Understanding Moral Injury

Over the course of life and more specifically throughout military service, Canadian Armed Forces
(CAF) members may experience events of significance. These events and how they impact each
individual will differ from person to person and can also change depending on a person’s life
circumstances at the time. Certain occupations that care for the health, wellbeing, and/or the safety
of individuals are at higher risk of exposure to events that could contribute to moral injury. Although
the literature on moral injury has grown much in the last years, the concept is complex and there are
still debates among the experts on its definition, causes, effects on an individual, and ability to predict
who is vulnerable and why. It is therefore not surprising that many people are unfamiliar with moral
injury. This guide has been developed to raise awareness of the concepts of moral stress, distress,
and injury within the CAF population and to support individuals, leaders and the organization in their
efforts to mitigate the impact of potentially morally injurious events in the workplace.

What is a Potentially Morally Injurious Event?

Morals have an internal source which are generally formed from a person’s values and strongly

held beliefs and are the fundamental rules by which a person judges between “right and wrong”.
These beliefs are shaped by personal factors such as our upbringing and experiences, gender, race,
sexuality and ethnicity, among others. We often draw on our morals to drive decisions, particularly to
help govern our behaviours in certain types of challenging contexts or situations.

Potentially morally injurious events (PMIEs) are events that violate these deeply held values and
beliefs, and often leave a person with a deep sense of unease or a feeling that something just isn’t
right. It is important to understand that colleagues or leaders may not be able to predict if an event
will be morally injurious to an individual as so much depends on one’s own sets of beliefs, values,
and personal experiences.

PMIEs generally fall into one of three categories: acts of commission, acts of omission, or acts of
betrayal. An act of commission is when someone does something that violates their own deeply
held values and beliefs of right and wrong. An act of omission is when someone should have done
something in alignment with their values but did not. Finally, an act of betrayal is when an individual
feels betrayed by others, often a higher authority, who either acted, failed to act, or compelled
someone to act contrary to their values.

Examples of PMIEs within a military setting can include: witnessing the suffering of others, not
being able to protect others, observing exploitation of vulnerable peoples without being able to act,
having to choose how to allocate limited resources, and unethical or immoral actions of self or team
members. Any of these situations may result in moral stress, distress, or injury.
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FIGURE 1: MORAL STRESS MODEL - adapted from Grimell & Nilsson (2020)
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What is moral stress?

Moral stress is a normative response when confronted with choices and actions that compromise
our values and beliefs, referred to as a moral challenge. Moral stress occurs commonly, and for
the most part causes minimal harm or impairment.

What is moral distress?

Moral distress is a negative stress reaction that may develop following exposure to a moral
challenge. The factors that influence whether moral stress transforms into moral distress include
our ability to identify the moral stressor, and the intensity, frequency, and duration of the PMIE.
Moral distress is characterized by short-term feelings of frustration or helplessness that have a
moderate impact on individual functioning. However, even moderate moral distress can impact
performance and organizational commitment.

What is a moral injury?

A moral injury is a severe stress reaction following the experience of an event or a recurrence

of situations that contradict an individual’s moral beliefs. Moral injury is characterized by enduring
feelings of guilt, shame, disgust, anger, contempt, and hopelessness. In severe cases, this may
lead to suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts. Moral injury appears to impact one’s capacity for
trust and elevate despair. A small but important number of people who experience a moral
stressor or morally injurious event develop a moral injury.

What are possible indicators of moral injury?

In addition to movement to the right on the mental health continuum, possible emotions
and reactions specific to moral injury include:

* Intense emotions such as guilt, shame, anger, remorse, disgust, betrayal

* Feelings of worthlessness, helplessness, and powerlessness

« Diminished trust in self and others

»  Self-destructive behaviours such as poor self-care, substance abuse, recklessness

*  Ongoing questioning of core beliefs about self, others, the world, and spiritual beliefs
« Inability to integrate new beliefs, ongoing rumination.

« Inability to resolve difficult emotions (i.e. shame, guilt, anger, contempt).

* Inability to connect with people, places or things that give your life meaning.
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FIGURE 2: MENTAL HEALTH CONTINUUM MODEL

Emotional Frequent and regular experience Some reduced experience of Finding it difficult to experience Almost never experience positive
Well-being of positive thoughts and emotions positive thoughts and emotions positive thoughts and emotions thoughts and emotions
Performance My capacity to function is excellent My capacity to function is good My capacity to function is fair My capacity to function is poor

& Functioning

Sleep Mostly get enough quality sleep Sometimes get enough Rarely get enough quality sleep Never get enough quality sleep
quality sleep
Physical My health is excellent My health is good My health is fair My health is poor
Well-being
Social Socially active Decreased social activities Avoidance and/or withdrawal Don’t go out or answer the phone
Well-being from social activities
Spiritual Established sense of purpose Exploring sense of purpose and Losing sense of purpose Lost sense of purpose
Well-being and meaning; beliefs and meaning; beliefs and worldview and meaning; beliefs and and meaning; beliefs and
worldview are secure are challenged worldview are weakened worldview are shattered
Addictions No or limited use of alcohol and/or ~ Regular but controlled use Increased use of alcohol Frequent use of alcohol
substances and/or gambling of alcohol and/or substances and/or substances and/or and/or substances and/or
and/or gambling to cope gambling; hard to control gambling; unable to control
with negative consequences with severe consequences

This version of the mental health continuum summarizes indicators of well-being in several health domains, including
spiritual health. The continuum can help you assess your well-being and identify any changes or concerns as soon
as possible.

