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Fourteen Important Concepts
Regarding Moral Distress
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ABSTRACT

I suggest that we may want to strive, over time, to change our
present professional-cultural view, from one that sees an expres-
sion of moral distress as a threat, to a professional-cultural view
that welcomes these challenges. Such an effort to better medicine
would not only include dissenting clinicians, but patients (and their
loved ones) as well.

In this issue of The Journal of Clinical Ethics, in
“Harnessing the Promise of Moral Distress: A Call
for Reorientation,” Alisa Carse and Cynda Hylton
Rushton discuss moral distress.1 They define dis-
tress as “the troubled call of conscience, an expres-
sion of fidelity to moral commitments seen as im-
periled or compromised,” and discuss how clini-
cians’ experience of distress may reflect underlying
strengths. In this introduction I will elaborate on
these themes as they apply to moral distress more
widely. I will use a much expanded definition of
moral distress to maximize the degree to which cli-
nicians can use these concepts to most help their
patients and themselves. The definition and scope
of moral distress I will discuss will be any distress
that results from conflicting values, to any extent.

MORAL DISTRESS: SOME CORE CONCEPTS

Moral Distress as an Alarm
Freud famously said that our dreams are the

royal road to understanding our unconscious.2 Moral
distress may work in much the same way; it may
alert us to moral conflicts that exist outside our con-
scious awareness. As Carse and Rushton state, “The
experience of moral distress is not itself a symptom
of moral deficiency or failure; it is a sign that one is
attuned to ethical pressures or concerns, ‘an alarm
signal when a conscientious person is required to
practice in challenging contexts.’ ” Without these
alarms and the awareness they may bring, we may
go forward without recognizing underlying moral
conflicts. If they are not addressed, they may pose
greater harm. If we can identify them earlier on, we
may be able to resolve them in a earlier and much
more beneficial way.

Even patients’ expressions of nonverbal distress
may enable clinicians who detect this distress to
change their behavior. Here is an example: Dworetz
reports that some pregnant women who are carry-
ing a fetus that has died, or are carrying a fetus whom
they know will die soon after birth, want to give
birth so that they can hold the infant, even if only
for a very short time.3 They may cherish this experi-
ence for the rest of their lives. Their clinicians may
not anticipate this, and may urge the mothers to have
an abortion. The mothers may or may not comply.
Even if they do not comply, they may long, and
deeply, resent this advice. Some women who expe-
rienced this have formed groups for themselves, and
for women who are currently going through the same
experience.
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Suppose a clinician advises a woman who is
carrying a fetus that has died, or is dying, to have an
abortion.  Even if this “alarm” is nonverbal, the cli-
nician will be able to change tack. The clinician
could say, for instance, “On the other hand, some
mothers want very much to hold their baby after the
baby dies, or when they know the baby will soon
die. They may cherish this experience forever. Do
you know what you would want?” While this may
not seem realistic, it illustrates how seeing moral
distress as an alarm can bring about change. The
example also illustrates how picking up on expres-
sions of moral distress may, over time, improve the
quality of medical care. The conflicting values here
are between clinicians who initially, paternalisti-
cally, urge a woman to have an abortion versus cli-
nicians who respect a woman’s autonomy to a greater
degree by indicating that she has two options.

When patients or family share feelings of moral
distress, we can thank them immediately, even in
front of colleagues. That way, people who have spo-
ken up will know that at least one person appreci-
ates they shared a concern, even if others do not. A
broader definition of moral distress that I am dis-
cussing goes beyond Carse and Rushton’s more nar-
row definition. I am suggesting that clinicians rou-
tinely imagine the possibility that there may be val-
ues in conflict underlying any patient’s or colleague’s
show of distress. Only by inquiring may we deter-
mine whether their distress stems in part or whole
from a moral conflict—or that it does not.

Moral distress due to unfairness. There are
many sources of moral distress, but one may be ex-
ceptionally important clinically: unfairness. Being
able to recognize unfairness may help clinicians
better their practice. Persons who believe they have
been dealt with unfairly may be more likely to re-
ject rational reasoning. They may feel the perceived
unfairness has violated some part of them in a deep-
seated way. This is consistent with recent findings
from some neurophysiological brain studies.4

Here are some examples. A patient was raped,
but it was not having been raped that most embit-
tered her. She had had therapy following the trauma,
and she believed that she had mostly recovered.
What continued to enrage her was the fact that she
couldn’t, in any way, pursue or achieve justice. She
thought rather obsessively about ways that she might
seek revenge.5 She did not take revenge. The man
who raped her continued to go free, because the
conditions of his raping her were not those for which
he could be criminally convicted, or even brought
before the court.6 A second example involves a less-
violent unfairness. A medical student grew up in a
family with little income. His mother bought food

for the family with food stamps. When he entered
medical school, he witnessed classmates playing
games on their computers during lectures. He felt
his rage triggered each time. “They are so ungrate-
ful,” he would say. “I find myself hating every one
of them.” I provide a second, less-serious example
to show how even a small degree of unfairness may
cause a felt reaction that is disproportionately large.

We should give our full attention to patients and
colleagues who experience moral distress due to
what they believe is unfairness, regardless of how
significant it is. When persons become upset, they
may respond with an emotionally reactive fight-or-
flight response. When they have this response, they
may be much less open, and thus unable to hear
another’s conflicting point of view.7 As Carse and
Rushton state, “In heightened states of emotion, we
can hold on to convictions by selectively honing in
on confirming evidence, while remaining immune
to disconfirming evidence.” When a person experi-
ences moral distress, the overall goal should be to
resolve the distress including resolving the condi-
tions causing it. Since rational argumentation may
not work, what should we do when we see a person
who is upset due to feeling moral distress?

