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 “An act of serious transgression that leads to serious inner conflict 

because the experience is at odds with the core ethical and moral beliefs is 

called moral injury…Various acts of commission or omission may set the 

stage for the development of moral injury.”         

                    (Maguen and Litz, 2012. PTSD Research Quarterly) 

 

 “’Moral injury’ is a term used to describe a syndrome of shame, self-
handicapping, anger, and demoralization that occurs when deeply held 
beliefs and expectations about moral and ethical conduct are transgressed. 
It is distinct from PTSD insofar as it is also not inherently fear based; 
rather, during war, moral injury can arise from killing, perpetration of 
violence, betrayals of thrust in leaders, witnessing depraved behavior, or 
failing to prevent serious unethical acts.”                                                          

      (Nash, 2007. Combat stress injury: Theory, research, and management) 

What is Moral Injury? 



1. A betrayal of what’s “right”  

2. By someone who holds legitimate authority 

3. In a high stakes situation  

 

But what if the “someone” is YOU? 

 

Moral injury Definition #1 

Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New 

York: Simon and Schuster), 1994. 



Harm caused by “perpetrating, failing 

to prevent, witnessing, or learning 

about actions that violate deeply held 

moral beliefs and expectations” 

Moral injury Definition #2  

Litz et al., 2009. “Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans: A preliminary model and 

intervention strategy.” Clinical Psychology Review, 29, 695-706. 
 



 

 

“Thus, the key precondition for moral injury is 

an act of transgression, which shatters moral and 

ethical expectations that are rooted in religious 

or spiritual beliefs, or culture-based, 

organizational, and group-based rules about 

fairness, the value of life, and so forth.” 
 

 

 

 

Litz et al, 2009. “Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans: A preliminary 
model and intervention strategy.” Clinical Psychology Review, 29, 695-706. 

 

 

More from Litz et al. 



Transgressive Act Moral Dilemma Moral 
Injury 

Model of Moral Injury 

Sheila Frankfurt, Ph.D., VISN 17 Center of Excellence for Research on Returning War 

Veterans, “Impact of Moral Injury on Post-deployment Mental Health 



 Moral transgression is subjective 

 Based on one’s own moral standards, 

expectations, and interpretation 

In the eye of the beholder 



 
Moral Injury vs PTSD 



 Can destroy faith 

 Can demoralize everyone associated with the transgression 

 Can cause nightmares, flashbacks, intrusive thoughts, bad memories 

 Can influence alcohol and drug abuse, other destructive behaviors, 

aggression, isolation, violence, domestic abuse 

 Can influence grief, guilt and shame, suicidal ideation, suicide 

 Can destroy trust… 

 In God 

 In humanity 

 In people in authority 

 In self 

Moral Injury 

observed spiritually 



Loss of Meaning and Purpose 

Guilt (in its various forms) and Shame 

Forgiveness (Divine, Human, and Self) 
 

 
Most Common Spiritual 

Injuries 



Negative view of the self 

Fear of judgment/disgust 

Perceived expectations 

Belief of being immortal, irredeemable, 

un-reparable 
 

Why keep silent? 



Start with the individual:  Listen, not fix 

Bring the individual into a small group of 

others to model community 

 Individuals will then move from a small 

group to a larger community if you build a 

community they can join 

Strategy for addressing MI 



Grieve the losses 

Confess the wrongdoing 

Bear witness to one another’s confessions 

Redeem the losses 

Move Forward 

Journey toward Self-
Forgiveness 



Understand the transgression as 

situational, not universal 

Understand the transgression as 

historical, not interminable 

Understand the transgression as 

behavioral, not constitutional 

Understand the transgression as 

forgivable, not irredeemable  

Caring for the person with MI 
Helping the individual re-frame 



1. Establish trust (via compassion, authenticity, active listening) 

2. Participate in treatment discussions with IDT 

3. Represent the religious and spiritual authority, and/or the         

“benevolent moral authority” (cf. Litz’s model of “empty chair”) 

4. Assist in the process of normalizing and re-framing (see prior 

slide) 

5. Assist in the Veteran’s journey to discover forgiveness, especially  

self-forgiveness (cf. Worthington’s model: also, see Appendix) 

6. Assist in the job of rebuilding meaning and self-worth 

7. Assist the Veteran in drafting a maintenance plan and vision for 

the future 

Caring for someone with MI 
a spiritual model 

Adapted fr. Litz’s and Worthington’s models: a Proposal for Chaplain’s Care 



 

Educate yourself about MI 

Learn to recognize 

Listen 

Know your limits 

What you can do as a caregiver 



Questions/Comments? 
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