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Objectives

1. Define moral injury and describe affiliated 
psychosocial challenges.

2. Identify, measure, and assess for moral injury 
using different available scales and other 
approaches.

3. Explore and potentially utilize evidence-based 
psychotherapeutic approaches, interdisciplinary 
approaches, and/or community-based approaches 
to moral injury.
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Outline

 Preliminary Indications

 Birth of a Construct

 Measurement and Identification

 Intervention & Future Directions
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Moral Injury:
Preliminary Indications

Images from National Geographic  (http://www.nationalgeographic.com/healing-soldiers/). See February 2015 cover story “How Art Heals the Wounds of War.”

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/healing-soldiers/
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Moral Injury: Indicators in Antiquity

The Trojan Women

- Euripides (415 BC)
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Killing

 Killing associated with:1-6

 Higher PTSD symptomatology (OIF/OEF)

 Suicidal ideation (Vietnam)

 Depression and PTSD symptoms (OIF)

 PTSD symptoms, alcohol abuse, anger, and relationship problems 
(OIF)

 PTSD, dissociation, functional impairment, violent behavior 
(Vietnam)

 PTSD and problematic alcohol use (Gulf War)

Shira Maguen, PhD

1. Maguen, S., Lucenko, B. A., Reger, M. A., Gahm, G. A., Litz, B. T., Seal, K. H., … Marmar, C. R. (2010). The impact of reported direct and indirect killing on mental health symptoms in Iraq war veterans. Journal of 
Traumatic Stress, n/a–n/a.

2. Maguen, S., Luxton, D. D., Skopp, N. A., Gahm, G. A., Reger, M. A., Metzler, T. J., & Marmar, C. R. (2011). Killing in combat, mental health symptoms, and suicidal ideation in Iraq war veterans. Journal of Anxiety 
Disorders, 25(4), 563–567.

3. Maguen, S., Madden, E., Bosch, J., Galatzer-Levy, I., Knight, S. J., Litz, B. T., … McCaslin, S. E. (2013). Killing and latent classes of PTSD symptoms in Iraq and Afghanistan veterans. Journal of Affective Disorders, 
145(3), 344–348.

4. Maguen, S., Metzler, T. J., Bosch, J., Marmar, C. R., Knight, S. J., & Neylan, T. C. (2012). Killing in Combat and Suicide Risk. Depression and Anxiety, 29(11), 918–923.
5. Maguen, S., Metzler, T. J., Litz, B. T., Seal, K. H., Knight, S. J., & Marmar, C. R. (2009). The impact of killing in war on mental health symptoms and related functioning. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 22(5), 435–443.
6. Maguen S, Vogt DS, King LA, et al. The impact of killing on mental health symptoms in Gulf War veterans. Psychol Trauma. 2011;3:21–26.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwik9fyJuITLAhUI0GMKHWSCD5sQjRwIBw&url=https://www.ncire.org/research/researchers_by_name/Shira-Maguen-PhD/&psig=AFQjCNGZXm28-zNvUKQmhffdvrp6VIIAXQ&ust=1455992263247955
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Spiritual Struggle1

N = 100 Vietnam veterans 
in PTSD treatment

I abandoned my religious 

faith during the war.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Difficulty reconciling beliefs with 

traumatic warzone events 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

1. Drescher, K. D. (2010). Red flag spiritual issues and moral injury. Presented at the Bridging Chaplaincy and Mental Health Care Conference, August, 26, 2010, Hampton, VA.



Nieuwsma, J.A. (November 2020). Moral injury in veterans: Considerations for care providers and others. Invited talk presented on the VITAL Webinar Series.

Spiritual Struggle

 Compared to demographically matched non-veteran counterparts, both Vietnam era and 
Iraq/Afghanistan era veterans display weaker spirituality across a range of dimensions:2

Spiritual Struggle1 in:

OIF (N = 50 OEF/OIF veterans in PTSD treatment)

GP (N = 654 males in Nat’l Rep. Sample)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

I have forgiven myself for things

that I have done wrong.

I have forgiven those who hurt me.

I know that God forgives me.

