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KEY POINTS

Moral injury is different than PTSD. With PTSD, the
primary concern is physical safety. With moral injury, it is
relational safety or trust.

Threats to our integrity and identity can cause autonomic
dysregulation, similar to physical threats.

Moral judgment isn't inherently rational; instead, it's often
emotionally driven, fundamentally shaping how we think,
act, and live.

Find a Therapist (City or Zip)

Wyatt (I’ll call him) was massive. Standing beside him was like

looking up at Mount Everest—unwavering, formidable

strength, the pinnacle of its rank, the one everyone feared

and revered. There was a time when Wyatt felt as epic as this

millennia-old mountain. But when we met, he was a black
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hole—whatever light trapped inside him was being held by a

strong force.

That force was his vow: I will never leave a fallen comrade.

Until he did, and then that universe blew to pieces.

When Wyatt made his way to me as his therapist, he had

spent the previous few years bouncing between feeling noth‐

ing and trying to feel something. While on a special ops mis‐

sion in Afghanistan years before, Wyatt and his team were

ambushed due to a major intelligence breach and informant

betrayal. The consequences included Wyatt’s best friend—his

“brother”—being burned over 80 percent of his body. Watch‐

ing his brother writhe in pain and suspecting little chance of

survival, Wyatt blocked the oxygen tube the medic had in‐

stalled after she’d left the scene to get more medicine. As he

watched his brother take his last physical breath, a part of

Wyatt died.

Wyatt didn’t tell this story to me for some time—less because

he was too ashamed (although he certainly had a good bit of

shame); more so because often, when he tried, he couldn’t

find the words. Sometimes his voice would crack, or he’d
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stop mid-sentence and stare blankly. Other times his jaw

would clench, or his mouth would move to speak, but nothing

would come out. In my work with people who struggle with

moral injuries—like Wyatt—this is not unusual.

Moral injury is a violation of a person’s core moral founda‐

tions in high-stakes situations that recasts how they see

themselves, others, and the world and causes changes in be‐

havior that signal a loss of trust, connection, self-worth, and

meaning. Such violations could result from a person’s own

actions, things they witnessed or were made to do against

their will, or things they couldn’t prevent. And it’s more preva‐

lent than many would think.

Of the 2.7 million service people who served in Afghanistan

and Iraq, reports show that roughly the same number who

were diagnosed with PTSD (11 to 20 percent) were also cop‐

ing with moral injury. Also, the COVID-19 pandemic has

thrown into stark relief the presence of moral injury among

healthcare workers. New research found that rates of moral

injury in healthcare workers during the pandemic were similar

among U.S. veterans who served after Sept. 11, 2001.

