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A GUIDE TO MORAL INJURY FOR VETERANS

AND FAMILIES

This resource can help Veterans and Veteran Family members understand what moral injury is,
how it is different from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and what you can do if you think

you are experiencing moral injury.

WHAT IS MORAL INJURY?

Moral injury refers to the lasting psychological, social and spiritual distress

that someone may struggle with after an experience or set of experiences that
challenge deeply held beliefs, such as the way they make sense of the world

or what they believe to be “right” or "wrong.”" Members of the military and
people who work in public safety, including members of the RCMP, may have an
increased risk of exposure to these types of experiences. Family members and
loved ones of people who have served can feel distress while trying to support
their Veteran through the aftermath of moral injury. In addition, Family members
can also experience their own moral injury.

On a visit to Afghanistan

| struggled with the orders that
did not sit well with me ethically,
but | followed them as | was
trained to do. After returning
home, these memories
troubled me. I've since
accepted this as a ‘moral
injury” and, while I still
think about it, | recognize
that there was nothing |
could have done and that
the commanders had a
reason for their decision.
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| suffered from shame and
guilt for the actions | took
based on orders. For a

long time | was confused
and very self-critical.
Discovering that moral
injury is part of my condition
allowed me to accept what
happened and begin healing.

In this resource, you will find:

P What is moral injury?

P What types of experiences are
associated with moral injury?

P What can moral injury feel like?

p> Can Veteran Family members
experience moral injury?

» Can moral injury be treated?

P> Is moral injury different from PTSD?

P> | think I'm experiencing moral injury.
What can | do now?

If you're a serving member,
Veteran of the Canadian Armed
Forces (CAF) or Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP) or Family
member experiencing intense quilt,
shame or betrayal as a result of
things that happened during
service, you may be experiencing
moral injury.



WHAT TYPES OF EXPERIENCES ARE ASSOCIATED

WITH MORAL INJURY?

You may be experiencing service-related moral injury if:

You did not do something, witnessed or are aware of others
failing to do something that you think should have been done.
Some examples include:

= Being unable to help ill or wounded civilians, including children.2?

= Witnessing harmful, illegal or immoral activities, such as
child trafficking, and being unable to intervene.?

= Feeling like you could or should have prevented someone’s
injury or death.?3

= Not reporting an event that violates the rules of engagement
or codes of conduct for service members.3*

You did something, witnessed or are aware of others doing
something that you think you or others should not have done.
Some examples include:

m Giving or carrying out orders that harm civilians/non-combatants.3®

Killing enemy combatants.!3578

Giving or carrying out orders that result in the death of
a service member.*#

Encountering child soldiers.®™

Carrying out orders that you think are immoral.*

You felt and/or continue to feel betrayed by a higher authority
(this is sometimes referred to as institutional betrayal or
sanctuary trauma).>*°* Some examples include:

= Receiving orders that you think are immoral.*

= Witnessing behaviour that violates the rules of engagement or
codes of conduct for service members.24®

= Not receiving support for violence or aggression perpetrated
against you during service, including by a fellow service
member.'#'® This can include milder forms of misconduct
that over time could contribute to a sense of moral injury.
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Family members can also be affected by
moral injury. As a Family member you may:

Find it challenging to watch your loved
one struggle. You may not understand
what the issue is and they may not want
to talk about it with you.

Struggle with processing or understanding
the experience and context of what your
loved one has seen or been part of.

Have feelings that your worldview,
the system or the person you thought
they were is not as you believed.

Experience common signs of moral
injury (and have a moral injury) yourself.



WHAT CAN MORAL INJURY FEEL LIKE?