Percent answering seldom/never

OIF GP

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

I feel God is punishing me for my
sins or lack of spirituality.

I wonder whether God has
abandoned me.

Percent answering positive

GP OIF

1. Drescher, K. D. (2010). Red flag spiritual issues and moral injury. Presented at the Bridging Chaplaincy and Mental Health Care Conference, August, 26, 2010, Hampton, VA.
2. Currier, J. M., Drescher, K. D., & Harris, J. I. (2014). Spiritual functioning among veterans seeking residential treatment for PTSD: A matched control group study. Spirituality in Clinical Practice, 1(1), 3–15.

 Daily spiritual experiences
 Forgiveness

 Private practices

 Religious coping

 Organizational religiousness
 Values
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Why do Veterans with PTSD turn 
to VA?

“That is, veterans’ motivation for continued pursuit of mental 
health services does not appear to be primarily greater symptom 
relief or more social contact. Rather, the specificity of paths to the 
number of therapy sessions from guilt and change in religious faith 
suggests that a primary motivation of veterans’ continuing pursuit 
of treatment is their search for a meaning and purpose to their 
traumatic experiences. In this regard, they appear to be looking to 
their therapists and, perhaps, the VA system as a whole to provide 
the answers and a sense of belonging to a larger whole that is no 
longer being fulfilled sufficiently by their religious faith.”

 Fontana & Rosenheck (2004). Trauma, change in strength of religious faith, 
and mental health service use among veterans treated for PTSD. The Journal 
of Nervous and Mental Disease, 192, 579-584.

http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/welcome.jpg
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Moral Injury:
Birth of a Construct
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Moral Injury: What is it?

“1) A betrayal of what’s right, 2) by someone who 
holds legitimate authority (e.g., in the military –
a leader), 3) in a high stakes situation. All three.”

- Johnathan Shay (1994, 2002, 2014)1, 2, 3

“psychological, biological, spiritual, behavioral 
and social impact of perpetrating, failing to 
prevent, or bearing witness to acts that 
transgress deeply held moral beliefs and 
expectations”

- Brett Litz et al. (2009)4

1. Shay, J. (1994). Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character. New York: Scribner.
2. Shay, J. (2002). Odysseus in America: combat trauma and the trials of homecoming. New York: Scribner.
3. Shay, J. (2014). Moral injury. Psychoanalytic Psychology, 31(2), 182–191.
4. Litz, B. T., Stein, N., Delaney, E., Lebowitz, L., Nash, W. P., Silva, C., & Maguen, S. (2009). Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans: A preliminary model and intervention strategy. Clinical Psychology Review, 29, 695–706.
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Moral Injury: What is it not?

 Not a psychiatric diagnosis

 Not Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

 However, PTSD is:

 Related conceptually and empirically

 No longer in “Anxiety Disorders” section of DSM, perhaps 
gesturing toward other consequences of psychological trauma, 
such as moral injury.
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Moral Injury, PTSD, & fMRI

Sun D., Phillips R.D., Mulready H.L., Zablonski S.T., Turner J.A., Turner M.D., McClymond K., Nieuwsma J.A., Morey R.A. (2019). Resting-state brain fluctuation and functional 
connectivity dissociate moral injury from posttraumatic stress disorder. Depression and Anxiety, 36, 442-452.

Moral 
Injury

PTSD
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Moral Injury in Professional Contexts1,2
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“Moral Injury” Cites in PubMed
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1. PubMed searches on “Moral Injury” conducted by Jason Nieuwsma on 1/30/2020 (updating 4/16/2019 search).
2. ISTSS citations counted by Jason Nieuwsma based on ISTSS Final Program guides. Separate mentions (hits) for moral injury as part of same presentation are counted as single citation. 

Separate mentions (hits) as part of a symposium (e.g., symposium name, titles of presentations within symposium) are counted separately
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Autocomplete Suggestions

As of 4/16/2019 As of 11/17/2020
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What’s in a Name?
Utility of “Moral Injury” for Different Constituencies

 Mental health

 Religious / spiritual

 Sociopolitical

 Military / veterans

 Patients

 Health care

 And beyond…

https://montessorimessage.net/2016/06/23/perspective-taking/
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Identifying & Measuring
Moral Injury
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Should We Measure Moral Injury?