Maybe more effective than rational argumen-
tation. Since, once aroused, persons in moral dis-
tress are less likely to want—or even be able—to
reason, we should seek to try to lessen their height-
ened arousal, regardless of our own moral views.
Almost always, there is some sound underlying ba-
sis for the moral distress, even though the degree of
the distress may not be justified. In these instances,
we should note our agreement with that part of the
distress, to seek some way that the other person will
accept us as an ally, in the sense that we want to
seek with the person to find a better resolution, from
that person’s point of view. This may mean being
willing to align ourselves with that person, and pur-
sue together a resolution we both can accept.

John Gottman is regarded by many as the lead-
ing expert on treating troubled couples. He asserts
that for couples to do well, they must have “a safe
haven” before they begin to tell each other how they
feel. As they say how they feel, Gottman says, they
must always exchange validation for what the other
says.8 Persons who experience moral distress in
medical contexts are not, of course, troubled part-
ners, but Gottman’s guidelines may be as effective
as any. When we act as an ally to a person in moral
distress, we may want to regularly validate the sound
points in what the person says. When we make a
point, we can offer it tentatively and bring about
exchanges of validation by asking the other person
each time whether or not the other person agrees.
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Coincidentally, this process may lead, in the end,
to parties being able to more readily agree. Seeking
to imagine how to validate another person’s points,
on which we may differ, may allow both parties to
gain new insights in a way that offering counter ar-
guments doesn’t.9 Other ways to form alliances, that
do not involve confrontation with another person
who may be experiencing moral distress, have been
developed by clinical ethicists who provide medi-
cal mediation. JCE has presented many pieces de-
scribing these approaches. A counterintuitive ex-
ample that goes against what most of us may be-
lieve—and do—involves responding to another
person’s anger. There may be no skill more impor-
tant when responding to a person who feels morally
distressed. For this reason I will highlight some core
points made by Autumn Fiester, a leader in this field.
As she points out, “Whether explosive or intimidat-
ing or quietly seething, anger is probably the most
common impediment to fruitful dialogue.” She
states, “The facilitator needs to find the source of
the negative emotions so the cause can be addressed
and, hopefully, remedied.” Her key point is that
“Reconceiving . . . expressed anger . . . as a signpost
of moral grievance assists in viewing the grievance
as potentially . . . productive, and offers a fruitful
avenue . . . towards a shared resolution.”10

Another core intervention from mediation is to
directly contact and involve those who have the au-
thority to make the changes necessary to resolve the
person’s moral distress. I will consider specific ex-
amples, for example, the contexts in which rules may
require exceptions, in the next section. Edward J.
Bergman, also a mediator, noted in a prior issue of
JCE that clinical conflict “will often require the in-
clusion of institutional or departmental representa-
tives.” Bergman continues that even when dialogue
does not result in changes, mediation can promote
“greater understanding” and “credible institutional
commitment to a genuine balancing of competing
concerns.”11 These approaches are only a beginning.
In the last section of this article, I will describe an
approach that may surpass any other in enabling us
to form a sufficient alliance with others who feel
moral distress, such that we can work together.

Maybe ethically mandatory. When others feel
that injustice has occurred, there is another inter-
vention that I believe we should regard as ethically
mandatory. This response is based not on ethics, but
compassion. Persons who believe that they have
been subjected to rank unfairness may totally de-
compensate emotionally in ways that they haven’t
before, and thus may not be able to understand. They
may fear, not without reason, that they are losing
their mind. Given this, we may be able to reduce

their panic to an almost remarkable extent by in-
forming them this little-known fact: namely that
unfairness may indeed have such a profound effect.
With this awareness, they may have at least a glim-
mer of an understanding of why they feel as they
feel, and it may be enough to restore a belief that
they can cope successfully.

Who May Feel More Moral Distress than Others?
In their article in this issue of JCE, Carse and

Rushton discuss a case first published in an article
by Delgado and Epstein.12 In the case, a patient in
the intensive care unit (ICU) of an academic medi-
cal center who has sepsis and multi-organ failure
appears to be dying, and the nurse caring for the
patient and the resident begin cardiopulmonary re-
suscitation (CPR). The patient’s family is called, and
they are in the waiting room. The nurse believes CPR
should stop, so that its utility and the patient’s
wishes can be discussed with the family. The resi-
dent agrees, but then begins an exercise in which
interns practice doing compressions on the patient.
The nurse tries to stop it. She is rebuffed and feels
intense moral distress. In the next section, I will dis-
cuss whether the nurse’s objections to the teaching
were appropriate, in regard to medical teaching more
generally. I will not discuss in any detail whether
her attempt to stop it was the best way to proceed,
and, by extension, how others in similar situations
might best proceed.

There are well-established ethical criteria for
answering these questions regarding what clinicians
and others should do when they must make moral
decisions immediately, as the clinicians had to de-
cide in this case, when the nurse insisted they stop.
These criteria for making decisions include, for ex-
ample, the potential irreversibility of the outcome,
and the relative probabilities and magnitudes of
competing benefits and harms. In the case of the ICU
nurse, it seems likely that those who were learning
CPR by practicing on her dying patient would have
had other opportunities to learn how to do CPR.
Further, after objections to a practice are raised on
the basis of moral distress, it should be mandatory
that the objections be widely discussed. It may turn
out that there are other grounds for the distress that
clinicians detect, but they can’t know initially
whether this is the case. It may be that, from a dis-
cussion of the ICU nurse’s moral distress, that a way
of teaching would no longer be permitted. In this
case, the fact that the patient’s family were waiting
nearby may be critical factor—and provide the final
word on the matter. Informing the patient about this
teaching opportunity beforehand (and well before-
hand, if possible), as well as informing the family,
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clearly are necessary to fulfil the requirements of
several core values—respect for the autonomy of the
patient and family; allowing them to spend their last
moments together; respect for the relationships they
have with their clinicians. These are values empha-
sized particularly by the care perspective.