Moral injury can be intense, persistent and distressing for the

person experiencing it."? Research and lived experience perspectives
on moral injury describe some common signs a person has been
affected by moral injury. These can include:

m Intense feelings of shame and guilt"'"12

m Sense of betrayal”'134

m Feelings of anger, anxiety and/or disgust®78!

m Lost or uncertain sense of personal identity*2'?
m Loss of meaning or sense of purpose5'51612

m Spiritual struggles (i.e., a sense of confusion about one’s beliefs
or sense of having lost one’s faith)'21624

m Self-isolation and/or difficulty with intimate relationships5132426
= |nability to forgive or trust oneself or others™%'216

m Self-blame and self-criticism, including feeling damaged,
unworthy and/or weak5'25

m Self-sabotaging behaviour such as self-harming, excessive use
of substances and/or uncharacteristic recklessness'

m Suicidal ideation%2°
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At one point, | couldn't bear to look

at myself in the mirror to shave
because of the shame and self-loathing
| was experiencing.

Moral injury is incredibly difficult to overcome.

The shame and guilt created trust issues within
myself and made it difficult for me to make decisions
because | no longer trusted my ability to make safe
decisions that aligned with my moral compass.

| felt helpless as

| watched quilt,

shame, inner conflict

and distress slowly

erode his being, and

| began to suspect

that something more

than PTSD was . -
happening.

FAMILY MEMBER

"

| was so embarrassed and ashamed. | kept what
happened to myself for years. To this day, my Family
doesn't know anything of these types of incidents.
They knew that there was something ‘wrong’ but it
wasn't something that | could discuss with them.

| felt disgusted with what happened
in my part of it. | felt hollow
and disappointed in myself.
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CAN VETERAN FAMILY MEMBERS
EXPERIENCE MORAL INJURY?

If you are a spouse, child or relative of a Veteran, you may identify
with some of the experiences describing moral injury. You are not
alone — preliminary frameworks and stories shared by Veteran
Families suggest that moral injury has implications for Family

members.'”'® Spouses, children and relatives of a Veteran may What | learned about
have their own ethical concerns about their loved one’s activities from my spouse led me
during service, even if their Veteran Family member is not affected. to question my own beliefs

about the world, humanity,
institutions, my loved
one —and myself.

Family members of Veterans may also be impacted by a Veteran's
moral injury (for example, seeing their loved one experience changes
and difficulties related to identity, intimacy and community or

Family involvement). Of course, this can affect the well-being of

the Family member themselves, and can also create challenges in
caring for and supporting their Veteran loved one through their injury.

FAMILY MEMBER

Currently, there is a lack of scientific research showing the unique
ways that moral injury affects Family members of Veterans.

Still, the moral injury can be highly distressing and can negatively
impact your life.

If you are a Family member of a Veteran and you think you or
your loved one are experiencing moral injury, trust your feelings
and seek the support you need.

You can find resources for Veterans and Families at
atlasveterans.ca/directory-of-services.

‘ ‘ VOICES OF VETERANS , ,

It took time, but learning the difference
between PTSD and moral injury

helped because | better understood
the root of the thoughts, feelings

and behaviours | was experiencing

and so could do something about what
was going on.

Once | learned that PTSD and moral
injury are different, that information
allowed me to address the shame

and quilt. It started a journey to accept
myself as a good person again.
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https://atlasveterans.ca/directory-of-services/

CAN MORAL INJURY BE TREATED?

Currently, there are no specific treatments for moral injury that
are widely accepted by health care practitioners because moral
injury is not formally recognized as a mental health diagnosis.
However, many agree that it can be addressed with current mental
health treatment options.

Military members and Veterans may experience moral injury
differently from those in civilian professions. As a result, they may
have unique needs that should be addressed differently in treatment.

Many service providers address moral injury with therapies and
techniques used to treat PTSD because of its similarity to PTSD and
because there is a lack of standardized treatment for moral injury.
For some people experiencing moral injury, these approaches can

be effective. However, since these therapies don't target the specific
experiences that define moral injury, such as intense shame and guilt,
they are not always effective for treating moral injury.

Researchers and clinicians see the need for effective interventions
designed to address moral injury and there is currently research
underway on how to best approach moral injury in treatment.