 Pitfalls of measurement
 Can reduce experience to high/low on a measure
 Can downplay importance of narrative
 Might not be a fully “measurable” phenomenon
 Invites:

 Disease/Treatment mentality
 Symptom reduction mentality

 Might diminish serious consideration of other aspects of moral 
injury, including social, spiritual, theological, communal, political, 
and ethical.

 Should we allow conceptualizations of moral injury to 
challenge traditional boundaries of mental health 
paradigms?

http://www.ebay.com/itm/Lamintated-Wooden-Yard-Stick-Meter-Ruler-Rule-Yardstick-Rule-Inches-MM-3007-New-/191571580281
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Should We Measure Moral Injury?

- Lederberg & Fitchett (1999)

A ruler is a tool,
not a blindfold.
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Moral Injury Scales

1. Nash, W. P., Marino Carper, T. L., Mills, M. A., Au, T., Goldsmith, A., & Litz, B. T. (2013). Psychometric evaluation of the Moral Injury Events Scale. Military Medicine, 178(6), 646–652.
2. Bryan, C. J., Bryan, A. O., Anestis, M. D., Anestis, J. C., Green, B. A., Etienne, N., … Ray-Sannerud, B. (2015). Measuring Moral Injury: Psychometric Properties of the Moral Injury Events 

Scale in Two Military Samples. Assessment.
3. Currier, J. M., Holland, J. M., Drescher, K., & Foy, D. (2015). Initial Psychometric Evaluation of the Moral Injury Questionnaire-Military Version: Moral Injury Questionnaire. Clinical 

Psychology & Psychotherapy, 22(1), 54–63.
4. Currier, J. M., Farnsworth, J. K., Drescher, K. D., McDermott, R. C., Sims, B. M., & Albright, D. L. (2017). Development and evaluation of the Expressions of Moral Injury Scale-Military 

Version. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy.
5. Nieuwsma, J.A., & Brancu, M. (June 2014). Moral injury in OEF/OIF/OND Veterans. Ongoing study. Durham IRB #01790. 
6. Nieuwsma, J.A., Brancu, M., & Zablonski, S. (August 2017). The role of religiosity among veterans with moral injury. In M.L. Kelley (Chair), Advancing our understanding of moral injury: 

Conceptualization, measurement and research. Symposium presented at the American Psychological Association Annual Convention, Washington, DC.

Measure # of items Response 
options

Alpha

Moral Injury Events Scale (MIES)1,2 9 1 = SA to
6 = SD

.896

Moral Injury Questionnaire – Military 
Version (MIQ-M)3

20 0 = Never to 
3 = Often

.906

Expressions of Moral Injury Scale –
Military Version (EMIS-M)4

17 1 = SD to
5 = SA

.944

Brief Moral Injury Screen (BMIS)5 7* 0 = SD to
3 = SA

.896

* Items 4-7 only completed if endorse (agree, strongly agree) with at least one item from 1-3.
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Moral Injury Events Scale (MIES)1,2

1. Nash, W. P., Marino Carper, T. L., Mills, M. A., Au, T., Goldsmith, A., & Litz, B. T. (2013). Psychometric evaluation of the Moral Injury Events Scale. Military Medicine, 178(6), 646–652.
2. Bryan, C. J., Bryan, A. O., Anestis, M. D., Anestis, J. C., Green, B. A., Etienne, N., … Ray-Sannerud, B. (2015). Measuring Moral Injury: Psychometric Properties of the Moral Injury Events Scale in Two Military Samples. Assessment.
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1. Currier, J. M., Holland, J. M., Drescher, K., & Foy, D. (2015). Initial Psychometric Evaluation of the Moral Injury Questionnaire-Military Version: Moral Injury Questionnaire. Clinical Psychology & 
Psychotherapy, 22(1), 54–63.
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Brief Moral Injury Screen (BMIS)1

During my time in the warzone…

S
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e

1. …I witnessed morally wrong acts. 0 1 2 3

2. …I did not stop morally wrong acts even though I 

could have.
0 1 2 3

3. …I did things that were morally wrong. 0 1 2 3

If you answered “0” or “1” to ALL 3 items above, skip 

items 4-7 below.

