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Why Do I Feel This Way-
Case Studies in Moral 

Distress
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Moral Distress 

� when a practitioner feels certain of the ethical 
course of action but is constrained from 
taking action.

Hamric & Blackhall, 2007

� due to situations that involve ethical 
dimensions, and when the individual feels 
s/he is not able to preserve all interests and 
values at stake.

Kalvemark et al., 2004 

Common Causes of Moral Distress 

� Clinical situations
Ø Unnecessary treatment, inadequate informed consent, 

incompetent providers

� Factors internal to caregiver
Ø Perceived powerlessness, lack of knowledge about alternatives, 

fear of reprisals

� External factors in the situation
Ø Work environment/culture, legal/regulatory issues, co-worker 

issues

Whitehead et al., 2015 

Significance of Moral Distress 

� For Staff
Ø Physical and Emotional symptoms 
Ø Loss of capacity for caring

� For Patients
Ø Inconsistent and less attentive care

� For Organizations
Ø Employee dissatisfaction, increase turnover

Kuoppala et al., 2008; Sauerland, et al., 2015

Moral Distress Thermometer 

Wocial et al., 2010; 
Wocial & Weaver, 2013

Four A’s of Moral Distress
� Ask

� Affirm

� Assess

� Act
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AACN’S 4 A’s Model

ASK

ACT AFFIRM

ASSESS

healthy 
work 

environment

Sherman, 2012

ASK

� Am I feeling distressed or showing signs of 
suffering?

� Am I observing symptoms of distress within 
my team?

� Have coworkers, friends, or family 
members noticed these signs and 
behaviors in me?

GOAL:  You are aware of moral distress

AFFIRM

� Your distress
� Commitment to take care of yourself

� Validate your feelings and perceptions 

� Professional obligation to act

GOAL:  You make a commitment to 
address moral distress (don’t ignore it)

ASSESS

� What is the source of the distress?
� Determine the severity.

� Contemplate your readiness to act.
� The 4 R’s

� Relevance, risks, rewards, roadblocks

GOAL:  You establish an action plan

ACT

� Anticipate setbacks

� Maintain desired change

� Continue to evaluate

GOAL:  You preserve your integrity and 
authenticity

Case Studies
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Moral Resilience

� Why are you doing this work
� Reconnect with what brought you to the work/Find 

your “joy”

� Self Awareness

� Self Care

� Changes in the work environment that 
preserve moral integrity
� Unit/team culture
� Organizational commitment 

Self Care

�Self-care is a very active and powerful choice to 
engage in the activities that are required to gain or 
maintain an optimal level of overall health. 

�Overall health includes not just the physical, but 
the psychological, emotional, social, and spiritual 
components of an individual’s well-being.

Self Care

� It is about being as kind to yourself as you would be 
to others.

� It is about knowing when your resources are 
running low, and stepping back to replenish them 
rather than letting them all drain away

Self Care
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