
DEVELOPMENTAL AND COGNITIVE
MECHANISMS UNDERLYING THE
DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL INJURY IN
SECURE HEALTHCARE WORKERS

FROM EXPOSURE TO INJURY: 



MORAL INJURY IN SECURE MENTAL 
HEALTHCARE: WHAT DO WE KNOW ?

• Moral injury is both relevant to and prevalent in the 
occupational experiences of healthcare staff, including those 
working in a forensic context. 

• An initial study of this occupational group (Morris et al., 2022) 
found that scores on the MIES exceeded those reported in 
physical healthcare settings, and were comparable to military 
studies. 

• Not all who experience a morally injurious event will go on to 
develop the symptoms that characterise a moral injury. 

• Risk factors have been identified in healthcare workers, 
though they primarily relate to demographic characteristics 
(e.g., gender, length of experience, role) and findings are 
mixed



RESPONDING TO AND REPAIRING  
MORAL INJURY IN HEALTHCARE: 
WHAT DO WE NEED TO KNOW? 

• Current models of and interventions for moral injury largely reflect 
those applied to PTSD. This commonly includes cognitive modalities 
that target the 'maladaptive' appraisal of events. 

Mo ra lly 
t ran sgre ss ive  

e xp e rie n ce

Mo ra l in ju ry 
sym p t o m s 

Ap p ra isa l o f e ve n t

• But what abou t when  appra isa ls a re  accura te  – m ora l em otions 
a re  pe rhaps then  adap tive  re sponses to  transgressions?

• Understanding the  m echan ism s tha t p recede  and  follow the  
appra isa l of an  even t m ay iden tify a lte rna tive  and  m ore  
appropria te  ta rge ts for in te rven tion



ADDRESSING THE 
RESEARCH GAP

Surveyed 535 healthcare workers with at least 6 months experience 
working in  a  secure  m enta l hea lth  se tting, in  any capacity.  

Participants com ple ted  m easures of m ora l in jury exposure  and   
sym ptom s (MIESS-C), ch ildhood traum a exposure  and  sym ptom s 
(PC-PTSD-5), nega tive  schem as (BCSS) and  m aladaptive  
m e tacognitions (MCQ-30) 

Explored  the  single  and  se ria l m edia ting e ffects of ea rly traum a, 
cognitive  schem as and  m e tacognitions in  the  pa thway be tween  
PMIE exposure  and  m ora l in jury sym ptom s  



KEY FINDINGS: 
PROFILES OF MORAL INJURY

Exp ose d Im p a ct e d *

Tra n sgre ss ion s  b y o t h e r  
p e op le 68.7% 73.2%

Be t ra ya l b y in s t it u t ion s 48.8% 86%

Be t ra ya l b y o t h e r  p e op le 41.3% 82.6%

Se lf-t r a n sgre ss ion s  b y 
in a ct ion 23.6% 78.9%

Se lf-t r a n sgre ss ion s  b y 
a ct ion  19.6% 80.2%

• Most participan ts (81.4%) reported  
exposure  to  a  PMIE

• Transgressions by othe rs were  the  
m ost com m only experienced  
PMIE, though  were  ra ted  as 
im pactfu l by the  fewest p roportion  
of participan ts  

• Betraya l by institu tions were  the  
second  m ost frequen tly 
experienced  PMIE, and  were  ra ted  
as im pactfu l by the  grea te st 
p roportion  of participan ts 

• The  m edian  im pact score  was 4 
('s ligh tly troub ling') for a ll PMIEs



KEY FINDINGS: 
PATH ANALYSIS

• With  the  excep tion  of the  a -pa th  
be tween  PMIE exposure  and  
m aladaptive  m e tacognitions, a ll 
o the r param eter e stim ates were  
sign ifican t

• The  a -pa th  be tween  PMIE Exposure  
and  nega tive  o t h e r  schem as was 
not sign ifican t (te sted  as separa te  
m ode l)

• The  b-pa th  be tween  nega tive o t h e r  
schem as and  m ora l in ju ry sym ptom s 
was not sign ifican t (te sted  as 
separa te  m ode l)



KEY FINDINGS: 
MEDIATION ANALYSIS 

β Boot SE
Boot 95% CI

Lower Upper

Dire ct  e ffe ct

Mora l In jury Exposure → Moral In jury Sym tom s 7.34* 0.57 6.22 8.47

In d ir e ct  e ffe ct s

M1 PMIE Exposure → Childhood  Traum a Sym ptom s → Moral In jury 
Sym ptom s 0.19* 0.10 0.01 0.41

M2 PMIE Exposure → Negative  Se lf Schem as → Moral In jury 
Sym ptom s 0.25* 0.11 0.06 -0.49

M3 PMIE Exposure → Maladaptive  Metacognitions → Moral In jury 
Sym ptom s 0.09 0.07 -0.02 0.26

M12 PMIE Exposure → Childhood  Traum a Sym ptom s → Negative  Se lf 
Schem as → Moral In jury Sym ptom s 0.08* 0.04 0.02 0.17

M13 PMIE Exposure → Childhood  Traum a Sym ptom s → Maladaptive  
Metacognitions → Moral In jury Sym ptom s 0.19* 0.01 0.00 0.05

M23 PMIE Exposure → Negative  Se lf Schem as → Maladaptive  
Metacognitions → Moral In jury Sym ptom s 0.05* 0.03 0.00 0.13

M123
PMIE Exposure → Childhood  Traum a Sym ptom s → Negative  Se lf 
Schem as → Maladaptive  Metacognitions → Moral In jury 
Sym ptom s

0.02* 0.01 0.00 0.04

• Sign ifican t sim ple  m edia ting 
e ffects of ch ildhood  traum a 
sym ptom s and  nega tive  se lf 
schem as, ind ividua lly 

• Non-sign ifican t sim ple  m edia ting 
e ffect of m e tacognitions 

• Sign ifican t se ria l m edia ting e ffect 
of a ll th ree  variab les (ch ildhood  
traum a sym ptom s, nega tive  se lf-
schem as, m aladap tive  
m e tacognitions) 



Despite the m ore frequent exposure to PMIEs
by exte rna l bodies, the leve l of d istress
associa ted with each PMIE type was equitab le .

There is a need for stra tegies tha t m inim ise
the occurrence of m ora l transgressions and
be traya ls enacted by the se lf, o the rs, and the
organ isa tion . Research exam ining the im pact
of PMIE types on other wellbe ing dom ains is
needed .

Un ive r sa l s t r a t e gie s  t o  m in im ise  PMIEs  

Whilst m etacognitions alone do not underp in
the deve lopm ent of m ora l in jury sym ptom s,
they m ay play a role in exacerba ting or
reducing the m edia ting effects of traum a
sym ptom s and negative se lf-schem as.

Metacognitive the rap ies m ay there fore have
som e utility in m in im ising risk for m ora l
in ju ry sym ptom s, as well as PTSD.

A ro le  fo r  m e t a cogn it ive  in t e rve n t ion s?

SIGNIFICANCE & IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS

Individuals exposed to early adversity m ay be
m ore a t risk for m ora l in jury, not just due to
grea te r PMIE exposure resu lting from
hypervigilance but also due to a grea te r
tendency to apply negative se lf-schem as in
the appra isa l of m ora l-based traum as.

Attachm ent-based in te rven tions m ay have
re levance in reducing risk for m ora l in ju ry

A d e ve lop m e n t a l m od e l o f m ora l in ju ry
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