As a result of things I witnessed, failed to stop, and/or 

did in the warzone that were morally wrong…

4. …I now think I am not a moral person. 0 1 2 3

5. …I now do not behave morally. 0 1 2 3

6. …I now do not think that other people are moral. 0 1 2 3

7. …I have abandoned moral beliefs that I had before 

going to war.
0 1 2 3

Nieuwsma, J.A., Brancu, M., Wortmann, J., Smigelsky, M.A., King, H.A., VISN 6 MIRECC Workgroup, & Meador, K.G. (2020). Screening for moral injury and comparatively evaluating 
moral injury measures in relation to mental illness symptomatology and diagnosis. Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1002/cpp.2503
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Moral Injury Experience

 Moral Injury Study1

 N = 315 post-9/11 
veterans

 Recruited from VISN 6 
MIRECC Repository2

 Completed 40-page 
questionnaire by mail

 44% endorsed 
experiencing at least 1 
morally injurious event 
on BMIS.

Nieuwsma, J.A., Brancu, M., Wortmann, J., Smigelsky, M.A., King, H.A., VISN 6 MIRECC Workgroup, & Meador, K.G. (2020). Screening for moral injury and comparatively evaluating 
moral injury measures in relation to mental illness symptomatology and diagnosis. Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1002/cpp.2503
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Symptomatology based on MIE

Nieuwsma, J.A., Brancu, M., Wortmann, J., Smigelsky, M.A., King, H.A., VISN 6 MIRECC Workgroup, & Meador, K.G. (2020). Screening for moral injury and comparatively evaluating 
moral injury measures in relation to mental illness symptomatology and diagnosis. Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1002/cpp.2503
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Novel Types of Moral Injury

Parry, K., Perry, K., Hicken, B., Ferguson, S., Nieuwsma, J., & King, H. (November 2020). Novel types of potentially morally injurious events in post 9/11 veterans: Results from a 
qualitative descriptive study. Poster presented at the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies Annual Conference, Atlanta, GA (virtual).

Reputation Smearing: “In Cuba, somebody, a girl that I worked with, 
accused me of being a terrorist sympathizer… I had leadership telling 
me that they were going to send me home. And it was extremely stressful 
and horrible.” 

Animal Abuse: “And then there was one instance where a fellow went after a dog 
with sledgehammer, and that one really bothered me. I was able to let the dog go, but, 
yeah. He was hungry, and he was trying to get into a Conex. The dog got hit once with 
the sledgehammer, and I think it just hurt the dog a little bit, didn’t do any lasting 
damage, but he was planning on killing him with a sledgehammer.”

Fraud, waste, and abuse: “…I don’t even know how many I had, eight, nine, 
maybe a thousand night vision goggles, which are very expensive, like $7000 
dollars each, and I had like a thousand of them brand new in a Conex, in a 
container. And I was scared to death because no one knew about it but me. And 
here was my friend telling me, oh, man. Do you know what we could do with 
this stuff? We could sell it and some stuff. You know what I’m saying? But I was 
scared to death.”
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Emerging Approaches
to Care
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Emerging Psychological Interventions
for Moral Injury

Currier, J.M., Drescher, K.D., and Nieuwsma, J.A. (Eds.). (2020). Addressing moral injury in clinical practice. Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association.
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ACT for Moral Injury1,2

 Distinctive attributes within ACT as an evidence-
based modality for approaching moral injury:

 Understanding of human suffering

 Willingness to be present

 Approach to forgiveness and guilt

 Orientation toward values

 Behavioral emphasis

 Engagement beyond mental health

1. Nieuwsma, J.A., Walser, R.D., Farnsworth, J.K., Drescher, K.D., Meador, K.G., & Nash, W. (2015). Possibilities within acceptance and commitment therapy for approaching moral injury. Current Psychiatry 
Reviews, 11, 193-206.

