
Effectively Treating Moral Injuries in First 
Responders 

With the emergency services growing and developing they are beginning to better 
understand and appreciate the human side of their human capital. Municipalities are 
starting to understand that emergency first responders are more than just flesh, 
bone, blood, and electrical impulses. They are finally learning that to focus solely on 
the task level creates stagnation in the personal growth of the employee as well as 
increasing sick time and decreasing productivity.  
As humans beings we all have a soul that animates us and drives us to do good and to 
avoid evil. Many of us were born and raised in Judeo-Christian homes and have 
developed strong morals and values.  In fact religious values and ethical precepts lie 
at the core of every person’s humanity and meaning.   

Emergency first responders have the same morals, virtues and emotions as everyone 
else. Emergency first responders are Service focused. They have a strong identity and 
role in the community in which they serve and are willing to accept risk in order to 
assist those in need.  In actual fact, being an emergency first responder is more than 
just a job, it is a vocation; a calling. 

The suffering and, all too often, life and death scenarios that emergency first 
responders witness, and may themselves experience while on duty, can cause conflicts 
with their own morals and values.  Thankfully they no longer need to “just suck it 
up”.  In December 2009, the U.S. Veterans Administration described, for the first 
time, a wound of war they called “Moral Injury”.  Moral injury can be defined as the 
extreme distress brought about by ‘perpetrating, failing to prevent, being witness 
to or learning about, acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and 
expectations’. (Litz et al 2009) This can lead to clinical depression, addictions, 
violent behaviour, suicide and the list goes on.  Realization of workplace stress in 
Canada and a growing understanding of moral injuries in particular, has led to 
research that places emergency first responders at the top of the list for such work 
related injuries; right below that of combat veterans. 

Moral injury is a complex wound of the soul. It can produce feelings of guilt, 
unresolved grief, angst, distrust, betrayal, shame and contrition. This in turn, can 
result in a crisis of meaning and a loss of faith in general.  Healing from moral injuries 
requires reflection and spiritual guidance.  Secular approaches treat moral injury as 
neuroses or psychic disorders that inhibit individual self-actualization and interfere 
with authentic urges and feelings. However, field work is increasingly showing the 
inadequacies of this approach, as most veterans and emergency first responders 
experience moral injury as a profound spiritual crisis. 



At DUBIEL, GRAY (regarding moral injury) we provide access to the following: 
• A welcoming community 
• A caring nonjudgmental moral authority 
• A means for making restitution and offering forgiveness 

We are not explicitly religious; however trauma and spirituality often intersect. 
Accordingly, healing from trauma, and moral injury in particular, often involves the 
healing of the spirit. 
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