Beyond these comments, I wish primarily to ask
why this ICU nurse, and not other clinicians, ob-
jected to practicing CPR on the patient. This leads
to broader questions: Who may feel moral distress
most intensely? Who may feel moral distress before
others do? How can we, like this nurse, be better
able to see and bring up these moral conflicts? I sug-
gest, as Carse and Rushton do, that those who can
see and bring up these conflicts may be best regarded
as having a gift. They may be able to feel the pain of
others to a greater extent. They may also, or alterna-
tively, be more perceptive and/or intellectually open,
although these greater capacities may also be, for
them, a liability. They may hurt more because of the
pain, vicarious though it is, that they can feel.13 These
gifted persons, who see pain more than most of us
do, may have, in addition, the courage to alert us to
what they and they alone see. This may alert us to
better medical practices over time. This can only
enhance the quality of the care that we provide.

Our conclusion from this would seem to be un-
equivocal: If circumstances permit, we should thank
people immediately when they bring their moral
distress to our attention. We owe them nothing less
than to express to them our utmost and heartfelt
appreciation. Some of us may view our colleagues
who feel others’ pain, and alert us to it, as, at worst,
“bleeding hearts,” and, at best, as unrealistic. But
these colleagues may actually be more realistic than
we are; they may see others without blinders, or they
may not yet have come to deny what they once saw.
That is, they may not have adjusted to the ever-
present pain they witness by emotionally detaching
or somehow rationalizing away its significance.
Detachment may help them carry out some medical
functions, but it may be at the cost of their becom-
ing less aware of, and responsive to, patients’ feel-
ings.

Clinicians who have the greatest authority may
rebuff colleagues like the ICU nurse for speaking up.
Alarmingly, clinicians in authority may see or
“project” the limitations they have as being within
their colleague who speaks up. They may do this
without knowing that they are doing it, because it
helps them to avoid recognizing such deficiencies
within themselves. They may also not feel the pain
of recognizing that they have these deficiencies.
Such scapegoating of others may cause long-lasting
harm. And the harm may be compounded, because

when one clinician voices moral distress to a group,
as the ICU nurse did, that person is changed by voic-
ing it, and every member of the group will be
changed by it too—in some way.

After a clinician voices this kind of distress, he
or she may no longer “fit” in the group. Even if the
peg remains square, the hole in which it once fit
may have become rounded. Clinicians on a team—
like the team learning CPR—who are challenged by
a colleague—like the ICU nurse—may feel threat-
ened, because their colleague saw an ethical prob-
lem, and brought it to their awareness, that they ei-
ther didn’t see, or couldn’t see. The team members
may then, consciously or unconsciously, want to
defend themselves from this painful new self-aware-
ness. They may want, and only want, to strike back;
as I noted above, people who feel they have been
wronged may respond by feeling a desire for revenge.
They may want to strike back to defend themselves,
in part or in whole, because they don’t recognize
that they feel hurt for their patients. Medical stu-
dents are often taught they must learn to not take
patients’ pain home with them.14 Most somehow
learn to do this. There may be, though, a price, about
which they are unaware. Their unconscious mind,
protecting them, may not allow let them see patients’
pain. It would be too painful for the clinicians.

Returning to the needs of those who express
moral distress: they may not have developed this
capacity for detachment. Some clinicians practice
for years and never do. They may admit it, however,
to other clinicians they trust, often only behind
closed doors. Although they have not acquired a
capacity for detachment, they have been taught and
have accepted that they should be able to be de-
tached and thus should be detached. Since they are
not detached, they may feel shame. This shame may
be, though, wholly unwarranted. It may be that,
rather, they are and should feel luckily gifted. Their
unwarranted feeling of shame may be not only ethi-
cally inappropriate and unjust; it may represent and
reflect an erroneous bias held and put forth by the
medical profession and its culture: that practitio-
ners should be emotionally detached. They should
not, for example, cry in the presence of their pa-
tients in response to the patients’ pain.

Given this, we should regard clinicians who are
not detached as more likely to be gifted. We should
take most seriously what Elizabeth G. Epstein and
Ashley R. Hurst write in their article in this issue of
JCE, “Looking at the Positive Side of Moral Distress:
Why It’s a Problem.”15 They state, “thank goodness
for the keen eye of the attending physician who sees
a ray of hope that the team does not see (yet).” Ide-
ally, in my view, we should not only thank a person
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who expresses feelings of moral distress at once,
explicitly, and loudly, so that any clinicians with us
can hear it. Then those on our team will know where
we stand. Moreover, perhaps the person voicing his
or her views, like the ICU nurse, will not stand alone.
This in itself may lead all of us on a path toward a
new medical culture, as I alluded to previously. This
new medical culture would be one in which dis-
senting patients and colleagues would be welcome.
And we would then be working together better, to
better the practice of medicine.

SOME HARDER-TO-RESOLVE
SOURCES OF MORAL DISTRESS

The sources of moral distress are many. As
Epstein and Hurst note, these include, for example,
families who wish to continue life-support measures
that are not in the best interest of patients, witness-
ing a diminished quality in patient care due to poor
team communication, watching the care of patients
suffer due to a lack of provider continuity, working
in conditions where staffing levels are unsafe, work-
ing with colleagues who are not as competent as
patient care requires, and providing less than opti-
mal care due to pressures from administrators to
reduce costs. These causes have, they add, “been
shown over and over to be root causes of moral dis-
tress for physicians, nurses, social workers, chap-
lains, and others.” Some root causes are harder than
others to clinically address. Recognizing this is so,
and why, may help clinicians to feel less distress
when they encounter them, and this understanding
may reduce feelings of distress, often to what may
seem a highly disproportionate extent. Knowing why
the sources of moral distress are difficult to resolve
may allow us to better understand why we may feel
so frustrated or helpless. This greater understand-
ing may benefit us, in much the same way that we
can benefit persons who feel they have been treated
unfairly, by acknowledging how devastating to their
emotions and sense of well-being this may be.

