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Introduction to Moral Injury 
 

Shay (2014) Definition: Moral Injury is 1) the violation of what is right by 2) someone in authority 3) in a 
high stakes situation.  
 
Litz et al. (2016) Definition:  Moral Injury is 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 a life threat as it is also not inherently fear-based; it can arise from 
killing, perpetration of violence, betrayals of trust in leaders, witnessing depraved behavior, or failing to 
prevent serious unethical acts (see page 21, paraphrased). 
 
Brock Definition:  Moral injury is a response to trauma when a person or group's existing core moral 
foundations are unable to justify, process, and integrate trauma into a reliable identity and meaning 
system that sustains relationships and human flourishing. It results from: 

• Being betrayed by people and/or institutions that should have been trusted to be moral and do 
the right thing;  

• Committing, witnessing, imagining, or failing to prevent acts or events that can be judged as 
harmful or evil and that violate foundational social and ethical rules;  

• Being involved in events or contexts where violations of taboos or acts of harm leave one feeling 
contaminated by evil or “dirty;” or 

• Surviving conditions of degradation and extremity when others did not survive. 
 
Moral feelings of guilt, shame, despair, remorse, outrage, grief, disgust, and self-condemnation result in 
suffering found in broken trust, alienation, a sense of betrayal, and social withdrawal. 
Moral Emotions 
• Anger, Outrage  
• Embarrassment 
• Guilt 

• Failure 
• Shame 
• Alienation 

• Humiliation  
• Remorse 
• Despair 

Spiritual Resilience Strength Training (SRST) 
SRST uses peer-facilitated small groups that meet a total of 60 hours to enable resilience in veterans. 
Two peer facilitators and ten participants.  
Three versions: (a) seven continuous days, (b) one full day a week for seven weeks, or (c) one day a 
week for three weeks, plus one 3-4 day retreat. 
 

SRST Strategies and Goals 

• Break isolation and establish relationships of support; 

• Define moral injury and explore its relationship to trauma; 

• Utilize rituals for processing grief and moral emotions such as guilt and shame; 

• Teach integrative spiritual practices for emotional intelligence, self-calming, and empathy; 

• Practice the use of arts, such as mask-making and writing, to process trauma;  

• Establish foundations for new moral identity, friendships, hope for the future, and service to 
their communities. 

Method 



Table 1. 
Descriptive Statistics from the Demographic Questionnaire Administered to the Veterans during the Pre-
Training Survey 

Question Descriptive Statistics 

Which study hosted the SRT program? Los Angeles = 22; New York City = 21 

What was the length of the SRT program? One Week = 36; Seven Weeks = 7 

What is your age? M = 49.32, SD = 13.70 

What is your gender? Male = 32; Female = 10 

What is your ethnicity? 

White = 9; Black/African American = 17; Latino(a) 
= 2; Asian American = 1; Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander = 2; Native American/Alaskan Native = 1; 
Two or More = 8; Other = 2 

What is your current marital status? 
Single = 15; Married = 9; Divorced = 15; Widowed 

= 3 

How many children do you have? 0 = 14; 1 = 7; 2 = 10; 3 = 5, 4 = 2; 5 = 3; 6 = 1 

How many times have you been separated from 
your immediate family due to deployments? 

0 = 13; 1 = 10; 2 = 7; 3 = 3, 4 = 3; 5 = 1; 6 = 2; 8 = 
1; 10 = 1; 20 = 1 

How often do you attend some type of a religious 
service or religious practice? 

Never = 14; Once a Month = 12; Twice a Month = 
3; Once a Week = 5; > Weekly = 8 

Are you currently employed? No = 33; Yes = 9 

What branch of service did you serve in? 
Air Force = 5; Army = 19; Coast Guard = 0; 

Marines = 6; Navy = 11 

Were you ever deployed overseas? No = 11; Yes = 31 

Were you ever deployed to a combat zone? No = 16; Yes = 26 

Sample Size 
Pre-Training = 43; Post-Training = 38; Follow-Up = 

6 

 
Procedure: Veterans recruited as participants and completed a survey of 21 measures at three different 
time points: pre-training (i.e., time 1), post-training (i.e., time 2, usually a week after training was 
completed), and follow-up (i.e., time 3, six months after the training program). Compensation was a $50 
Amazon gift card per session successfully completed, up to $150 if all 3 sessions were completed. 
 

Results 
The current sample had similar self-report moral injury compared to the sample used in the validation 
study (see, Nash et al., 2013 for more information). 
 
Table 2. 
Summary of the PTGI and PSS Pre- to Post-Training 

Scale Description 
Time 1 (Pre-

Training) 
Time 2 (Post-

Training) 
Inferential 
Statistics 

Post-Traumatic 
Growth Inventory 
(PTGI; Tedeschi & 

Calhoun, 1996) 

21 items on 6-point scale (0 
to 5), scores range from 0 to 
105), higher meaning more 

growth. 

62.92 (24.22) 77.37 (23.15) 
t(37) = 3.68, p 

= .001 



Perceived Stress 
Scale (PSS; Cohen, 

Kamarack, & 
Mermelstein, 1983) 

10 items on 5-point (0 to 4) 
scale, scores range from 0-
40, higher meaning more 

stress. 

21.00 (7.48) 18.16 (5.70) 
t(37) = 2.94, p 

= .006 

Note. Means given with standard deviation in parenthesis for Time 1 and Time 2 columns. 
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