19/10/2022, 15:22 Bouncing Back From Moral Injury | Psychology Today
Find a Therapist (City or Zip)

Michele DeMarco MTS, MSC, PCCT, Rev
Soul Console

Bouncing Back From
Moral Injury

How neuroscience and somatic therapy helped a
special forces vet find new life.

Posted August 6, 2022

Reviewed by Devon Frye

000

KEY POINTS

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

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

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

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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That force was his vow: / 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

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/soul-console/202208/bouncing-back-moral-injury 2/14


https://www.amazon.com/gp/video/offers/signup?aaxitk=15e6b4566a77acf81275eac4ab98b0b4&ref=aap_593670076725090236&tag=ms-us-20&ie=UTF8&benefitID=starzSub
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/intelligence
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/embarrassment
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

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-

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.
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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-

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

safety. With a moral injury, it is relational safety—or trust.

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT
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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-
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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, | pulled out two big exercise
balls and rolled them in front of him. | plopped down on one

and asked him to hop on the other.

Slowly, | started bouncing. Neither one of us spoke. A few
minutes later, | 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,

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

'”

“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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him to live that... | just couldn’t stand looking at him like that...
What if | 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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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—Ileav-
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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each seemingly ridiculous rise and fall was helping to arouse
his system and bring him out of the shutdown he was

experiencing.

This explains why he blurted out what he did. And why, a few
minutes later, he could think more clearly, even somewhat dif-
ferently, about what he’d done and the circumstances sur-
rounding the tragic wartime events. And why, eventually, with
practice, he could find new and better words to put to those

thoughts and feelings than any he had previously.

And how, in time, with the help of trusted conversation and
an embodied writing therapy that | developed specifically for
moral injury, Wyatt came to understand how the experience
of all that had happened and all that he believed—past and
present—was living inside him and how it was affecting the
story he told himself and others about that fateful night and

his “non-life” existence ever since.

Eventually, he could craft a coherent narrative that felt right
and real about the events and everything he’d experienced
since, as painful as it was in parts. This coherent narrative—
having it, living it, and sharing it with trusted others as he was
able and chose to—was the thing that allowed him to truly be-
gin to live again.
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