Taking Our Needs, Sound in Themselves, Too Far
Some of our needs are so important that we, as

clinicians, may rightly consider them to be almost
sacrosanct. Yet even these needs should probably,
in most cases, have limits. But since we have been
used to seeing these needs as almost sacrosanct, we
may be reluctant to establish exceptions. This may
cause problems “at the margins.” In this section I
will discuss two such examples. A first example
involves clinicians who are learning medicine. The
ICU nurse’s protest is an example. Of course clini-
cians must initially learn medicine if they are to later

practice. The question is, at what point should we
establish boundaries to respect patients.

A second example is the application of the prin-
ciple of utility, which clinicians may, as they are
teaching. This principle is, in some contexts, most
valid and well-established. It is routinely applied,
justifiably, for example, during disasters in which
large numbers are injured. Utility maximizes con-
sequences: by treating and triaging patients, based
on the degree to which they will gain from treat-
ment, it is a basis for treating patients equally. But
there are grave limits to considering only utility. Yet,
as when taking the importance of teaching too far,
clinicians who are used to using utility, or want to
use it for other reasons, may apply it too much, or
too far. Thus I shall discuss some of the limitations
to utility that we might build into our practice.

When clinicians must learn. In the case of the
ICU nurse, we might imagine that the resident teach-
ing CPR may have thought it was warranted to teach
in this way. But some lines need to be drawn. In the
past, such lines were sometimes not drawn, or at
least not drawn early enough. A notorious example
is medical students who learned to do pelvic exams
by practicing on women who were under general
anesthesia.16 The women did not consent. Some cli-
nicians continue to strongly believe that a patient
in an academic hospital should not have a choice
regarding who can learn to do procedures on the
patient. Clinicians may argue that if a patient wants
to gain from being in a teaching hospital, the pa-
tient should accept the possibly of added discom-
fort, if not greater harm, of students and clinicians
who learn by doing procedures on patients. The con-
tinued presence of this argument reflects the pre-
sumed ethical priority of clinicians’ needs over pa-
tients’ autonomy. Even now I hear clinicians state
this, adamantly. The presumption may be valid, and
may ultimately benefit patients. But a more deeply
seated problem is to presume it, without question.

It is now commonly recommended for medical
students to introduce themselves to patients unam-
biguously, as medical students. They should not
introduce themselves using unclear phrases, for ex-
ample, “student doctor.” In the past, it was thought
that somehow patients would know, on their own,
that medical students wear short white coats and
doctors wear long white coats. By assuming this,
teachers and students may have been able to avoid
any awkwardness in having to identify students as
students. It may be another way that medical pro-
fessionals favored their own interests over the in-
terests of patients—and assumed the priority of this
value, without question. Another example of how
the teaching of medical students is granted a higher
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priority than the needs and rights of patients may
be that of the interns who were learning CPR on a
dying patient while the family waited.

Medical students may discuss, in their medical
and ethical training, what they should do when an
attending or resident introduces them to a patient
in a way that they shouldn’t—as, for instance, a “stu-
dent doctor.” Why should medical students go to
such lengths to make sure that patients know their
precise status when patients can’t use the informa-
tion to decide whether or not they will accept hav-
ing a clinician-in-training, who is learning a new
procedure, practice on them?

Informing patients without giving them a choice
respected their autonomy, but giving them informa-
tion without giving them a choice may leave them
more frightened. Ed Pellegrino, a beloved and inter-
nationally renowned physician-ethicist, believed
patients in an academic institution should have a
choice. He also said that, as an attending, he had
never had a patient say no to him when he asked
whether a clinician-in-training could do a first pro-
cedure on the patient. How could this be? Ed ex-
plained that he would tell a patient that he would
be there, looking over the trainee’s shoulder. Thus,
the trainee would be able to do the procedure, he
said, almost as well as he would, himself—if not
better, he might add with a grin. Ed was, as this ex-
ample may indicate, a warm and endearing person.
I can’t imagine that I could turn him down. Ed held
that the attending should be the one to ask a patient
for permission. If the attending did not ask, it was
unequivocally his or her moral mistake. To avoid
the risk of even possibly being implicitly coercive,
attendings should always indicate that they will, if
a patient wants, make time for discussion.

I end this discussion of dilemmas in medical
teaching with what may be the hardest example:
clinicians doing a lumbar puncture—a spinal tap—
on a newborn or infant for the first time. Trainees’
skills in doing a first spinal tap (as well as later spi-
nal taps) varies, and, by definition, they are less
skilled than clinicians with more experience.17 What
should an attending advise a trainee to say to par-
ents? Ed Pellegrino’s view suggests an answer: the
attending should be the one to speak to the parents.

Surely, as in all medical contexts that involve
patients, medical practices should be transparent.
Or should they? Might it be that there should be
exceptions? I think of a clinician who informed me
that sometimes, at his hospital, when a decision is
made to withdraw a child from a respirator so that
the child can die, the child’s clinicians may, on their
own, give the child sedative medication to help in-
sure that the child won’t suffer. The clinicians do

this because they fear that if they ask the parents for
permission, they may say no. They may say no be-
cause the sedation could make the difference be-
tween the child continuing to survive after the res-
pirator is shut off and the child dying. Parents may
not want to give permission for clinicians to give
the child medication that ends the child’s life. Given
this, should clinicians-in-training, about to do their
first spinal tap on an infant, tell the parents it is their
first, specifically? Or would it be kinder to just do
the spinal tap with the parents not in the room, un-
der the close supervision of their attending?