2. Evans, W.R., Walser, R.D., Drescher, K.D., & Farnsworth, J.K. (2020). The Moral Injury Workbook: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy Skills for Moving Beyond Shame, Anger, and Trauma to Reclaim Your 
Values. New Harbinger. Oakland, CA.
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Who should “Treat” Moral Injury?

 The “treatment” mentality:

 Implies a “cure” to a “disease/disorder”

 Alternative: reintegrating into a community where one can 
have value and purpose1,2

 A collaborative care approach:

 Psychosocial (psychology, counseling, social work)

 Psychopharmacological (psychiatry)

 Religious/spiritual (clergy, chaplains)

 Community (social networks, faith

communities, emerging ways of connecting)

1. Kinghorn, W. (2012). Combat Trauma and Moral Fragmentation: A Theological Account of Moral Injury. Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics, 32(2), 57–74.
2. Meador, K.G., Cantrell, W.C., & Nieuwsma, J.A. (April 2016). Recovering from moral injury. Patterns of Violence. Baylor University Press.

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjD0bn8hoTLAhUS72MKHcceAoQQjRwIBw&url=http://evolllution.com/opinions/audio-collaboration-key-strengthening-workforce/&psig=AFQjCNE4gaCw72wDBoeJJN4Tkg-Z779Eqw&ust=1455979099713739
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Collaborative Care

 People who are suffering frequently turn to clergy & chaplains.1

 Veterans and Service members can be uniquely motivated to turn to 
clergy.2,3

 Chaplains/Clergy identify psychosocial issues over spiritual issues 
as what they see most often, though the two are interrelated.4

 Veterans with PTSD are turning to VA  to address interrelated 
psychosocial, existential, and spiritual problems.5

 Moral injury beckons for a collaborative mental health and pastoral 
care approach.6

 To learn more about what chaplain-mental health teams in VA are 
doing to address moral injury, see: 
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/mentalhealthandchaplaincy/CollaborativeCare.asp

1. Wang, P. S., Berglund, P. A., & Kessler, R. C. (2003). Patterns and Correlates of Contacting Clergy for Mental Disorders in the United States. Health Services Research, 38(2), 647–673.
2. Nieuwsma, J.A., Fortune-Greeley, A.K., Jackson, G.L., Meador, K.G., Beckham, J.C., & Elbogen, E.B. (2014). Pastoral care use among post-9/11 veterans who screen positive for mental health problems. 

Psychological Services, 11, 300-308.
3. RTI International (manuscript under review). Help-seeking among active-duty military personnel: Utilization of chaplains and other mental health service providers.
4. Nieuwsma, J.A., Rhodes, J.E., Jackson, G.L., Cantrell, W.C., Lane, M.B., Bates, M.B., DeKraai, M.B., Bulling, D.J., Ethridge, K., Drescher, K.D., Fitchett, G., Tenhula, W.N., Milstein, G., Bray, R.M., & Meador, K.G. 

(2013). Chaplaincy and mental health in the Department of Veterans Affairs and Department of Defense. Journal of Health Care Chaplaincy, 19, 3-21.
5. Fontana & Rosenheck (2004). Trauma, change in strength of religious faith, and mental health service use among veterans treated for PTSD. The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 192, 579-584.
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Community Care

A Place to Call Home

- Developed for faith 
communities; applicable for 
other groups

- Series of four 20-minute 
videos designed to spur small-
group discussions
1. Partners in Care

2. Trauma

3. Moral Injury

4. Belonging

https://www.mirecc.va.gov/mentalhealthandchaplaincy/community.asp

https://www.mirecc.va.gov/mentalhealthandchaplaincy/community.asp
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A Final Thought

“I cannot escape the suspicion that what we do as mental 
health professionals is not as good as the healing that in other 
cultures has been rooted in the native soil of the returning 
soldier’s community…

We must create our own new models of healing which 
emphasize the communalization of the trauma. Combat 
veterans and American citizenry should meet together face to 
face in daylight, and listen, and watch, and weep…

Tragedy brings us to cherish our mortality, to savor and 
embrace it. Tragedy inclines us to prefer attachment to fragile 
mortals whom we love…”

- Jonathan Shay, MD, PhD

Achilles in Vietnam
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Questions?