US

https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C9PFsvoZQY5alDeGEtOUPzsaZgALslLzkbI604o6iEPTXgMbnMhABILrImSBgyeanhrSjoBegAdLHsv4DyAEJ4AIAqAMByAMKqgTpAk_QYQSYztkeXV9eZZmUKl2yuMCkfQiQnjDlwAlF4icXFXLrMykYIXyyXarOm_0f4-jNMQ8fZmc1yA4xnFpaCwLlnlG8jdK16hVLfAcebaxuc9K194suDnSrHP15zvbL8PWlbnT51BXkxr9dA6KlizGHMNYPhPI_ElJ8z4CKg0NiJrIRKCy-N6BatvZKWERiDjBenUCij3UGVL1NYGdGN5LuLzlYIr4MJOY2c9WqPI2Gpk5ipZz16_RytgWlODF556IUL2Cu5YS8gtp5g2882uunfPqf-L68lF1XDLqxlGwgU3nDz0PW6ts7DSsiC_elkv6fHzQs53e_7945Omv_hI0Sn9oDP9rbZNpKb09-7T-kRR7xllObr2VbEE2e1biRosCHTzx8sdgIgSyjEx4vrm57uosYs3Wa7F39dQoMx-BDdDu5hhdKcJVvKvX5g8uDMtPZQFbNg7Trb2mgAuDk3RBpMk-0SWrYUpHABK73mf-DBOAEAZAGAaAGLoAHlrjNAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCBIIABACGB0yAQA6B5_QgICAgASxCadAnzAdTEpigAoDmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDYgUAtAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSQgDq26N9rzDdjQ_9cA_iFlhkQB64w48PO_x6RaSJVTJ7HuQ_RfxhA4is1YEb6k33VnPhqlBTWJ4ixEl4Qw6bGN_ZxBgBIA4&sig=AOD64_3MYimOYYhQAjxqKsHsAQ3dPNRUyw&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&nb=9&adurl=https://www.skibutlers.com%3Fgclid%3DCjwKCAjwwL6aBhBlEiwADycBINufUqBJolkum0QHiHM2e6vg62MsGLmguUqhZYucXn1tkfrWTigvpBoCnMsQAvD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C9PFsvoZQY5alDeGEtOUPzsaZgALslLzkbI604o6iEPTXgMbnMhABILrImSBgyeanhrSjoBegAdLHsv4DyAEJ4AIAqAMByAMKqgTpAk_QYQSYztkeXV9eZZmUKl2yuMCkfQiQnjDlwAlF4icXFXLrMykYIXyyXarOm_0f4-jNMQ8fZmc1yA4xnFpaCwLlnlG8jdK16hVLfAcebaxuc9K194suDnSrHP15zvbL8PWlbnT51BXkxr9dA6KlizGHMNYPhPI_ElJ8z4CKg0NiJrIRKCy-N6BatvZKWERiDjBenUCij3UGVL1NYGdGN5LuLzlYIr4MJOY2c9WqPI2Gpk5ipZz16_RytgWlODF556IUL2Cu5YS8gtp5g2882uunfPqf-L68lF1XDLqxlGwgU3nDz0PW6ts7DSsiC_elkv6fHzQs53e_7945Omv_hI0Sn9oDP9rbZNpKb09-7T-kRR7xllObr2VbEE2e1biRosCHTzx8sdgIgSyjEx4vrm57uosYs3Wa7F39dQoMx-BDdDu5hhdKcJVvKvX5g8uDMtPZQFbNg7Trb2mgAuDk3RBpMk-0SWrYUpHABK73mf-DBOAEAZAGAaAGLoAHlrjNAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCBIIABACGB0yAQA6B5_QgICAgASxCadAnzAdTEpigAoDmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDYgUAtAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSQgDq26N9rzDdjQ_9cA_iFlhkQB64w48PO_x6RaSJVTJ7HuQ_RfxhA4is1YEb6k33VnPhqlBTWJ4ixEl4Qw6bGN_ZxBgBIA4&sig=AOD64_3MYimOYYhQAjxqKsHsAQ3dPNRUyw&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&nb=0&adurl=https://www.skibutlers.com%3Fgclid%3DCjwKCAjwwL6aBhBlEiwADycBINufUqBJolkum0QHiHM2e6vg62MsGLmguUqhZYucXn1tkfrWTigvpBoCnMsQAvD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C9PFsvoZQY5alDeGEtOUPzsaZgALslLzkbI604o6iEPTXgMbnMhABILrImSBgyeanhrSjoBegAdLHsv4DyAEJ4AIAqAMByAMKqgTpAk_QYQSYztkeXV9eZZmUKl2yuMCkfQiQnjDlwAlF4icXFXLrMykYIXyyXarOm_0f4-jNMQ8fZmc1yA4xnFpaCwLlnlG8jdK16hVLfAcebaxuc9K194suDnSrHP15zvbL8PWlbnT51BXkxr9dA6KlizGHMNYPhPI_ElJ8z4CKg0NiJrIRKCy-N6BatvZKWERiDjBenUCij3UGVL1NYGdGN5LuLzlYIr4MJOY2c9WqPI2Gpk5ipZz16_RytgWlODF556IUL2Cu5YS8gtp5g2882uunfPqf-L68lF1XDLqxlGwgU3nDz0PW6ts7DSsiC_elkv6fHzQs53e_7945Omv_hI0Sn9oDP9rbZNpKb09-7T-kRR7xllObr2VbEE2e1biRosCHTzx8sdgIgSyjEx4vrm57uosYs3Wa7F39dQoMx-BDdDu5hhdKcJVvKvX5g8uDMtPZQFbNg7Trb2mgAuDk3RBpMk-0SWrYUpHABK73mf-DBOAEAZAGAaAGLoAHlrjNAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCBIIABACGB0yAQA6B5_QgICAgASxCadAnzAdTEpigAoDmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDYgUAtAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSQgDq26N9rzDdjQ_9cA_iFlhkQB64w48PO_x6RaSJVTJ7HuQ_RfxhA4is1YEb6k33VnPhqlBTWJ4ixEl4Qw6bGN_ZxBgBIA4&sig=AOD64_3MYimOYYhQAjxqKsHsAQ3dPNRUyw&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&nb=8&adurl=https://www.skibutlers.com%3Fgclid%3DCjwKCAjwwL6aBhBlEiwADycBINufUqBJolkum0QHiHM2e6vg62MsGLmguUqhZYucXn1tkfrWTigvpBoCnMsQAvD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