It would seem here that the ethically optimal
course might well be to inform the parents and hope
that some would say yes. The increased risk of seri-
ous harm to the infants should be minimal as it
should be in all instances that involve clinicians’
first-time learning. That some parents would say yes
would not be unreasonable or uncaring, even though
it involves a newborn.

When the needs of the many may prevail. In
their article, Carse and Rushton cite the “helpless-
ness and outrage” that Susan McCammon, a surgi-
cal oncologist, felt when she learned that the insti-
tution at which she worked, in the wake of a dam-
aging storm, was “terminating” care for uninsured
patients. The moral distress McCammon felt was
“immense.” We don’t know why her institution
adopted this policy. It may have been based on some
application of utility. Regardless, this seems intu-
itively wrong. What we do know is that, for unin-
sured patients, it violated the principle of equity.
This is probably what so enraged McCammon.

The core underlying factor that most likely dis-
tinguished patients who would be treated from those
who would not was poverty; patients may not have
had insurance because they could not afford it. Like
the family of the medical student, they may have
simply been poor. For those with decision-making
responsibility, the use of utility may be particularly
inviting. When deciding how to allocate limited re-
sources, utility may be quantified, at least in theory.
Quantified decisions may seem morally justified.

But giving sole, or even greatest, priority to the
principle of utility may give short shrift to other
values that should, in some contexts, warrant higher
priority.18 An example is justice for those worst-off.
Justice may be harder to achieve because persons
who are better-off may be less sensitive to the needs
of those worse-off. Those who are better-off may be
in the majority, and may make laws and policies. I
will consider two kinds of worse-off patients to in-
dicate possible exceptions to prioritizing the prin-
ciple of utility. I will end the discussion with a con-
temporary policy conundrum that involves patients
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who are worse-off.  Clinicians who rely on the prin-
ciple of utility more than they should is another
example of over-applying a concept that is usually
sound. The examples are meant to be paradigmatic
of numerous others. Knowing this, we may better
avoid such errors. The use of utility as an ethically
all-overriding principle may be increasing. For ex-
ample, some clinicians are now required to have 15-
and even 12-minute follow-up patient visits, even
in psychiatry. Mental health clinicians may be en-
couraged to see only patients who “really” still need
mental health services. This is due to the large num-
ber of patients who currently need more care.

But which patients don’t “really need” care? I
think of an aged adult woman who has greater than
mild autism. My goal for her in working with me
has been for her, for the first time, to ask me, “What
do you think?” Now she has. She has also, for the
first time, named an emotion she feels. I think too of
a man I see who has a brain injury. He forgets a great
deal, even from session to session. Outside our ses-
sions he forgets, and then he feels shame. At each
session, we undo his feelings of shame, and then,
and only then, he is able to gain some relief from his
feelings. These patients have made smaller, qualita-
tive gains. Clinicians may feel moral distress when
they feel pressure to sacrifice such smaller gains to
help patients who are worse-off instead. Helping
those worst-off first, even to a minor extent is, for
example, a priority urged by Rawls.

In this respect, I think of a question raised on a
larger, societal scale, namely, should patients with
cognitive limitations not be eligible for organ trans-
plant?19 Many might agree a line should be drawn
to exclude patients who are in a permanent vegeta-
tive state. But, for reasons I will discuss more in the
next section, this may not be the case. What might
be the optimal approach to patients with autism,
memory deficits, and cognitive limitations? These
patients may be seen as gaining less from treatment
than others. When the issue arises, should there be
a place for the John Rawlsian notion that sometimes
the greatest priority should be accorded to bettering
the lives of the worst-off? Might it be better, in some
cases, to see whether it is possible to improve their
quality of life, even when, in all other respects, it
involves dis-utility?

Sustaining Lives as Opposed to Relieving Suffering
Saving lives is paramount in medicine. This is

nowhere more challenging than during a disaster.
We may have to choose between saving more lives
and relieving suffering. A value that is sound in it-
self, but which may be taken too far, is saving lives.
This call may be exceptionally strong, but I will dis-

cuss, as a contrast, prioritizing the relief of suffer-
ing. Clinicians may be so intent on saving patients’
lives that they fail to recognize the extent of some
other patients’ suffering, and thus the need to help
them. The need to gain  relief from their suffering
may compete with the need to save others’ lives, as
the example below most painfully depicts.

Saving a Life at the Price of Another’s Suffering
The winter 2017 issue of JCE presented an

emerging problem of immense ethical importance:
how we can better meet the needs of patients with
disorders of consciousness (DOCs). These patients
may be aware, but have not been able to communi-
cate with others, without medical assistance. As I
indicated in that issue of JCE, as many as 41 percent
of persons who previously would have been thought
to be in a persistent vegetative state may not be. The
actual figure may be higher. Patients who do not have
awareness may heal. They may regain awareness for
the first time after the onset of an illness or acci-
dent. Our relatively new knowledge that these pa-
tients may have some awareness now, or may re-
gain awareness later, should cause us all quite sig-
nificant moral distress. This is because the suffer-
ing these patients may experience, being aware but
alone, may be much worse than most of us can imag-
ine. As Joseph Fins, an expert on these disorders
and a leading advocate for these patients asks,
“Could anything be more isolating?”20

Let us try to consider, deeply, this loneliness.
To do this, here is the example of two children who
presented to a hospital with a condition called cran-
iopagus. The children were connected at the head
and their brains were inextricably intertwined. If one
of the twins was to become fatally ill, as from sepsis
or a bodily infection, both would die. Yet, it seemed
to surgeons that, if this occurred, or before this oc-
curred, the outcome of both children dying could
be avoided. They could disconnect the body of the
child whose body was dying from his head. This
would save the life and brains of both children. This
would leave, however, one child with a brain still
aware, but possibly no means of expressing himself.

