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The Hidden Cost of Health Care 



Moral Distress 

• Intense discomfort of not being able to fulfill one’s professional 
and ethical obligations due to external factors beyond your 
control 

 

• Can cause “moral injury”, damage to one’s identity 

 

• Can lead to burn-out, disillusionment, powerlessness 

 



COVID-19 and Moral Distress 

• Lack of resources  

• Visitor restrictions  

• Reduced services 

• Lack of clarity over quickly changing guidelines 

• Anger from public 

• COVID fatigue 

 



The Curse of the Compassionate? 

• HCP generally compassionate 

• Highly empathetic likely to be influenced by colleague’s 

experience of moral distress 

• Social pressure to ignore moral distress 

• Guilt for feeling immune to suffering of others (“what’s wrong 

with me?”) 

 



Health Care: The Fantasy? 



Health Care: The Reality? 



The Role of Unrealistic Expectations 

• Unrealistic expectations of health care system, the government, 
families, our patients, and ourselves 

 

• Need to accept tragic nature of reality and limits of individual 
and collective ability to “fix” everything 

 

• “Society” cannot and will not solve your problems 

 



Moral Distress and Resources 

• Lack of resources is a fact; need to work within limits 

• Greater resources leads to higher expectations and greater 

demand 

• “Lack of resources” can be an excuse for inaction; need to 

focus on what is feasible 

 



Moral Distress and Patients 

• Autonomy involves the right to make bad decisions 

• Cannot force care on unwilling patients 

• Cannot “fix” complex family dynamics or personalities 

• Safety and health not priority for many  



Moral Distress and COVID 

• ZERO control over behaviour of others 

• CAN’T know how pandemic will play out 

• CAN be cautious, follow public health guidelines 

• CAN choose to worry about the future OR live in present and 

focus on task at hand 



Responding to Moral Distress 

• Recognize and acknowledge it 

• Reflect on it 

• Talk about it 

• Ask for help 

• Take action 



Moral Resiliency: Common Features 

• Acceptance of reality 

 

• Strong sense of inner purpose 

 

• Flexibility/adaptability 
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Moral Resiliency Practice 

• Plan: break down work into chunks, focus on immediate (“get 

through until lunch”) 

• Visualize: mentally practice how to respond to stressful events 

• Self-coaching: keep internal monologue to stay focused and 

confident; banish negative thoughts (“calm down, we can do 

this”) 

 



Moral Resiliency and Self-Care 

• Be self-aware  

• Allow yourself to slow down 

• BREATHE 

• Take a break 

• Ask for help 

• Leave work at work 

• Disengage from social media, news or unnecessary stressors 

 



The Importance of Perspective 



Stoicism and Moral Resiliency 



The Stoics Guide to Serenity 



Remember… 

• Things may be bad, but they could always be worse… 

• Be thankful 

• Don’t take things (especially yourself) too seriously. A sense of 

humour is the best protection against burn-out.  

• Reflect on the past, plan for the future, but live in the present 

• Forgive others and yourself 

 



Keep on keeping on… 



Thank you! 