C9PFsvoZQY5alDeGEtOUPzsaZgALslLzkbI604o6iEPTXgMbnMhABILrImSBgyeanhrSjoBegAdLHsv4DyAEJ4AIAqAMByAMKqgTpAk_QYQSYztkeXV9eZZmUKl2yuMCkfQiQnjDlwAlF4icXFXLrMykYIXyyXarOm_0f4-jNMQ8fZmc1yA4xnFpaCwLlnlG8jdK16hVLfAcebaxuc9K194suDnSrHP15zvbL8PWlbnT51BXkxr9dA6KlizGHMNYPhPI_ElJ8z4CKg0NiJrIRKCy-N6BatvZKWERiDjBenUCij3UGVL1NYGdGN5LuLzlYIr4MJOY2c9WqPI2Gpk5ipZz16_RytgWlODF556IUL2Cu5YS8gtp5g2882uunfPqf-L68lF1XDLqxlGwgU3nDz0PW6ts7DSsiC_elkv6fHzQs53e_7945Omv_hI0Sn9oDP9rbZNpKb09-7T-kRR7xllObr2VbEE2e1biRosCHTzx8sdgIgSyjEx4vrm57uosYs3Wa7F39dQoMx-BDdDu5hhdKcJVvKvX5g8uDMtPZQFbNg7Trb2mgAuDk3RBpMk-0SWrYUpHABK73mf-DBOAEAZAGAaAGLoAHlrjNAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCBIIABACGB0yAQA6B5_QgICAgASxCadAnzAdTEpigAoDmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDYgUAtAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSQgDq26N9rzDdjQ_9cA_iFlhkQB64w48PO_x6RaSJVTJ7HuQ_RfxhA4is1YEb6k33VnPhqlBTWJ4ixEl4Qw6bGN_ZxBgBIA4&sig=AOD64_3MYimOYYhQAjxqKsHsAQ3dPNRUyw&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&nb=1&adurl=https://www.skibutlers.com%3Fgclid%3DCjwKCAjwwL6aBhBlEiwADycBINufUqBJolkum0QHiHM2e6vg62MsGLmguUqhZYucXn1tkfrWTigvpBoCnMsQAvD_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=ASRmVMQ-IdoTe2HlgsCOL_MLRdottwj8kQTdxhEja3K89j8uTk3jUe_W7GMGQyn3QY2MkyaDOEm9Ff-kksEuHOSimKhFIzYiNxc8PzQtmoPY04CXXuAMVf3Lhojf-Bmr_HQeE3vzfozEM1ltPxMcN6fWuo7rmhSdDceZQQ-rmUJzOXBqvfgWYc1JNgh1OY-5YpoogFG--cGAoubzQHuOExrKvQS_f1jRBcf9fa7VZmu5svn4veBtCXrF_4T4Au91vTGneIwMmGIZaUfpi1-ZtyNbLrW5Kz3XGo4ojiuCCqVyQLIeMI-IMMEoGKWeWHFhGDPcrH--ufzk0e0ksFNVoVOwArFecfXtBOFeMM8A1IxdWR0aTG1ZiH_n6KXdVqS-AkG1xw8e-Emjmi6GbYdtGfa9hK524ALxxS7s16xCxc3QaeLKuORqOkxTMGR2-viOsGkkQuD1z4gvan8dB_3JYBkQrohoSgR_60PZJxnX8rjqKIsupk_jIy6CD4BhnvYp5Ei1a5lfjC8WMi63-e8RQjDY4jhqQh0GIN7R6yyLZjFwWqUOCH6owAzJbB99nYWqEP9PoxzDGAJQ2ztzItjoeBk9uku01jfy82N41W5s0r6r0sxDQLMfwuyiUoRiLfpV4ALvq_8IE4XLP_4yIBfs8mjbSb2zx7-klwAs1xVHDgrN3g8E7gDDtf5QjFiK2yehrugoTT8JctBhf-yHL2H9F1lvdsVourY1AwRbjRBxwn9VQz17X_ZHZTAt0ngyGVNXkF-gUWHz8Xcj5Pjwkgh92RhihqjOZo9KvI6sJuLEi-KJoVfF6uflf0fcHKuAQ1IhJZOgIaiqN-S-54KSgWmmCIuCzJtw2g2rUcIxJHrYUOYrutz8YPUhhJEcEFUVqxvl7eHeooyyVjR2YsrI5RFf_1clbvVZdakhIfN_8uFr1hENOwEJaQapD8fsnbEsNOtfoB2zIMPoPKgKeQEE73TNoqB2RCoZ-N69slLHEQ032Zxuu4y_-zCIO-c7lqtx-u-DXIGGX_srt1bM2DeKoHnvvRGgV6XnbOiEfKHl1nf0jVQk_qTEQ7BfPyoObuWIVCaIxdD0xwMYUIVPVGhX_q0M_FdEkRCmYPpb-KHzY9XX2qdJSf87gzwVFgvoizwKuQGWM894MA6vYOR5LRhkAS4h8hhBZdJ4N5dZsCWJJ5tvC-SAmZryhQOd_XhJ_N7iBOr16WE6GpQahxoYuMn2cUaJFWJhcfOLb6BSYs7IsMnt_j-wQWyTua_pFshpc-ytGVRtWAuY0RhjubHNGskq4IpS1qS6Zi9XSbKB7I64InD5EGmZdVV1rYkvlvUOha5X4pF7aCoQoeH8AzziBmuHb28IP19f96AtQxZys55Hfj5vcbHdZyekYAQt0-3HnJzTnQmZqm2r0xuIWnXU5FlyioMkejg9Aecrymagqm7C8xG06X1DEotZfwowyrdPZf1IH-GEmluUiq24w2lCSUtuinv9I-F0OeFsisd9WrEtnmBH2QQiKYVmbZCQqs9CMU0YlXbSHGvdhZVOCLbZwl3X6rsGsOZIJoVS0zyH6P_WTrUZe-cN3cCfAfUBb63efefq-mTtJL2XfBBxmq3_VPl5D2xP7fyfm-Rzqp-uZEq-itbgJBI68Dhi_OBqTzjDsr02tlM1r__F7zFbBNI8kXEmhyAeGNLQ1Uo7wLU5dFN3nv4_0nqZQCF4ueU-jwr88E1ualxdNfZRO-XhdPEeMPlIuaxjMS0bP4gRFTie-fvenhSZLtBfcMDXh6Sbt59etkqC5BcwgRkAylzjN_HTPq5Dj5IA7LjYEkv4mgUNJCf8tZaThNjrJqNGaQU1r0U6-zJZkT_HuCyos1IrFPDXS_YHQAq8-IzFefuuxfVjjpgu8gAJzrnwbTwLMvlP3dScSOxs08h-PGCwbg
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/moral-injury
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/self-esteem
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/coronavirus-disease-2019
https://elemental.medium.com/the-ptsd-like-affliction-thats-traumatizing-health-care-workers-1864be616086
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11606-022-07487-4
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/trauma
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=us&cl=en