What can individuals and leaders do to prepare for and mitigate
the impact of potentially morally injurious events?

An awareness of one’s own values, understanding the values of others, being able to recognize situations
where values may be at risk, and identifying and discussing moral dilemmas, can help build moral competence
and potentially reduce moral distress.

Tips that can help include:

» Take time to reflect on values, beliefs and principles. »  Ensure adequate sleep to support
Ask yourself: Why am | doing this? What does it decision making.

mean to me? L .
»  Develop a network of individuals who can provide

* Understand operational context and rules you support and to whom you can provide support.

of engagement in advance of a given task. * Have confidence in your training and experience.

" Anticipate and discuss potential challenges with + Discuss moral dilemmas and conflicts as they arise

teammates and leaders and plan ahead of time .
with teammates and leaders.

how you will cope with these situations. Acknowledge any difficult emotions.

* Employ performance and resilience strategies «  If you think that you may be impacted by moral

to manage activation and regulate emotional distress or injury, please reach out to a health care

responses, such as the Big Four skills (goal provider. They are in the best position to assess your

setting, tactical breathing, self-talk, visualization). situation and ensure that you are connected with the
» Ensure you are engaging in active recovery appropriate resources.

strategies to maintain optimal health in all . Show yourself compassion and kindness.
domains (physical, social, mental, emotional, and

spiritual).
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FIGURE 3: DOMAINS OF RECOVERY/HEALTH

Reduce activation
and refuel
internal resources

Give our life
purpose, meaning
and value

Improve social support
and connectedness
with others

Challenge or
stimulate
us mentally

Lift mood or help
to regulate emotion

Qurgra®

Connect with
what’s important
Spend time in nature
Seek peace/tranquility
Worship/prayer
Volunteer

Sleep
Good nutrition
Light exercise

Stretching
Relaxation
techniques

Learn a new skill Spend time
) Read with family/friends
Join a class Seek/give support
Hol?bleS that Take vacations
st|muI§te Join a group/
your mind club/team
Mood lifting activities
Acceptance
Positive self-talk

Relaxation techniques
Mindfulness

Leadership actions to mitigate the impact of moral injury.
Leaders influence others through both their personal attributes (who they are) and their behaviour (what they

do) and are in a unique position to shape how stressful experiences are interpreted and understood (purpose
and meaning). Leader support is critical and often all that is required to maintain morale, motivation, and

well-being during times of physiological and psychological stress.

1. Identify morally challenging situations and
understand the potential impact these can
have on individuals’ mental health
and readiness.

2. Focus on daily actions that will build strong
unit cohesion and morale and promote trust
in the work environment and leadership.

3. Communicate what you know and let them
know when you don’t know the answer. How
leaders communicate has a significant impact
on how personnel respond to events.

4. Check in regularly and allow people to talk if
that is what they need. Encourage and facilitate
social support. Connecting with others can help
prevent people from feeling isolated and alone.

5. Model expected behaviors and a consistent
ethical climate.

6. Facilitate discussions about moral stressors
and moral decision making in training. Use
scenarios to consider possible responses
and build moral competence.

7. Prior to deployment or operations, understand
the operational context and identify the potential
moral challenges of the environment. Plan and
discuss strategies to cope with and respond to
these types of events.
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1.

Focus on the basics. When people take care

of themselves physically, they are better able

to manage stressful demands. Encourage good
nutrition, provide opportunities for physical activity,
and prioritize sleep. Sleep is key to ethical decision
making, and members practice better sleep habits
when their leaders emphasize its importance.

Regularly take time to evaluate and acknowledge
your team’s stress level, and remember that there
are individual differences in how people respond
to stress.

Following an PMIE early intervention can make
a difference. Leaders must proactively initiate
difficult conversations. Respond to adverse
events using the AIR: Acknowledge that an
event of significance happened. Inform team
of possible reactions and remind of healthy
coping strategies. Respond by checking in
over the following days.

Be aware of the resources available to you and
your team and know how to access them. If you
think that a team member may be impacted by
moral distress or injury, connect them to a health
care provider. They are in the best position to
assess your situation and ensure that you are
connected with the appropriate resources.
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Military Mental Health. You’re Not Alone.

If you think that you may be experiencing moral distress or injury, there are effective treatments
and resources available to support you. The Canadian Armed Forces offers exceptional medical
and mental health care, and relies on evidence based treatment.

Military Mental Health Information
https://www.canada.ca/ en/department-national- defence/services/benefits- military/military-

mental- health.html

Member Assistance Program
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/benefits-military/health-support/

member-family-assistance-services.html
1-800-268-7708 - Call for a confidential talk 24 hours a day.

Family Information Line
https://cfmws.ca/
1-800-866-4546 Call seven days a week, 24 hours a day.

Canadian Armed Forces Medical Centres
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/benefits-military/health-support/
medical-dental-centers.html

Locate a centre anywhere in Canada.

*References used to develop this handout can be requested from

HRM.R2MRDevelopment-RVPMDeveloppement@forces.qgc.ca
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