The children’s clinicians asked themselves, what
would be preferable? To sever the head of one child
so that they both could still live, or to allow both to
die? In this rare and perhaps singular case, the cli-
nicians answered that, put insensitively but accu-
rately, no lives might be better than not-one-life-yet-
not-two-lives. I do not know the outcome. The cli-
nician who showed me the children’s skull x-rays
and discussed the case with me wasn’t able to fol-
low up on their outcome. The child who could have
had just his brain could have been in a state much
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like many persons with DOCs. They may have some
awareness, but no way to express themselves.

This is the type of suffering that so concerns Fins
and many others. Present technologies make it pos-
sible for some patients in DOCs to communicate, at
least minimally. Additional patients, over time, may
become slightly better. Fins reports the case of
Maggie Worthen, age 21, who had a “cataclysmic
stroke.”21 Most thought she would remain in a veg-
etative state: her eyes would be open, but she would
have no awareness of herself, others, or her sur-
roundings. A “stunning breakthrough” occurred: she
acquired the capacity for “some communication.”
This was “real progress from where she had been.”22

Many patients, Fins reports, improve like this. Some-
times it occurs “dramatically,” he says, “even de-
cades after their original brain damage.”23

Our moral distress may be substantial at learn-
ing what patients with DOCs experience. Can we
prioritize remedying their pain over an intervention
that could save another patient’s life? The question,
overall, is whether we may be so riveted to the goal
of saving lives that we undervalue the need to re-
lieve patients’ suffering, when the two needs com-
pete. Worthen’s needs are a compelling example of
how and why clinicians may want to consider giv-
ing priority to relieving the suffering of being aware
but wholly alone. Meeting the great needs of the
many patients with DOCs may require extensive ef-
forts by clinicians, whose time is limited. A first re-
sponse might be that we may want to take special
care to not favor just one value or interest too much.

A second consideration is for those making de-
cisions about these questions. As this dilemma il-
lustrates, we are sometimes overwhelmingly help-
less. Knowing we are sometimes helpless may, para-
doxically, be a help. As noted above, in regard to
people who feel were treated unfairly, and to clini-
cians who face hard-to-resolve issues, awareness of
how difficult this decision making is may help us to
avoid unrealistic expectations. Put simply, under-
standing one’s plight may be less painful than being
helpless and not recognizing that this is the case.

Bringing about a death that seems like mur-
der.  Carse and Rushton offer the example of clini-
cians who suffered great moral distress because they
were treating a patient when they thought the treat-
ment wasn’t warranted. Nurses and physicians were
required by their hospital to treat a catastrophically
brain-injured child, even though they believed do-
ing this was “cruel,” that “their own hands engaged
in what they perceive as the unconscionable act of
harming a child.” This description is harrowing.

Clinicians may, quite rightly, want to treat pa-
tients with dignity. I am reminded of a concern raised

by Joanne Lynn, an eminent geriatrician and ethi-
cist. She knew of the moral anguish that clinicians
often experience when they must provide a treat-
ment they believe is morally wrong. For example,
clinicians may begin to emotionally detach from a
patient who won’t agree to a DNR (do-not-resusci-
tate) order, even when they know the patient won’t
do well.24 A patient in this situation probably would
prefer that his or her clinician not be emotionally
detached. How can it be avoided? Perhaps clinicians
could say that the disagreement about a DNR is caus-
ing them to feel emotionally detached. But they may,
without knowing it, say this to vent anger toward a
patient, and such anger can harm. On the other hand,
the sharing might provide benefit; while saying this
to a patient could be coercive, as it probably places
pressure on the patient to request a DNR, this shar-
ing might best respect and increase the patient’s au-
tonomy. And, if the patient then requests a DNR, he
or she could have a more meaningful and even inti-
mate last several days, weeks, or months with the
clinician, who would then be less likely to detach.

Patients may not want a DNR for many reasons.
Perhaps they fear death. When we encounter people,
whether patients or colleagues, who have excep-
tional concerns regarding death, we should keep in
mind the uniqueness of death and how it may affect
people in different and very deep ways. I think of a
writer who published his view that one might fear
death so much that one would rather die than con-
tinue to live with this fear. He took his own life.25

Another example illustrating the intensity of the
feelings about death is that of a grandmother who
threw herself over the body of her grandchild in his
hospital bed, to protect him from clinicians. The boy
had brain death, but his body was warm, since his
heart was still beating. She believed, rightly, that
the boy’s careproviders would declare him dead. In
her view, he wasn’t. I used the word “murder” in
the heading of this section to indicate the kind of
response the grandmother might have to stopping
treatment. It may be that in many, if not most, cases,
stopping treatment can’t be avoided. The point I
want to make is that we should ask patients and fam-
ily members, as much in advance as we can, how
we might reduce their future distress. Their distress
may be emotional and moral. If so, we can pursue
ways of reducing both sources of distress with them.

Here is one example of how we might, at least
hypothetically, reduce the chance that a family will
suffer a lifelong, pathological bereavement reaction
to stop treatment, such as this boy’s grandmother.
Many factors have been identified that may contrib-
ute to the disorder of lifelong, pathological bereave-
ment. Most, such as the young age of a patient or
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that it is a child who is dying, can’t be altered. But
one element can: the suddenness with which a per-
son “subjectively perceives” that the patient has
died.26 Based on this, we may then be able to reduce
loved ones’ risk for deep grief by saying, as early on
as possible, that the hospital has a policy that could
support stopping treatment.

