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Moral Stressors and Moral Injury

When we think of the stressors involved

in policing, we often think about traumatic
events that involve threat to life or physical
safety. However, police are also exposed
to moral stressors. These are events that
g0 against the police member's moral
code or values and beliefs about right and
wrong. Moral stressors generally fall into
one of three categories (Litz et al., 2022).

Moral injury describes the
lasting psychosocial and
spiritual impacts of events that

involve transgression of deeply
held moral convictions (Litz et
al., 2009) or betrayal in high
stakes situations (Shay, 1994)

1. The person did something (or failed to do something) that went
against their moral code or values, such as making a mistake or not
following proper procedure.

2. The person saw someone (or people) do something or fail to
do something that went against their moral code or values, such as
witnessing mistreatment of a child or corruption by colleagues.

3. The person felt betrayed or let down by someone in a position of trust
or authority or the organisation itself, for example feeling they had not
been recognised for the sacrifices made and risks taken in their service.

Severe moral stressors can give rise to moral injury, but even less severe
stressors have the potential for significant negative impact on the person.

Examples shared by Australian and New Zealand police members (Phelps

et al,, 2023) include being asked to do something that went against their
personal beliefs of right and wrong, feeling betrayed by the actions of fellow
police or leadership, witnessing someone act in a way that does not align
with their own morals, failing to act in a situation when they felt they should
have stepped in, or attending scenes where perpetrator actions went against
their morals, beliefs or values.

Chaplains are called upon to support police members following the full
range of moral stressors with examples from Australian and New Zealand
police chaplains (Phelps et al.,, 2023) ranging from having to reconcile other’s
mistakes or being unjustly accused of wrongdoing, through to death of
police members and incidents involving serious harm to children.




How can chaplains
recognise moral injury?

The signs of moral injury might be reflected in an
individual's emotions, the thoughts and beliefs
they have about themselves, their attitudes and
relationships with other people, and their spiritual
beliefs (Yeterian et al., 2019).

Type of impact Signs

Emotional Shame
responses Guilt
Anger
Disgust
Thoughts and Self-criticism

beliefs about self Self-blame

Beliefs of being bad, unworthy,
unlovable or unforgivable

Self-handicapping behaviour

Attitudes and Loss of faith in people

relationships with - apidance of intimacy
others ) .
Lack of trust in authority

figures

Spiritual/religious  Shattered beliefs about
beliefs morality and humanity leading
to existential changes

Moral injury can lead to mental health disorders such
as PTSD, depression and substance misuse. If you

are providing support to a police member who is
struggling with the impact of moral stressors, always
consider whether they will benefit from mental health
care in addition to the support that you are providing.




How can chaplains
support police members?

Chaplains can play an important role in
supporting police members who have
experienced moral stressors. Based on
consultation with police chaplains (Phelps
et al., 2023) these are some of the ways
that chaplains are able to support police
members:

« Listen, provide a safe, confidential and
trusted space, and act as a sounding
board. Members often find relief in just
getting things off their chest.

* Provide validation to members who are
seeking reassurance for the way they are
feeling, or their reaction to a situation.

» Offer coping strategies to members
when they are experiencing distress. For
example, reminders to spend time doing
things that they enjoy.

* Address existential questions. For
example, helping the member to explore
thoughts and reflections around purpose
and meaning.

* Support members in instances
where they may have meetings with
management. In these situations, police
chaplains act as a support for the police
member.

* Provide guidance on when and how to
access mental health support.




Chaplain self-care

When a chaplain’s focus is on caring for other people so much of the time, it's
important to recognise the need to also care for yourself.

Be sure to understand the impact that workplace stress can have on you and
stay in tune with yourself to look out for your own early warning signs.
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EMOTIONALLY
Take regular breaks to
recharge your battery.
Do things you
find rewarding or
nurturing.
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PHYSICALLY
Exercise regularly. Get
regular sleep. Eat balanced
meals and avoid junk food,

over-use of alcohol and
too much caffeine.

LOOK
AFTER
YOURSELF
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SOCIALLY
Spend time with friends,
family, trusted peers, or
other social connections
you have within your
community.

88
g

SPIRITUALLY
Read spiritual, inspirational,
. religious material.
Use prayer, meditation.
Seek out religious
fellowship, guidance.




Towards a holistic model of care

Moral stressors can affect people in various ways - psychologically, socially
and spiritually. The best person to provide support could be a chaplain, a
mental health practitioner, or a trusted friend or family member.

As a chaplain, if you suspect a police member is experiencing moral injury
(showing many of the signs listed on page 4), making a referral to a mental
health practitioner is the best course of action as moral injury can be
associated with mental health disorders. Your encouragement and referral
can help the police member to take this step. Your ongoing support is also
likely to be helpful.

Police sometimes prefer to access a health service provider outside of the
police organisation and so it's important to remind individuals that they can
access this support independent of the police service they are employed by.

It's worth reminding mental health practitioners to also consider the role of
chaplains in supporting police members with moral stressors. Support from a
chaplain may be helpful as an adjunct to mental health treatment, particularly
for individuals who have experienced a spiritual wound, or just want someone
to talk to and be a sounding board on a regular, informal basis.
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