19/10/2022, 15:22 Bouncing Back From Moral Injury | Psychology Today

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/soul-console/202208/bouncing-back-moral-injury 4/14

article continues after advertisement

Trauma research tells us that when people are in a constant

state of heartbreak and gut-wrench—as is the experience of

moral injury—they will do everything to shut down those feel‐

ings in their bodies. But the body also has a “behind the

scenes” way of shutting itself down as the means of self-

preservation—in the case of moral injury, a possible coping

mechanism to maintain wholeness when the awareness of

having failed or had failed, one’s core system of meaning and

connection is pulling that person apart.

How Moral Injury Lives Inside Us

You've likely heard of the “fight-or-flight” response, also

called "hyperarousal" or the "acute stress response," that

kicks in when we feel under threat. Fight-or-flight causes our

heart to pound, breathing to hasten, muscles to tighten, and

thoughts to race—all of which conspire to make us anxious,

panicky, angry, overwhelmed, or hypervigilant. Hyperarousal

is a primary symptom of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Some have likened PTSD and moral injury. PTSD is typically

the trauma response associated with threats. But while intru‐

sive images of the past are similar in each experience, with

moral injury, memories don’t trigger fear as we usually experi‐

ence it. Instead, they beget shame, guilt, rage, disgust, empti‐

ness, and despair. With PTSD, the primary concern is physical

safety. With a moral injury, it is relational safety—or trust.
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Moral injury makes a person question themself, others, life,

their God, and their or others’ ability to do right or be good.

Moral injury deteriorates one’s character, ideals, ambitions,

and attachments. It leaves people feeling contaminated in

their being or that something they once held dear has been

sullied. “Unworthy,” “beyond redemption,” “gone forever,” and

“emotionally dead” are how many people have described the

experience.

A lesser known “F” response is “freeze.” Freeze, also referred

to as "hypoarousal," occurs in stressful situations when a per‐

son’s sense of safety or connection has been severed, and it

can neither reconcile nor respond adequately to that per‐

ceived threat.