As we say this, we can make absolutely clear
that there is no reason to believe that the policy
would apply to their loved one. It may be that the
family can hear the information without feeling too
afraid, but at the same time, unconsciously if not
consciously, begin to prepare for this possibility.
They may begin to experience anticipatory grief at
an earlier time. That may be best for them, for the
same reason: undergoing grief at an earlier time may
help them to not experience the patient’s death as
so sudden, later on. We may help the family the most
at this time, however, by assuring them that if it does
happen—unlikely though it is—that if the patient’s
clinicians would want to stop treatment, we will do
all we can, with the family, to explore all of the ways
in which they might be able to appeal a decision to
stop treatment. Such reassurance at this time, early
on, may help establish us as the patient’s and family’s
ally. Later I will describe how important, in general,
being an ally can be when patients or family mem-
bers experience moral distress.

But the clinical point is straight forward. We
should be most wary in applying one principle or
value too far, even if it is a principle that we would
typically prioritize. We should be wary of exclud-
ing other values that could warrant ethical priority,
for instance, in these examples, being so involved
in pursuing one goal that we fail to consider other,
potentially helpful principles and values.

Rules and the Law
Rules regarding medical care, most of us believe,

are not made to be broken. We believe that rules
should generally prevail and, when in doubt, we may
err by following whatever rules might apply.  We
may, for this dubious reason, go too far. Likewise,
laws may cause immense fear. If we break the law,
we may go to prison. Also, we may seek to comply
with laws to too great an extent. In this section, I
will discuss some specific ways that we may respond
to rules and the law that are likely to be harmful,
and describe ways to help us to avoid these extremes.

Obeying “the rules.” Rules may exert a tyranny
that overrides both compassion and common sense.
There are good reasons for this; rules may, for ex-
ample, further consistency, help us treat others
equally, move us to defer more to others who are
duly authorized to make difficult decisions, and help

us reduce the risk of allowing persons in power to
impose idiosyncratic, value-based decisions. Hav-
ing rules may save us  the work of having to create
new rules. They may make what we do more trans-
parent. But the price of following rules always, or
too far, may be dear.27 Carse and Rushton cite a likely
painful example: a neonatal ICU team had to release
“a still fragile infant” into an environment that
seemed to be “inadequate and perilous.” This alleg-
edly occurred because there was a “lack of alterna-
tives.”28 This may have occurred because there was
a rule that those in authority believed they had to
follow. Whether or not this is true, other examples
aren’t hard to find.

I recall, for example, a child who was hospital-
ized. He brought a fuzzy toy, to comfort him when
he was alone. Having the toy with him was, how-
ever, against the rules of the hospital ward. The staff
took the toy from him. He wailed. He didn’t emo-
tionally recover while on that ward. A somewhat
parallel case involved a retired man, living alone,
who was to enter a nursing home. He thought he
could bring his cat, but then learned that he couldn’t.
In response to this news, he said that if he couldn’t
bring his cat with him, he would rather be dead. His
careproviders almost admitted him involuntarily at
this point, leaving the cat unattended. They almost
did this because they weren’t aware of any rule that
allowed someone to go home with the patient to tend
for his cat, for the short term, and then make arrange-
ments for the care of his cat, in the longer term.

In the play Wit, a beloved friend climbs into bed
to read a story with an adult patient who was dying.
A medical school instructor uses the play, and this
scene particularly, to teach her students. She reports
the students initially feel discomfort because this
represents breaking “the rules,” but later, after dis-
cussion, the exercise seems to increase students’ em-
pathy.29  This example from the play isn’t farfetched.
Not long ago, dogs were barred from visiting patients
in the ICU. Now, in some ICUs, dogs can visit.

It is important, when assessing the merits of a
rule and decide how far to extend it, to understand
the rule’s whys and wherefores. It may be that the
rule itself is ethically suboptimal. This may be be-
cause those who made it placed unwarranted weight
on some factor that didn’t warrant such consider-
ation, such as convenience or to avoid the greater
difficulty of making decisions based on individual
circumstances. For example, having one rule may
confer dignity more invariably by accepting and in-
sisting on bringing about, sooner rather than later,
the death of some patients.

What might we do when we can anticipate the
need for an exception to the rules? We can seek out
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someone who most likely has the authority to grant
an exception (or who can explain the rule). We can
also alert patients as early on as possible that a con-
flict may arise, and indicate, as discussed above, that
if this occurs, we will do all that we can to help
them. We should do this regardless of our own moral
views. I will discuss shortly why this is so.

Obeying the law. The possibility of breaking the
law stirs deep-seated fears.30 First, laws may have
more than one meaning. An example is the phrase
“to know.” Criminal defendants may be excused on
the ground of insanity, for instance, only if they don’t
know right from wrong. Likewise patients may be
competent only if they know their options, includ-
ing doing nothing. In both of these contexts, know-
ing may mean to only know literally or to under-
stand in a deeper sense. Second, when the law is
ambiguous, it may help to look to the law’s intent.

Third, laws that apply to medicine often are
designed to help patients. If a law is unclear, and
we try to help ourselves rather than our patient, we
act at our own peril. A paradigmatic example is when
a clinician asks a patient to sign a form on which
the patient writes, that he or she won’t commit sui-
cide. The clinician may do this to protect him- or
herself. These contracts, however, don’t work, and
may actually increase patients’ risk by distancing
their clinician from them. Clinicians who know this
should not ask patients to sign a contract, but rather
should do what will most help their patients.

OPTIMAL APPROACHES TO PATIENTS
AND FOR OURSELVES

I have shared a few ideas regarding how we may
most help our patients, and ourselves, when we feel
moral distress. I have suggested, for instance, that
we regularly validate what patients say, and that we
set realistic expectations for ourselves. There are,
however, a few more general practices that may go
further to help patients and ourselves.

