Moral Injury Claims Guide
Moral injury is an emerging area in veteran benefits with significant legal and clinical recognition. Understanding how to document and file moral injury claims is critical for advocates.
What Is Moral Injury?
Moral injury differs fundamentally from PTSD. While PTSD stems from fear during traumatic event, moral injury stems from actions or inactions that violate deeply held moral beliefs.
Defining Characteristics
1. Actions taken by self or others that violate personal moral code
1. Guilt and shame distinct from fear or hypervigilance
1. Survivor guilt: "I should have done something different" or "Why did I survive when others didn't?"
1. Betrayal: feeling let down by leadership, military system, or country
1. Loss of trust in self, others, authority figures
Examples in Military Context
1. Close air support mission resulting in civilian casualties
1. Following orders that violated personal ethics (detainee handling, ROE violations)
1. Survival guilt from unit members killed in action
1. Inability to prevent harm to unit members
1. Witnessing misconduct by military personnel without stopping it
How Moral Injury Manifests
1. Depression: persistent low mood, hopelessness, sense of meaninglessness
1. Anxiety: hypervigilance about moral judgement by others
1. Suicidal ideation: "world would be better without me" due to guilt, not despair
1. Substance abuse: self-medication for moral injury symptoms
1. Social withdrawal: shame-based isolation
1. Aggression and self-harm: directed toward self for perceived moral failure
Distinction from PTSD
PTSD: "Something terrible happened to me." Moral injury: "I did something I can't live with or failed to prevent something I should have."
1. PTSD centers on fear activation and hypervigilance
1. Moral injury centers on guilt, shame, and loss of self-trust
1. Both can co-occur (combat exposure causing fear and forcing moral violation)
VA Recognition of Moral Injury
VA explicitly recognizes moral injury in clinical and benefits contexts. The VA Mental Health Strategic Evaluation Report (2020) acknowledged moral injury as treatable condition.
1. VA offers Moral Injury Integrated Program (MIIP) treatment
1. VA clinicians routinely assess for moral injury as part of mental health evaluation
1. Courts have found moral injury can support service connection for depression, anxiety, PTSD when causation is clear
Applicable Diagnostic Codes
DC 9434 - Major Depressive Disorder
1. Primary diagnosis for guilt-based depression from moral injury
1. Symptoms: persistent depressed mood, anhedonia, guilt, worthlessness
1. File with clear nexus to moral injury event(s)
DC 9411 - PTSD
1. If moral injury involved traumatic event causing fear + moral violation
1. Example: Close air support mission (fear stressor) and civilian casualties (moral violation)
1. Can meet both PTSD and moral injury criteria
DC 9400 - Generalized Anxiety Disorder
1. If moral injury manifests as anxiety about judgement, betrayal, inability to trust
1. Constant worry about moral status and judgment by others
Evidence Strategy for Moral Injury
Personal Statement - CRITICAL
Personal statement must clearly explain the moral component. Many moral injury claims are denied because VA examiner doesn't see moral injury distinct from PTSD.
1. Describe the specific action or inaction that violated your moral code
1. Explain why it was morally wrong to you (in detail)
1. Describe the guilt/shame/self-blame since the event
1. Connect to current symptoms: depression, isolation, suicidal thoughts, substance use
1. Use phrase "moral injury" explicitly so examiner understands this is not just PTSD
Chaplain or Spiritual Advisor Records
1. Chaplain notes about moral distress or spiritual crisis
1. Requests for confession or spiritual guidance related to specific events
1. Chaplain willingness to provide affidavit about moral injury aspect of case
Therapy Records
1. Therapist notes documenting guilt, shame, moral conflict
1. Trauma-Focused CBT or moral repair therapy
1. Acknowledgement in treatment records that moral injury is primary issue
Buddy Statements
1. Friend/family noting changes in moral perspective post-event
1. He used to be principled and could not stand dishonesty. After that incident, he has been different—ashamed, withdrawn, not himself.
1. Specific statements about guilt behavior: He talks about that incident constantly, blames himself, says he deserves bad things.
C&P Exam Preparation
Prepare to explain moral injury to examiner who may lack full understanding:
1. Use clear language: "This event violated my moral code and I feel guilt and shame about it"
1. Distinguish from PTSD: focus on guilt/shame, not fear or hypervigilance
1. Describe functional impact: isolation due to shame, substance use for guilt relief, suicidal thoughts about self-punishment
Secondary Conditions from Moral Injury
1. Substance abuse (DC 9400): self-medication for moral injury symptoms
1. Sleep disturbance (rated under primary diagnosis)
1. Relationship breakdown
File secondary conditions separately with medical evidence of causation.