IS MORAL INJURY DIFFERENT FROM PTSD?

Moral injury and PTSD are different. Some of their features do
overlap, and because situations that challenge moral beliefs can
also be traumatic, someone can experience both PTSD and moral
injury at the same time. However, the signs (or symptoms) may be
for different reasons.

While PTSD often results from a fear-inducing, dangerous situation
that threatens someone’s life, sense of physical safety or sexual
integrity, moral injury can but does not necessarily result from these
types of situations so the reason (and the strategies for addressing)
what you're experiencing may be different.’2°3°

New and emerging research continues to uncover differences
and similarities between PTSD and moral injury. Some key
differences that have been documented so far are outlined in
the accompanying chart.

Access mental health
supports and services
available to Canadian
Veteran Families:
atlasveterans.ca/
directory-of-services

Contact Canadian Forces
Morale and Welfare
Services — Military
Family Services:
cfmws.ca

MORAL INJURY

Find a peer support
service in your area:
atlasveterans.ca/peer-

support-directory

=] =

Find other information
and resources about
moral injury:
atlasveterans.ca/moral-
injury

PTSD

Hyperarousal (fast-beating heart, sweating,
constantly being alert, scanning for threats)

Can be but isn't
necessarily a symptom
of moral injury’

Common symptom
of PTSD

Intense moral emotions like guilt, shame
and sense of betrayal by self or others

Core features of
moral injury™'®

Not required for
a PTSD diagnosis

Self-isolation

Self-isolating because
you feel a sense
of shame about
an event?®

Protecting yourself
from dangers
you perceive in
your environment
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> | THINK I'M EXPERIENCING MORAL INJURY.
WHAT DO | DO NOW?

Whether you're a Veteran or Family member, the personal impacts
of moral injury can feel debilitating and isolating — but there is hope.

If you think you are experiencing moral injury, here are a few suggestions
for next steps, informed by research and the lived experience of Veterans
and Family members:

Learn about moral injury. This can be the first step to feeling validated
and understood, which can lead to processing and coming to terms
with what happened.

Reach out to someone you trust, if you feel safe to do so. For example,
you may want to reach out to someone from the Veteran or Family
communities' Hearing about others’ experiences and talking to
someone who understands your context first-hand can be reassuring
and help you cope. It can also help you identify new options for support,
and help your loved ones support you.

([@D) Reflect on what you're comfortable sharing. You don't necessarily have
° to disclose the experiences you've had to seek or get support. You may
choose to focus on the impacts of the experience, rather than what
happened (for example, how you're feeling and how it's impacting your
day-to-day activities).

Make sure you and your loved one are in the right headspace to talk.

@ Sharing and hearing about traumatic events can have its own impacts.
Before starting the discussion, check in to ensure everyone involved —
including yourself — feels safe physically, mentally and emotionally.
Ask if it's a good time to talk and what the other person is able to hear
or share right now, and respect those boundaries — it's not personal.
Sometimes it can be best to reserve discussion about traumatic details
for a mental health professional. It's important to not push your loved
one to share or listen.

support, Veterans' retreat programs, and service animals are just
some of the informal supports used by Veterans to ease the burden
of moral injury.1316.21-23

Consider professional support. A mental health professional may
D be able to help you manage difficult emotions and other impacts

of moral injury on your daily life.

"91 Map out other forms of informal support. Spiritual counselling, peer
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Healing from moral
injury is possible.

In the face of moral
pain, self-compassion
and self-forgiveness
can support rebuilding
the sense of belonging
and esteem.?®

Find more information
about moral injury here:
atlasveterans.ca/moral-injury

Scan the QR code or visit:
atlasveterans.ca/moral-injury-quide-
veterans-families-contributorship



https://atlasveterans.ca/knowledge-hub/moral-injury/
http://atlasveterans.ca/moral-injury-guide-veterans-families-contributorship
http://atlasveterans.ca/moral-injury-guide-veterans-families-contributorship

REFERENCES

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Litz BT, Stein N, Delaney E, Lebowitz, L, Nash, W.P, Silva C, Maguen S. Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans:
A preliminary model and intervention strategy. Clinical Psychology Review. 2009 Dec 1;29(8):695-706.

