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When Doing Right Feels Wrong: Moral 
Distress 
Maria knows her patient needs one-on-one care. But she has six other patients to watch. 

She feels sick inside knowing she can't give the care her patient deserves. Sound familiar? 

This painful feeling has a name: moral distress. You're not alone in feeling this way. 

 

 

 



 
 

What Is Moral Distress? 

Moral distress is the experience of knowing the right thing to do while being in a situation 

in which it is nearly impossible to do it. It's different from regular stress at work. 

Think of it like being a lifeguard who sees someone drowning. You know exactly how to 

save them. But you're tied to your chair and can't move. That helpless feeling is moral 

distress. 

Moral distress occurs when one knows the ethically correct action to take but feels 

powerless to take that action. It happens when you want to do right by your patients. But 

something stops you from doing what you know is best. 

This isn't about not knowing what to do. You know exactly what your patient needs. The 

problem is that you can't provide it. 

Common Triggers for Moral Distress 

Common situations that can trigger moral distress include end-of-life treatment choices, 

inadequate staffing, value conflicts, challenging team dynamics and duty conflicting with 

safety concerns. Here are the most common situations: 

Not enough staff means you can't spend time with each patient. You rush through care 

that should take longer. You know your patients deserve better. 

Limited resources force you to make tough choices. Maybe there's only one ventilator for 

two patients who need it. These decisions weigh heavily on your heart. 

Family demands that go against medical advice create conflict. You know what's best for 

the patient. But the family wants something different. 

Policy restrictions sometimes prevent you from doing what's right. Rules might stop you 

from giving the care you know your patient needs. 
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End-of-life decisions are especially hard. You might see a patient suffering when comfort 

care would be better. But the family wants everything done. 

Unsafe conditions put you in impossible situations. You know a patient needs help. But 

you also know helping them might put other patients at risk. 

How Moral Distress Affects You 

In individuals, it can produce symptoms that are emotional (frustration, anger, anxiety, 

guilt, sadness powerlessness, withdrawal), physical (muscle aches, headaches, heart 

palpitations, neck pain, diarrhea, vomiting), and psychological (depression, emotional 

exhaustion, loss of self-worth). 

Emotional Symptoms 

You might feel angry at the system. Frustration builds up when you can't help patients the 

way you want to. Guilt eats at you when you think you're not doing enough. 

A term coined to evoke the torment felt by soldiers as they process the cruelty of war, it's 

now used by doctors to describe the guilt and helplessness we feel when patients can't 

access needed care. This comparison shows how serious moral distress can be. 

Sadness is common too. You might feel like crying after difficult shifts. Some nurses 

withdraw from their colleagues and patients to protect themselves. 

Physical Symptoms 

Moral distress can threaten core values and beliefs. It can lead to symptoms such as 

gastrointestinal problems, sleep difficulties, headaches, panic attacks, flashbacks or 

nightmares. 

Your body reacts to moral distress. You might get headaches that won't go away. Stomach 

problems are common. Some people have trouble sleeping. 
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Muscle tension in your neck and shoulders is typical. Your heart might race when you think 

about work. These physical symptoms are your body's way of saying something is wrong. 

Psychological Impact 

Moral distress can shake your core beliefs. You became a nurse to help people. When you 

can't help the way you want to, it challenges your identity. 

You might question if you're good at your job. Self-doubt creeps in. Some nurses start to 

feel hopeless about making a difference. 

Depression and anxiety can develop over time. The constant stress of moral distress wears 

you down. It's like carrying a heavy backpack that gets heavier each day. 

The Difference Between Moral Distress and Burnout 

Many people confuse moral distress with burnout. They're related but different. 

Burnout happens when you're exhausted from too much work. You feel cynical and 

detached. It's about being overwhelmed by the demands of your job. 

Moral distress, on the other hand, signifies that providers know the ethical action to take, 

however feel powerless to do so. It's specifically about not being able to do what you know 

is right. 

With burnout, you might stop caring as much. With moral distress, you care deeply. That's 

what makes it so painful. 

Both can happen at the same time. Moral distress can lead to burnout. And burnout can 

make moral distress worse. 
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Why Healthcare Workers Are Vulnerable 

Several factors make healthcare workers especially prone to moral distress: 

High-stakes decisions are part of daily work. Life and death choices create intense 

pressure. There's no room for error. 

Limited time forces you to make quick decisions. You might not have time to fully consider 

all options. This can lead to regret later. 

Hierarchy issues can prevent you from speaking up. Maybe you disagree with a doctor's 

decision. But you feel powerless to change it. 

Resource constraints are getting worse. Budget cuts mean fewer staff and supplies. 

You're asked to do more with less. 

Emotional involvement with patients makes it harder. You care about your patients as 

people. When you can't help them, it hurts personally. 