Here’s a fact that not many people realize: Physical threats

aren’t the only kind that can be dysregulating. Threats to our

integrity and identity can also cause us to “go offline.” New

research (my own included) suggests that moral injury could

be linked to hypoarousal. Hypoarousal causes people to shut

down. They often feel numb, empty, exhausted, hopeless,

helpless, depressed, despairing, and stuck. They may discon‐

nect, withdraw, isolate, or dissociate. It can be difficult to think
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More Time On Snow
Ski Butlers

clearly and get thoughts out. It may even result in suicidal

thoughts, especially in those with trauma histories.

Like many people who suffer from moral injury, Wyatt was ex‐

periencing a number of these symptoms. One day, as he sat

like a lump of clay on the couch, I pulled out two big exercise

balls and rolled them in front of him. I plopped down on one

and asked him to hop on the other.

Slowly, I started bouncing. Neither one of us spoke. A few

minutes later, I saw his ball bend and then rise. A few minutes

after that, we were both moving in rhythm, still, neither of us

saying anything. It was like a Samuel Beckett play–Theatre of

the Absurd–only in reverse: Silence preceded the irrational or

illogical speech, which preceded the logical argument. Sud‐

denly, Wyatt burst out,

“F*ck… Can’t live … God, so gross!” His neck snapped back.

And his face wrinkled as his hand flew to his mouth. We

stopped bouncing. Wyatt shook his head and then dropped

his head into his hands as sobs quietly crept out. Finally, he

looked up, the avalanche of tears having stopped, leaving

this mountain of a man. He said:
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“My buddy told me once, after another brother met a similar

fate, that he’d never want to live like that. And I didn’t want

him to live that… I just couldn’t stand looking at him like that…

What if I did it for me, not him?… Then I’ve betrayed him too,

and no better than the Taliban informant.”

You Have to Feel and Deal in Order to Heal

One of the challenges about healing from moral injury is how

we frame the story—and often, the foundation of that story

rests on a person’s beliefs. Many therapeutic approaches talk

about cognitively reframing beliefs, meaning we tell our‐

selves to think differently about them. This can certainly be

helpful in some circumstances.

What doesn’t get talked about very often is that beliefs (and

moral judgment) aren’t inherently rational. As Jonathan Haidt,

a moral psychologist and professor of Ethical Leadership at

New York University Stern School of Business, pointed out,

people generally do not engage in moral reasoning; rather,

the conclusion is coughed up by an unconscious emotion—

and this can fundamentally shape what we think and believe,

how we act, and the stories we live by.

Like any difficult emotion strongly felt, sometimes that experi‐

ence can cause our nervous system to go “offline.” In Wyatt’s

case, one of the prevailing emotions he experienced was dis‐

gust. He was disgusted at the betrayal of his unit by the infor‐

mant and the deadly consequences it wrought, especially for

his best friend. He was also disgusted by what his best friend

looked like after the explosion, and he fought with himself for

having had, in his words, that “cruel, I’d-rather-leave-you-

than-look-at-you” repulsed response. Wyatt was further dis‐

gusted at life generally, and God specifically, for putting him
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in a situation that forced him to kill—not an enemy, but his

“brother.”

Shame and guilt are two of the emotions most often associat‐

ed with moral injury—and Wyatt had both in spades. Interest‐

ingly, disgust is thought to be the primary emotion from which

shame and guilt emerge when they can neither be validated

nor reconciled. Going right back into the field and “swallow‐

ing [everything that happened] in one rancid existential gulp,”

as Wyatt said, is the definition of invalidation and not

reconciling.

Interestingly, disgust links to morality; moral judgments are

thought to become more rigid and entrenched from experi‐

encing disgust. For Wyatt, killing his best friend was the

height of violating what he considered morally sacred—leav‐

ing a fallen comrade behind. And should others, like his bud‐

dy’s wife, family, friends, comrades, the military, etc., discover

the truth of what he’d done, it could very well result in an un‐

bearable annihilation of the relationships that mattered to him

most. It makes perfect sense why then Wyatt would be feel‐

ing his own and others’ betrayal so intensely—and why his

body had resorted to shutting down, causing him to withdraw

in the way that it did.

“Get over it” is a self-talk technique often employed to com‐

bat unpleasant feelings. “Think happy thoughts” and “Don’t

be sad” are a few others. The problem is that a befuddled

nervous system can’t easily understand this rational, higher-

order cognitive functioning language because that part of the

brain is shut down. The nervous system prefers “somatic

speak”—for instance, the silent sensory stimulation of a boun‐

cy ball.
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