argumentation appear 
less vulnerable to the bias. (Croskerry, P. 2013 Critical Thinking Program 
Dalhousie University)

Bias, continued…



• Gender bias: the tendency to believe that gender is a determining factor in 
the probability of diagnosis of a particular disease when no such 
pathophysiological basis exists. Generally, it results in an over-diagnosis of 
the favored gender and an under-diagnosis of the neglected gender.

• Illusory correlation: the tendency to believe that a causal relationship 
exists between an action and an effect, often because they are simply 
juxtaposed in time. It is also the basis of stereotyping, assuming that 
certain groups of people and particular traits go together.  (Croskerry, P. 
2013)

Bias, continued…



• Not just the terrain of ‘bigoted people’ 

• “The study of unconscious bias is revealing the unsettling truth: We all use 
stereotypes, all the time, without knowing it. We have met the enemy of 
equality, and the enemy is us.” (Psychology Today)

• "Stereotypes are categories that have gone too far. When we use 
stereotypes, we take in the gender, the age, the color of the skin of the 
person before us, and our minds respond with messages that say hostile, 
stupid, slow, weak. Those qualities aren't out there in the environment. 
They don't reflect reality.” (J. Bargh)

Stereotypes



• We use group affiliation to evaluate individuals all the time. How can we 
teach ourselves to overlook group stereotypes and instead listen to 
individual stories? 

• We NEED heuristics to function

• But heuristics can lead us to make potentially damaging assumptions

• Racial stereotyping comes from the belief that membership in a racial 
group defines someone and their behavior (essentialism)

Seeing People as Individuals



• The brain in your head was built through evolution…your ancestors’ world 
was different

• People with power can act based on self-delusion 

• For the diagnostician there are implications, for the ethicist there are 
implications, for organizations, faith communities, and individuals there are 
implications....for care, dignity and personhood there are implications.

Why is this Relevant?



• All of these things exist for a purpose

• We all have a mental scaffolding, as human beings in general, and as individuals; 
existence of biases etc. not necessarily a moral issue

• Evolutionary and other advantages

• Real needs – large amounts of information, sense of self, order from chaos, 
pattern recognition, speed/efficiency, etc.

• Light and shade – can have real benefit…BUT can also cause real problems. 
None of us is immune…

In Summary: Benefits…and Risks



• Metacognition!   Thinking about thinking

• Enables us to reflect, to recognize, to understand

• Accept that our physiological brain leads to a mind (its patterns etc.) that is 
deeply flawed, but that’s ok

• Learn to understand the toolkit you use to make life easier to comprehend, 
the various tricks we come equipped with and use regularly

Strategies to Help…



• Check your beliefs and perceptions; think about your views and reactions
• “Trust your gut”...ask yourself why?…

• Try to shift the unconscious to the ‘more conscious’

• Note that disentangling bias at the individual, organizational, ecclesial, 
social levels is hard work, involves methods and the ability to challenge 
assumptions

• Discernment and the movement to clarity…in order to become better 
people – to serve without marginalizing

Strategies to Help…



• Addressing systemic racism – amplifying the message requires us to 
confront biases and moral sensibilities

• Taking an honest look within our own structures, systems, and practices 
that fall short of respecting human dignity

• Mission requires the discipline of quality:

“We need to make courageous and intentional efforts to identify and 
address blind spots – those places where we may tell ourselves that we are 
a mission-inspired culture or excelling in quality and patient safety, when 
this may not always be true. Embracing the intentionality and discipline 
required to continuously improve should be part of our mission.

Encounter with bias



• What stood out that may have intrigued and/or challenged you?

• How might you respond differently in our call to respect human dignity?

Questions