Easterbrook B, Plouffe RA, Houle SA, Liu A, McKinnon MC, Ashbaugh AR, Mota N, Afifi TO, Enns, MW, Richardson JD,
Nazarov A. Risk factors for moral injury among Canadian Armed Forces personnel. Frontiers in Psychiatry.
2022 May 11;13:892320.

Schorr Y, Stein, NR, Maguen S, Barnes JB, Bosch J, Litz BT. Sources of moral injury among war veterans:
A qualitative evaluation. Journal of Clinical Psychology. 2018 Dec;74(12):2203-2218.

Syracuse University. The Moral Injury Project [Internet]. [cited 2024 Mar 26].
Available from: moralinjuryproject.syr.edu/about-moral-injury

Purcell N, Koenig CI, Bosch J, Maguen S. Veterans’ perspectives on the psychosocial impacts of killing in war.
The Counseling Psychologist. 2016 Oct;44(7):1062-1099.

Koenig HG, Youssef NA, Pearce M. Assessment of moral injury in Veterans and active duty military personnel with PTSD:
A review. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 2019 Jun 28;10:443.

Burkman K, Gloria R, Mehlman H, Maguen S. Treatment for moral injury: Impact of killing in war. Current Treatment
Options in Psychiatry. 2022 Sep;9(3):101-114.

Norman SB, Maguen S. Moral injury [Internet]. Washington: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.
Available from: ptsd.va.gov/professional/treat/cooccurring/moral_injury.asp

Denov M. Encountering children and child soldiers during military deployments: The impact and implications for
moral injury. European Journal of Psychotraumatology. 2022 Aug 11;13(2):2104007.

10. Ein N, Liu JJW, Houle SA, Easterbrook B, Tuerner RB, MacDonald C, Reeves K, Deda E, Hoffer K, Abidi CB, Nazarov A,
Richardson JD. The effects of child encounters during military deployments on the well-being of military personnel:
A systematic review. European Journal of Psychotraumatology. 2022 Oct 26;13(2):2132598.

Barnes HA, Hurley RA, Taber KH. Moral injury and PTSD: Often co-occurring yet mechanistically different.
Journal of Neuropsychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences. 2019 Apr;31(2):A4-103.

Houle SA, Vincent C, Jetly R, Ashbaugh AR. Patterns of distress associated with exposure to potentially morally injurious
events among Canadian Armed Forces service members and Veterans: A multi-method analysis. Journal of Clinical
Psychology. 2021 Nov;77(11):2668-2693.

Houle SA, Pollard C, Jetly R, Ashbaugh AR. Barriers and facilitators of help-seeking among morally injured Canadian
Armed Forces Veterans and service members: A qualitative analysis. Journal of Military, Veteran, and Family Health.
2022 Mar 29;8(3):58-71.

Frankfurt SB, DeBeer BB, Morissette SB, Kimbrel NA, La Bash H, Meyer EC. Mechanisms of moral injury following military
sexual trauma and combat in post-9/11 U.S. war veterans. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 2018 Nov 2;9:520.

Drescher KD, Foy DW, Kelly C, Leshner A, Schutz K, Litz B. An exploration of the viability and usefulness of the construct
of moral injury in war veterans. Traumatology. 2011 Mar;17(1):8-13.

Smith-MacDonald LA, Morin JS, Brémeault-Phillips S. Spiritual dimensions of moral injury: Contributions of mental health
chaplains in the Canadian Armed Forces. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 2018 Nov 14;9:592.

