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Ethical challenges are a common part of clinical practice, and they can sometimes prevent clinicians
from acting in alignment with their core values. These moments can lead to moral distress, with
emotions such as frustration, sadness, or helplessness. If unaddressed, repeated distress can harm
well-being, reduce job satisfaction, and risk burnout.   

Moral resilience offers a way to navigate these challenges. Described as the capacity to sustain or
restore integrity in response to moral complexity or setbacks, it empowers clinicians to uphold their
values while fostering personal and professional growth.  
 
Research conducted by Holtz et al (2017) in healthcare workers identified three core aspects of moral
resilience—personal integrity, relational integrity, and buoyancy—help clinicians maintain their ethical
commitments. Personal integrity involves staying aligned with core values; relational integrity requires
respecting others’ beliefs while holding one’s own; and buoyancy enables recovery and growth after
moral distress.   

For example, consider a nurse asked to take daily blood tests from an agitated, elderly patient. Each
test causes significant distress for the patient, leaving the nurse feeling conflicted and emotionally
strained. The nurse recognises feelings of frustration and helplessness and reflects on the values at
stake: ensuring the patient receives appropriate care while minimising unnecessary harm. Engaging
with the medical team in an open discussion, they explore whether the frequency of blood tests is
essential or if adjustments can better balance patient care with patient comfort. This collaborative
approach addresses the moral conflict, aligns actions with shared values, and reinforces a
commitment to patient-centered care.   

By acknowledging emotions, reflecting on the ethical tensions involved, and seeking solutions
through respectful dialogue, clinicians can turn moments of distress into opportunities for growth.
This practice strengthens their moral resilience, helping them to navigate future challenges with
confidence and clarity. Over time, it also fosters a culture of ethical awareness and mutual support
within healthcare teams, enhancing both individual well-being and the quality of care provided. 
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The Center for Bioethics brings together the rich intellectual
resources across Harvard Medical School and Harvard University,
along with colleagues and institutions worldwide, to help ensure
that scientific progress, medical therapeutics, and health care
practices are developed hand-in-hand with reflection upon the
profound moral questions raised by advances in the life sciences
and biotechnology. 

The school distributes a biweekly newsletter that includes news,
event invitations, links to interesting articles continuing education
information. 

Subscribe to the Harvard Medical School Centre For Bioethics
newsletter here. 
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