
Section of Epidemiology, Vetsuisse

Moral distress in animal care workers

Human-animal bond in the context of One Health framework
Yigit Baysal, Irina Guseva Canu, Sonja Hartnack

SGBE-Seminar für biomedizinische Ethik
19. January 2024, Bigorio (TI)

One Health und Ethik



Human-animal bond in the context of a One Health framework



Outline

– Moral Distress​

– 3Rs

– Linking animal and human welfare​

– Systematic review​

– Future perspective



Moral Distress

Jameton (1984): “Moral distress arises when one 
knows the right thing to do, but institutional 
constraints make it nearly impossible to pursue the 
right course of action.”
oMoral Judgment
o Institutional Constraints
oDate

Jameton A, Jackson EM. (1984). Nuclear war and nursing ethics. What is the nurse's responsibility? p.75-88.



Nuances 

Moral distress: knows the right course of action, but 
cannot implement​

Vs.​

Moral uncertainty: unsure of what the nature of the 
problem is or which moral principles to apply​

Vs.​

Moral dilemma: not knowing how to act due to more 
than one conflicting moral principles

Fourie C. (2017). AMA journal of ethics, 19(6), 578–584. https://doi.org/10.1001/journalofethics.2017.19.6.nlit1-1706



Rushton, C.H. (2016). AJN, American Journal of Nursing, 116(7), p. 40-49, DOI: 10.1097/01.NAJ.0000484933.40476.5b



Definitions

Conditions

Jameton, 1984 Wilkinson, 
1989

Kälvemark, 
2004

Epstein & 
Hamric, 2009

Moral 
Judgement

Moral 
Judgement

Moral Dilemma Moral 
Judgement

Constraints Constraints Constraints Internal 
Constraints

Affective 
responses

Affective 
responses

External 
Constraints

Uncertainty Affective 
responses

Variety of neccesary & sufficient conditions

Morley G., et al., (2019). Nursing Ethics. doi:10.1177/0969733017724354



Pathway to moral distress and moral competency

Arbe Montoya, A. I., et al. (2019). The Veterinary record, 185(20), 631. https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.105289



Animal experimentation is ethically challenging

Würbel H. (2017). More than 3Rs: the importance of scientific validity for harm-benefit analysis of animal research. Lab 
animal, 46(4), 164–166. https://doi.org/10.1038/laban.1220





Linking animal and human welfare - refining rodent euthanasia



Occupational Health Reports

•High levels of compassion fatigue, anxiety, burnout, depression, 
and suicidal thoughts reported

•Associated with both professional and personal quality of life 
and can exacerbate PTSD, burnout

•Direct involvement in euthanasia 
• Animal shelter employees are reporting significantly higher 

levels of work stress, somatic complaints, and lower levels of 
work satisfaction 

 This supports the argument that actual killing is an important 
precursor of occupational stress in animal-care employees

Reeve, C. L., et al. (2004). Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, 7(1), 1–25. http://doi.org/10.1207/s15327604jaws0701_1 
Andrukonis, A., & Protopopova, A. (2020). Anthrozoös, 33(1), 119–131 https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2020.1694316





Implementation of 3Rs

•Animal care-workers are at the fault line of conflicting interests of
• animal welfare,
• moral values, and 
• scientific validity of experiments

•First line of defense for animal welfare
o Ethical and moral decision making in their immediate surrondings
o Yet, lower in hierarchy

•Animal care-workers wellbeing is an important determinant for 
successful implementation of 3R





Stages of Moral Reckoning

Rushton C. H. (2016). AACN advanced critical care, 27(1), 111–119. https://doi.org/10.4037/aacnacc2016275



Reciprocal Influences of Culture

Guzys D. Moral distress: A theorized model of influences to facilitate mitigation and resilience. Nurs Health Sci. 2021; 23: 658–
664. https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12827



Systematic review on MD assessment

• Objectives:
•Which scales exist in animal workers to assess moral 

distress?
•What are their psychometric validity?

• Preregistered at PROSPERO
•Inclusion criteria:
•1-original (primary) study conducted in animal care workers, 

describing either
• 2-the development of a moral distress measure, or
•3-validation of a moral distress measure in its original or 

modified version, to assess at least one of the 
psychometric properties mentioned in COSMIN guidelines

Terwee, C. B., et al. (2018). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-018-1829-0







Is valid psychometric 
evaluation even possible?

De Vet, H., Terwee, C., Mokkink, L., & Knol, D. (2011). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511996214



Is valid psychometric 
evaluation even possible?
• For an experience to qualify as MD, it must involve a moral event, 

psychological distress, and a direct causal relation between these two 
elements
• Narrow conceptions of MD
• This potentially excluding experiences of internal conflict or 

uncertainty.
• Constraint as a necessary and sufficient condition for MD is 

perpetuated through quantitative measures 
• which presuppose constraint as the sole cause of MD,
• Labels experiencing institutional constraints as the distress of the 

individual



Moral Distress- An organisational Problem?

• Culture shapes the core values and norms of its members, which are 
shared and transmitted through social learning processes.
• Top-down influences result in behavior change at micro-level
• Bottom-up influences result in shared behavioral norms and values and 

modify culture at the macro level
• Moral climate

• Implicit and explicit values may promote or constrain nurses' ability to 
prioritize best practice and client wellbeing

• Social learning processes



A dynamic, multi-level model of culture 

• Professional identity is built on the personal values 
that lead an individual to seek to become a nursing 
professional 
• Education provides a buffer between the micro 

and macro levels
• Examples of interventions:
• preregistration education
• knowledge of the values and nursing ethics
• skills relating to critical reasoning, and
• critical reflection on practice

Guzys D. (2021). Moral distress: A theorized model of influences to facilitate mitigation and resilience. Nurs Health Sci; 23: 
658–664. https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12827



Future research goals

– Scoping review on MD

– i) identify the type of available evidence,
– ii) examine how research is conducted,
– iii) identify key characteristics or factors related to moral distress, and
– iv) clarify key concepts and definitions

– MD Assessment Tool Development
– Addressing gaps in current tools, focusing on direct causal relationships between psychological 

distress, and prevalence of moral stressors in a work environment
– Longitudinal Study

– the impact of intervention strategies to reduce MD
– Accounting for top-down and bottom-up influences of dynamic model of culture
– Implementation Mapping (IM) design
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Thank you for listening



Suggestions in Q&A

• Personal vulnerabilities need also to be highlighted
• Moral agency and verbalizing moral distress
• Phenomenology of human-animal bond

• Related to experience of “sacrifice”, “killing”, and “empathy”
• Delegating moral responsibilities

• In human healthcare vs. in veterinary practices
• Biting the bullet: ban of animal experimentation
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