Nash, W.P. & Litz, B.T. (2013). Moral injury: A mechanism for war-related psychological trauma in military family members.
Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review. 2018;16, 365-375.

A GUIDE TO MORAL INJURY FOR VETERANS AND FAMILIES


https://moralinjuryproject.syr.edu/about-moral-injury/
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/treat/cooccurring/moral_injury.asp

18. Lamrock L. Loving a broken soul: The lived experience perspective on the implications of Veterans’ moral injuries for
families. Journal of Military, Veteran and Family Health. 2023 Apr 1;9(2):72-74.

19. Shay J. Moral injury. Psychoanalytic Psychology. 2014 Apr;31(2):182-191.

20. Farnsworth JK, Drescher KD, Evans W, Walser RD. A functional approach to understanding and treating military-related
moral injury. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science. 2017 Oct 1;6(4):391-397.

21. Brémault-Phillips S, Cherwick T, Smith-MacDonald LA, Huh J, Vermetten E. Forgiveness: A key component of
healing from moral injury?. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 2022 Jul 13;13:906945.

22. Brémault-Phillips S, Pike A, Scarcella F, Cherwick T. Spirituality and moral injury among military personnel:
A mini-review. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 2019 Apr 29;10:276.

23. Disabled Veterans of America. Moral injury [Internet]. [cited 2024 Mar 26] Available from:
dav.org/get-help-now/veteran-topics-resources/moral-injury

24. Hodgson TJ, Carey LB. Moral injury and definitional clarity: Betrayal, spirituality and the role of chaplains.
Journal of Religion and Health. 2017 Aug;56(4):1212-1228.

25. Williamson V, Murphy D, Phelps A, Forbes D, Greenberg N. Moral injury: The effect on mental health and implications
for treatment. The Lancet Psychiatry. 2021 Jun 1;8(6):453-455.

26. Houtsma C, Khazem LR, Green BA, Anestis MD. Isolating effects of moral injury and low post-deployment support
within the US military. Psychiatry Research. 2017 Jan 1;247:194-199.

27. Khan AJ, Griffin BJ, Maguen S. A review of research on moral injury and suicide risk. Current Treatment Options
in Psychiatry. 2023 Sep;10(3):259-287.

28. Maguen S, Metzler TJ, Bosch J, Marmar CR, Knight SJ, Neylan TC. Killing in combat may be independently associated
with suicidal ideation. Depression and Anxiety. 2012 Nov;29(11):918-923.

29. Bryan C.J, Bryan AQ, Roberge E, Leifker FR, Rozek DC. Moral injury, posttraumatic stress disorder, and suicidal behavior
among National Guard personnel. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy. 2018 Jan;10(1):36-45.

30. Held P, Klassen BJ, Brennan MB, Zalta AK. Using prolonged exposure and cognitive processing therapy to treat veterans
with moral injury-based PTSD: Two case examples. Cognitive and Behavioral Practice. 2018 Aug 1;25(3): 377-390.

31. Morgan L, Beattie D, Irons C, Ononaiye M. The role of compassion in moral injury among military veterans:
Implications for treatment. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy. 2024 Jan 15.

32. Williamson V, Murphy D, Bonson A, Aldridge V, Serfioti D, Greenberg N. Restore and Rebuild (R&R) — a feasibility pilot
study of a co-designed intervention for moral injury-related mental health difficulties. European Journal of
Psychotraumatology. 2023 Nov 23;14(2):2256204.

. ... . ATLAS INSTITUTE FOR
The work of the Atlas Institute for Veterans and Families is made possible thanks A VETERANS AND FAMILIES

to funding from Veterans Affairs Canada.

Disclaimer: Views and opinions expressed are solely those of the Atlas Institute for Veterans
and Families and may not reflect the views and opinions of the Government of Canada. atlasveterans.ca



https://www.dav.org/get-help-now/veteran-topics-resources/moral-injury/
https://atlasveterans.ca/



