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Special Operations Forces Moral Injury Fact Sheet

SOF Moral Injury—
The What

Current SOF operators are not the
first generation to face the invisible
wounds of war. However, many SOF
warriors are unfamiliar with the term or
concept of moral injury (MI). “When |
first heard about it, | really had no idea
what it was,” said retired Army
Sergeant Major Mike R. Vining. “| later
heard a concise way to describe moral
injury, “You saw wrong,’ ‘did wrong,’ or
‘didn’t stop wrong.””

Moral injury is a soul wound where
the sufferer feels and believes there
has been a traumatic violation and
transgression of their deep, personal
moral values. It is characterized
by feelings of anger, guilt, shame,
disorientation, and disgust within the
individual. Individual perception is the
key. Others cannot tell the individual

how they feel or what the traumatic
experience means to them. It is their
experience, and they are the expert
of their own individual wounds. SOF
Ml results from an individual being
exposed to events that involve their
perception of either personally
perpetrating (commission), witnessing
(association), failing to do (omission),
or a leader ordering them (direction)
to violate or transgress their moral
values.?

Four Main Categories
of Moral Injury—SOF
Examples:

e Commission: Marine Raiders come
under fire from a building. They
throw grenades into the building
but later discover that insurgents
were using women and children as
human shields.




e Association: A SEAL team takes
up position near a village. While
children are talking with them, they
come under mortar fire. One SEAL
team member sees a little girl get
wounded by a mortar.

e Omission: A Pararescue Jumper
is unable to save the life of a
wounded Ranger caught in an
ambush.

¢ Direction: A Green Beret is directed
to evacuate the area of operation
leaving indigenous partner forces
to fight alone.3

SOF Potentially Morally
Injurious Events and
Causes

There are at least nine potentially
morally injurious events (PMIE)
recognized® in the SOF community:

1.  Witnessing others violate moral
codes (especially leaders)

2. Making decisions that affect the
survival of others

3. Being unable to care for all who
are harmed
4. Freezing or failing to perform

when in danger

5. Failing to protect a comrade or
civilian
6. Witnessing or experiencing an

act of retribution

7. Experiencing an act of
disproportionate violence

Dehumanizing others

Experiencing rape or torture
(victim or perpetrator)

SOF Moral Injury
Symptoms

Recent comprehensive research
has demonstrated that at the core
of Ml are spiritual and religious
symptoms. Consequently, such issues
in SOF Ml are often best addressed
by military chaplains, especially in
terms of prevention, identification, and
treatment.> With the understanding
that Ml involves a constellation of
persistent distressing psychological,
spiritual, and religious symptoms, an
interdisciplinary team developed a
descriptive framework of the causes,
symptoms, and consequences
manifested in 10 major M|l symptom
domains.® See Fig. 1.
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Figure 1. An illustration depicting the framework leveraged and utilized by JSOU researchers
based on the Koenig model (2017) of the causes, symptoms, and consequences manifested in
10 major moral injury symptom domains. Source: Koenig, 2017




SOF Moral Injury
and Post-traumatic
Stress Disorder

This distinction is important for
the SOF community. Simply stated,
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
is a traumatic threat to personal well-
being based on fear and adrenaline.
It is a physical and psychological
wound that can result from or be
maintained by MI. In contrast, Ml is a
traumatic violation or transgression of
personal values based on morals and
ethics. It is a spiritual or soul wound
that can be a precursor to PTSD.”
See Fig. 2.
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Figure 2. The distinctions between moral injury
and posttraumatic stress disorder. Source: John
Edgar Caterson and Matthew Ikenoyama

SOF Moral Injury
Prevalence and
Measurement

The prevalence of Ml in SOF is higher
than originally thought. Research from
military-specific Ml measures and
scales concluded that an estimated
50-65 percent of active-duty U.S.
service members have experienced
some degree of MI. Further, 25-34
percent of incidents that cause or
contribute to PTSD can also result in
MI. Qualitative research at Joint Special
Operations University (JSOU) has
confirmed similar percentages of Ml in
the SOF community.®

The Moral Injury Self-Assessment
questionnaire (see Figure 3) was
adapted from the 10-item Moral Injury
Symptom Scale - Military Version Short

Form (MISS-M-SF)®:

SOF Moral Injury and
Factors in Healing

The moral terrain, ethical decision-
making, and PMIE that the SOF
community faces can increase the
risk of MI. The SOF warrior’s culture,
spiritual beliefs, and upbringing can
affect how they process events.
Research has demonstrated that
even the experience, background,

Figure 3. Moral Injury Self-Assessment question-
naire. Source: Adapted from the MISS-M-SF




and distinctions of prototypical junior
versus senior operators can factor into
their susceptibility of ML.'©

Like all humans, SOF warriors are
meaning-makers—and they don’t just
stop making meaning once they put
their uniforms on or take them off.

It is essential to discover what helps
each individual SOF warrior to both
make sense of and find meaning from
the chaos of war. This points to the
importance of narrative and meaning-
making in the healing process where
there is a difference between the
sacred and the profane.

United States Special Operations
Command (USSOCOM) has reimagined
SOF MI professional military education,

creating a new paradigm that leverages
a ‘living-narrative’ methodology and
shaping the critical conversations
necessary to influence the future of the
Joint special operations community.
The advent of approaching SOF Ml
through unconventional, experimental
methodologies—individual stories

of SOF MI—has had great impact on
the SOF community. LEGO® Serious
Play, white-board narrative drawing
assignments, mini-whiteboard narrative
scenarios, visual expression story
journals (see Fig. 4), storyboards,
storybooks, and story mind-maps

have facilitated SOF MI conversations
that would never have been possible
otherwise.”

Figure 4. Story journal assignment in visual expression. Source. Timm Beasley
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TO LEARN MORE

about Moral Injury and ethics in SOF, please see

Moral Injury: Implications for U.S. SOF
and Ethical Resiliency
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