The Impact on Your Career 

The experience of moral distress leads some nurses to leave their jobs or even the 

profession entirely. This is a serious problem for healthcare. 

When good nurses leave, everyone suffers. Patients lose experienced caregivers. 

Remaining staff face heavier workloads. The cycle continues. 

Some nurses change specialties to escape moral distress. Others reduce their hours or take 

less challenging positions. These changes can affect your career growth and income. 

The guilt and self-doubt from moral distress can make you question your abilities. You 

might avoid taking on new challenges or leadership roles. 
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Coping Strategies That Work 

The good news is that there are ways to manage moral distress. Here are strategies that 

really help: 

Recognize It's Normal 

First, understand that moral distress is normal. It shows you care about doing right by your 

patients. Don't blame yourself for feeling this way. 

Many healthcare workers experience moral distress. You're not weak or unsuited for your 

job. You're human. 

Talk About It 

Find trusted colleagues who understand what you're going through. Sharing your feelings 

can provide relief and perspective. 

Join support groups for healthcare workers. Many hospitals offer these. Online 

communities can also be helpful. 

Don't isolate yourself. Keeping these feelings inside makes them worse. 

Set Realistic Expectations 

Accept that you can't save everyone. This is hard for caring people to accept. But it's 

important for your mental health. 

Focus on what you can control. You can't change policies overnight. But you can provide 

compassionate care within the constraints you face. 

Celebrate small victories. Maybe you held a scared patient's hand for a few minutes. That 

matters more than you think. 
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Practice Self-Care 

Take care of your physical needs. Eat well, exercise, and get enough sleep. Your body needs 

fuel to handle stress. 

Find healthy ways to decompress after difficult shifts. This might be exercise, meditation, or 

spending time in nature. 

Don't use alcohol or drugs to cope. They might provide temporary relief but make things 

worse long-term. 

Develop Coping Skills 

Learn stress management techniques. Deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, and 

mindfulness can help. 

Practice boundary setting. You can care about your patients without taking on their 

suffering as your own. 

Consider therapy or counseling. A mental health professional can teach you specific coping 

strategies. 

Advocate for Change 

While you can't change everything, you can speak up about problems. Use proper channels 

to report unsafe conditions or staffing issues. 

Join committees or professional organizations that work on healthcare issues. Your voice 

matters. 

Document problems you see. This creates a record that can be used to push for 

improvements. 
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Find Meaning in Your Work 

Remember why you became a healthcare worker. Focus on the patients you do help and 

the differences you make. 

Keep a journal of positive patient interactions. Review it when you're feeling discouraged. 

Volunteer for activities that remind you of your purpose. Teaching students or mentoring 

new nurses can be fulfilling. 

When to Seek Professional Help 

Some signs that you need professional support: 

● You have thoughts of hurting yourself or others 

● You can't sleep or eat normally for weeks 

● You're using alcohol or drugs to cope 

● You can't function at work or home 

● Friends and family are worried about you 

● You're having panic attacks or flashbacks 

Don't wait until you're in crisis. Early intervention is more effective. 

Creating Supportive Environments 

Organizations can help prevent and address moral distress: 

Ethics committees can help with difficult decisions. They provide a forum for discussing 

moral dilemmas. 

Adequate staffing reduces many sources of moral distress. When you have enough staff, 

you can provide better care. 

Support programs like employee assistance programs offer confidential counseling. 
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Open communication about moral distress reduces stigma. Leaders should acknowledge 

these challenges. 

Debriefing sessions after difficult cases help process emotions and learn from 

experiences. 

Moving Forward 

Moral distress is a real challenge in healthcare. But it's not something you have to face 

alone. With the right support and strategies, you can manage it. 

Remember that feeling moral distress means you care deeply. That's one of your greatest 

strengths as a healthcare worker. 

Don't let moral distress drive you away from a career you love. Instead, use it as motivation 

to advocate for better conditions and support systems. 

Your patients need caring professionals like you. By taking care of yourself, you ensure you 

can continue to care for them. 

If you're struggling with moral distress, reach out for help today. Talk to a supervisor, 

colleague, or mental health professional. You don't have to suffer in silence. 

Healthcare is challenging work. But with the right tools and support, you can navigate these 

challenges while maintaining your integrity and compassion. 

Remember: you can't pour from an empty cup. Take care of yourself so you can continue to 

care for others. Your patients and colleagues need you to be healthy and whole. 

The fact that you care enough to feel moral distress shows you're exactly the kind of 

healthcare worker patients need. Don't let this challenge defeat you. Instead, let it guide 

you toward becoming an even better advocate for your patients and yourself. 

#MoralDistress #NurseWellness #HealthcareEthics 
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