CLINICAL PROTOCOL: CASE FILE 004

SUBJECT:DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS: BURNOUT VS. MORAL INJURY

1. THE CLINICAL BOTTOM LINE
The healthcare industry frequently misdiagnoses provider distress as "Burnout"—
labeling it a personal failure of resiliency. The correct diagnosis is Moral Injury.

While Burnout is characterized by exhaustion and cynicism, Moral Injury is a distinct
pathology defined as "a betrayal of what is right, by someone in legitimate authority,
in a high-stakes situation." The Hippocratic oath—"First, Do No Harm"—is being
violated not by physicians, but by a system that forces providers to prioritize profit
and metrics over patient care.

2. THE MECHANISM OF ACTION (WHY THIS HAPPENS)

e The Accumulation of "Nicks": Unlike the natural acceptance of patient
mortality, Moral Injury accumulates through daily systemic failures (e.g.,
diagnosing a patient but being unable to treat them due to insurance). These
"nicks" eventually sever the physician's spirit.

e The 94% Rule (Root Cause): According to W. Edwards Deming, 94% of
workplace results are a function of the system, not the worker. Blaming the
individual for a systemic failure is malpractice. You cannot "meditate" your way
out of a broken process.

e The Betrayal: Moral distress arises when one knows the right clinical course
but is prevented from pursuing it by institutional constraints.

3. THE TREATMENT PROTOCOL (THE 6 STAGES)

STEP 1: REJECT THE "RESILIENCY" NARRATIVE Stop using "resiliency training" as a
solution for structural abuse. Suggesting that a provider is "not resilient" because
they are suffering in a toxic environment is a form of gaslighting. We are already the
most resilient people on the planet; the problem is not our endurance, but the
environment.

STEP 2: CORRECT THE DIAGNOSIS Stop using "Burnout" as a synonym for weakness.
Call it what it is: Moral Injury. Acknowledge that the exhaustion is a "self-preservation
technique" to survive in a system where your voice is not heard.

STEP 3: RE-CENTER THE PATIENT The only effective treatment for Moral Injury is to
forcefully realign loyalty back to the patient. We must ignore the demands of
stakeholders who do not touch the bedside and return to our core purpose: serving
the human being in front of us.

4. THE MANTRA
"94% of the results we experience in the workplace are a function of the systems and
processes in which people work, not the efforts of people." — W. Edwards Deming
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