Responding to Patients’ Moral Distress
We may have to wholly ignore our own moral

values to help our patients to the greatest possible
extent, as I have previously stated. We may have to
do this, for instance, when we want to stop a pati-
ent’s treatment, but still try to help the patient or
family appeal the decision to the degree that we can.
When we do this, we may feel we are betraying our
own values and selves. But this may not be the case,
at all. Rather, we may be simply placing a patient’s
or family’s right to pursue their own views above
the particular content of our own views. The effect
of our being committed to helping our patients, and

expressing this when a patient or family expresses
moral distress, may go a long way to establish a solid
ground on which all parties may seek to resolve the
distress, together.

One further example. A patient of mine was
dying. He wanted to call in numerous specialists in
case there was some treatment that others had
missed, but he lacked the physical strength to use
the phone. His wife thought his contacting these
other specialists was futile, and I agreed with her.
Regardless, I encouraged her to make phone calls to
the specialists for her husband, because I believed
that he should be able to exercise his right to do so.
She made the calls asking these specialists to come,
as her husband was requesting, although none did
before he died.  He died, comforted and cradled in
his wife’s arms. She supported his “rights” in this
way by acting as he wanted when he could not do it
for himself. Her doing this may well have made his
last moment the best they could have been, and may
have helped to make a most meaningful ending, for
both of them, possible.

Reducing Our Own Moral Distress
 I have discussed already the importance of hav-

ing realistic expectations that one may be helpless
and thus unable to resolve the present source of
moral distress. Carse and Rushton also discuss this,
quoting the philosopher Norman Care. This is,
though, but one of the ways that we may most help
ourselves when we feel moral distress. I will now
discuss this and two other ways that may particu-
larly be of help.

Have realistic expectations. Norman Care
speaks of the “myth” of the “in-control agent,” hold-
ing that this myth exerts pressure on clinicians to
be “heroic.” This myth may render clinicians more
susceptible, he believes, to experiencing moral dis-
tress. In morally challenging situations, he states,
clinicians should instead accept that our efforts may
not effect much success. Compromising wisely, he
says, can be integrity-preserving. This approach is
most consistent with our helping our patients to
pursue their rights. This effort may be the best we
can do, whether or not we succeed.

Share with a friend. There are numerous ap-
proaches we can take that are self-soothing. Carse
and Rushton discuss, for example, mindfulness. The
goal of mindfulness is to disengage oneself from
“strong attachment to beliefs, thoughts, or emotions”
to achieve greater emotional balance and well-be-
ing.31 Too much distress, as discussed above, may
interfere with our optimal capacity for optimal moral
reasoning. Mindfulness may, in addition to reduc-
ing moral distress, also increase our capacity to seek



13Volume 28, Number 1 The Journal of Clinical Ethics

Articles from The Journal of Clinical Ethics are copyrighted, and may not be reproduced, sold, or exploited
for any commercial purpose without the express written consent of The Journal of Clinical Ethics.

and achieve better resolutions. Another most effec-
tive approach is to share our distress with a friend.
This friend should be a person we can trust to not
be judgmental. Merely sharing our distress may suf-
fice. What may matter most is that we, like our pa-
tients, not feel alone.

I end this discussion with what I hope is an in-
spiring example, presented at the 2016 annual ASBH
meeting.32 Researchers reported on a study in which
clinicians and parents of infants participated in, and
observed, role-plays, in which clinicians told par-
ents that they would resuscitate the parents’ baby
while the parents were present. (Infants were repre-
sented by mannequins in the role-plays.) The study
sought to determine what clinicians could best say
to parents in these situations. Parents were asked to
imagine their reactions, as though the role-plays
were real, so that they could provide useful feed-
back regarding how the clinicians in the study had
done in the role-play.

During one role-play, one clinician suddenly
believed that he should tell the “infant’s” “mother”
what was happening. At that point, the mother was
standing several seconds away, walking in one cor-
ner of the room. The “father” was standing by the
clinician’s side as the clinician was trying to resus-
citate the infant. The clinician spontaneously
grabbed the hand of the father who was standing by
him, and, taking the father’s right index and middle
finger, started pressing the father’s hand up and
down, so that the father could continue the resusci-
tation effort while the clinician went to speak to the
mother. (One can resuscitate infants that small with
two fingers.)

Most of the parents who were present observing
the role-play marveled in response to the clinician’s
actions. The clinician had apparently instinctively
sought to include both parents in the resuscitation,
to help them and their baby to the greatest degree
that he could. Some observers commented on wheth-
er the clinician should have involved the baby’s fa-
ther in this way, but whether he should have or not
is not my point. My point in relating this scenario is
that the father and the clinician were, at that mo-
ment, working together as partners, pursuing the
goals that both shared of enhancing care for both
the baby and the mother. This kind of united effort,
even—and especially—when some are feeling and
expressing moral distress, is the change in our medi-
cal culture that I am urging.

If nothing else, help another. I can find no bet-
ter example than one presented during the Holo-
caust. Many Jewish inmates in concentration camps
were starving, and did starve to death.33  Some pris-
oners under these circumstances purposefully chose

a spot at the end of the food line when they were
getting soup—not at the middle, not at the begin-
ning. Those at the beginning of the line would get
more chunks of food in their soup, which would be
gone for those at the middle or end of the line. These
prisoners wanted what little food there was to go to
those who were worst-off, who were starving. It may
be that people who experience moral distress now,
like the concentration camp prisoners, will not be
able to alter the circumstances that are causing their
distress. They may, though, even if totally helpless
in this sense, if nothing else, possibly still be able to
help another.34

CONCLUSION

I have addressed 14 points that we may want to
consider when our patients or we ourselves feel
moral distress. The end goal is to welcome and ap-
preciate our patients and our colleagues who express
their moral distress, rather than finding it threaten-
ing in any way.
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