CENTRE FOR RESEARCH AND
EVIDENCE ON SECURITY THREATS

MORALINJURY IN CHILD
EXPLOITATION INVESTIGATORS
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This guide explains what is currently understood
by moral injury and the causes and consequences
of it for police investigators who work in this area.
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“ Moral injury can result in significant
psychological distress.
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INTRODUCTION

Law enforcement professionals who investigate
online child exploitation can be continually
exposed to traumatising visual images in their
jobs for significant periods - this puts them at
risk of moral injury, PTSD, anxiety, depression
and secondary trauma. While the latter terms are
familiar to policymakers and professionals who
work in this area, moral injury is a term that is less
well known.

This guide explains what is currently understood
by the term moral injury and the causes and
consequences of it for police investigators who
work in this area. It is likely to be of interest
to practitioners who investigate online child
exploitation, as well as other professionals who
support them. It also has relevance to those who
may encounter traumatising imagery in other
contexts.
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The term emerged from clinical work with US
military veterans and is defined by Nash and
(2010) as
psychological,

colleagues “changes in biological,

social, or spiritual functioning
resulting from witnessing or perpetrating acts
or failures to act that transgress deeply held,

communally shared moral beliefs and expectations”.

Examples from the military include the accidental
killing, or the witnessing of deliberate Kkilling,
of civilians or friendly forces through poor
communication, intelligence, or decision-making.

Moral injury can result in significant psychological
distress. Symptoms of moral injury include guilt,
frustration, depression, self-harm, shame, loss
of spirituality/religiosity, or a sense of rejection.
Experiencing a trauma itself does not inevitably
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result in moral injury. Of importance is how
individuals interpret the event and whether it
generates significant dissonance with their moral
framework, their worldview, and their actions.

If dissonance exists, this can negatively affect
how they feel about themselves leading to self-
condemnation and in some cases, a complete loss
of agency.

In police child exploitation investigations, officers
are primarily assigned to watch footage of children
who have been victimised, which challenges the
foundations of their moral framework.

MORAL INJURY

“Perpetrating, failing to prevent, or bearing witness to acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations
may be deleterious in the long term, emotionally, psychologically, behaviorally, spiritually, and socially.” (Litz et al., 2009)

START

CYCLE
REPEATS

EXPERIENCED
AS

Assault on mind and body

POSSIBLE
BEHAVIOURS

Drinking alcohol,
Exercise, Avoidance,
Keeping busy,
Self-harm, Burnout.

POSSIBLE FEELINGS

Shame, Guilt, Powerlessness, Frustration,
Depression, Self-harm, Sense of rejection,
Loss of spirituality/religiosity
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UNDERSTANDING MORAL INJURY

Potentially damaging

Literature suggests that common symptoms
of moral injury in this population include
intrusive thoughts, intense negative appraisal,
and emotional distress (guilt, shame, disgust)
such that individuals avoid cues that serve
as reminders of the traumatic experience; a
coping strategy known as cognitive avoidance.

Intrusions in the form of nightmares can happen,
triggering renewed suffering and further avoidance
of memories relating to the original trauma. Further
damage can occur when feelings of safety, control,
trust, and self-esteem become distorted.

NARRATIVE

| am watching media footage of
abused children as part of my job

|
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|
|
@ STAGE TWO
It hurts me because | can't protect
|
|
|
|
®
|
|
|
|

these children

STAGE THREE

| am a police officer; it is my role to
be able to protect these children

ASSESSMENT

Does event fit with
moral framework,

world view and @ STAGE FOUR
actions? | want to protect them; | should
be protecting them yet | am
unable to do so

STAGE FIVE

| know what is right but cannot do it

DISSONANCE '

. I
Between appraisal of I
event, belief system
and world view

| feel some, or all, of these things

@ STAGE SIX
|
|
|

|
@® STAGE SEVEN
|

I may behave in some of these ways
I

MORAL INJURY IN CHILD EXPLOITATION INVESTIGATORS ~ 2




Moral injury shares similar elements with
PTSD. In both, individuals use cognitive and
behavioural avoidance strategies to achieve
emotional suppression as a way of coping.

Moral injury is not predicated on a fear stimulus,
but on thoughts and feelings such as guilt
and shame. While PTSD begins with an event
that is often life-threatening or harmful to self
or others, moral injury results as a cognitive
response to such stimuli, depending on how
they are processed in line with moral values.

Additionally, moral injuries differ from PTSD
traumas as they are more strongly associated
with emotions that develop after the event rather
than the emotions that are experienced during it.

POST TRAUMATIC
STRESS DISORDER

Classified as mental disorder
in DSMV

Begins with an event that is
often life-threatening to self
or others

A result of direct or indirect
threat to life

More strongly associated
with emotions that were
present during the event,
especially fear
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HOW IS IT DIFFERENT FROM PTSD?

Symptoms: guilt, frustration,
depression, self-harm, shame,
loss of spirituality/religiosity,
sense of rejection, avoidance
behaviour, nightmares, distressing
thoughts

Experienced by body as an ‘assault’
equivalent to a direct physical attack

Cognitive and behavioural avoidance
strategies to achieve emotional
suppression as a way of coping

The research suggests that in some cases the
personal and professional identity of child
exploitation investigators can be destabilised
because of their role, leaving them unable to
reconcile their experiences with their existing
belief systems, which can trigger substantial
distress and symptoms of moral injury.

Equal attention should be paid to recognising the
possibility of developing moral injury alongside

other better-understood traumatic responses, such
as PTSD.

MORAL INJURY

Not classified as mental
disorder in DSM V

Begins with an event that is
witnessed, perpetrated or
learnt about that goes
against beliefs

A result of direct or indirect
threat to core moral beliefs

More strongly associated
with emotions that
developed after the event,
such as guilt and shame
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If you are interested in reading more CREST
research on this topic, you can download
the full report: https:/crestresearch.ac.uk/
resources/understanding-moral-injury

You can find the other CREST guide:
Exploring Trauma in Child Exploitation
Investigators at https://crestresearch.
ac.uk/resources/exploring-trauma-in-child-

exploitation-investigators

To find out more about the CREST project
Understanding Moral Injury And Belief Change
In The Experiences Of Police Investigators

In Child Exploitation Units go to: https:/
crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/understanding-
moral-injury-child-exploitation/
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READ MORE

This guide is made available under a Creative Commons BY-NC-SA 4.0 licence. For more information on how you can use CREST
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IMAGE CREDITS
Copyright ©2020 R. Stevens / CREST (CC BY-SA 4.0)

@ WWW.CRESTRESEARCH.AC.UK

20-021-01

MORAL INJURY IN CHILD EXPLOITATION INVESTIGATORS 4



http://www.crestresearch.ac.uk/copyright/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/understanding-moral-injury
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/understanding-moral-injury
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/exploring-trauma-in-child-exploitation-investigators
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/exploring-trauma-in-child-exploitation-investigators
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/exploring-trauma-in-child-exploitation-investigators
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/understanding-moral-injury-child-exploitation/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/understanding-moral-injury-child-exploitation/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/understanding-moral-injury-child-exploitation/

