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When your values conflict with reality.
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MORAL INJURY

Moral injury isn't the same as stress, and it doesn't respond to the same things that help

with stress. Most people carrying it don't have a name for what they're feeling — which

makes it harder to deal with, not easier.

You can be fine on paper. Sleeping okay. Not especially anxious. And still be carrying something

that sits wrong — a decision, an outcome, a moment where what happened didn't match what

should have happened. That's not standard stress. That's moral injury, and it's common in this

work.

WHAT IT ACTUALLY IS

Standard stress is your nervous system responding to threat. Moral injury is different — it's the

wound that shows up when an experience violates your own sense of what should have happened.

You did something, witnessed something, or failed to prevent something that cuts against your

values or your understanding of how the world is supposed to work.

It doesn't need to involve anything you did wrong. Plenty of moral injury comes from watching a

system fail someone, from a resourcing decision made two levels above you, or from doing

everything right and still getting a bad outcome.

WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

You're called to a job that goes bad despite everyone doing their part correctly. Maybe it's a

delayed response because of resourcing, a family member who couldn't be saved from a situation

that was never survivable, or a call where the system — not you — failed someone. You go home.

You don't talk about it much, because there's nothing to "debrief" — nobody did anything wrong.

But it sits there anyway.

Weeks later you notice you're short with your partner, or you've gone quiet about the job in a way

that isn't like you, or you're angry at your organisation in a way that seems disproportionate to

whatever's currently annoying you. That's often moral injury working its way out sideways,

because it never got named directly.

HOW IT SHOWS UP

Persistent guilt or shame that doesn't fade the way ordinary stress does

Anger at an institution, a system, or a decision made above you

A sense that something was fundamentally unfair — not just hard

Feeling changed by what you saw or did, in a way you can't undo

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Replaying a decision made in seconds, under pressure, judging it with information you only

have now

A quiet loss of trust — in your organisation, in "the system," or in your own judgement

The distinction that matters: there's a version of reflection that makes you better at the job,

and a version that's just self-punishment with a professional veneer. If you're judging a call you

made with incomplete information, under pressure, in the moment — using knowledge you only

have now — that's not fair reflection. That's something else. 

• 

• 
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M O R A L  I N J U R Y

WHY IT HITS THIS JOB HARDER

Most jobs don't put ordinary people in a position to prevent every bad outcome, then blame them

internally when they can't. This one does.

You're trained to act decisively with incomplete information. That's the job — you don't get to wait

for full context before you make the call. Then, afterward, you have as much time as you want to

notice everything you didn't know in the moment. That gap — between what you knew then and

what you know now — is exactly where moral injury lives. It's not a design flaw in you. It's a

structural feature of the work.

There's also the exposure to systems failing people, over and over, in ways that are completely

outside your control — resourcing, policy, other agencies, plain bad luck — while you're the one

standing there when it happens. Civilians see a bad outcome on the news for a day. You're the one

who was in the room, and you're the one who goes back to work the next shift like nothing

happened.

And because moral injury doesn't look like classic trauma — no flashbacks, no obvious fear

response — it's easy for it to go completely unaddressed. People check in about whether you're

"traumatised." Almost nobody asks whether you're carrying something that feels morally wrong.

WHAT ACTUALLY HELPS

Separate outcome from effort. You can do everything correctly and still get a bad result. This

isn't a platitude — it's the actual mechanism. Outcomes are shaped by dozens of variables outside

your control: timing, resourcing, other people's decisions, plain chance. Effort and judgement are

the only things that were ever actually yours. Judge yourself on those, not on results you never

fully controlled.

Name it specifically. "I feel guilty" and "I think I could have saved them if I'd been faster" are

different sentences. The first one is a feeling with nowhere to go. The second one is a specific,

examinable claim — and once it's specific, you can actually test it against what you knew at the

time, not what you know now.

Find someone who's carried the same kind of weight. Not sympathy — recognition. A colleague, a

peer, someone who can hear the specifics and say "yeah, that one was wrong" and mean it from

the inside, because they've stood in a version of the same spot. That kind of recognition does

something a well-meaning outsider's reassurance can't.

Write down what was actually in your control, and what wasn't. Two separate lists. Then look

honestly at whether you've been treating something from the second list as if it belonged on the

first.
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Let anger have a target, if it has one. If the source of your moral injury really is a system, a policy,

or a resourcing decision — that anger might be accurate, not something to talk yourself out of.

The goal isn't to force yourself into forgiveness or acceptance you don't actually feel. It's to make

sure the anger is landing on what actually caused the harm, instead of landing on you by default

because you were the one standing there.

WORTH S ITT ING  WITH

Is there anything about a specific incident that feels morally wrong to you — not just hard, but

wrong?

Is there anything on your "outside my control" list that you've been treating as if it was your

fault anyway?

If there's anger underneath this, where is it actually pointed — and is that where it belongs?

I F  THIS  IS  URGENT R IGHT NOW

This resource isn't a crisis tool. If you're having thoughts of suicide, of not wanting to be here, or

of harming yourself — stop reading and reach out now:

AU: Lifeline 13 11 14   US: 988   UK: Samaritans 116 123   CA: 1-833-456-4566

This resource will still be here when you're ready. 

Rick — Founder, Code One Support

Firefighter · Former Infantry · Trauma & Grief Peer Support 
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MORE FROM CODE ONE SUPPORT
If this helped, here's where to go next.

M E M B E R S H I P

CODE ONE PEER SUPPORT

Real conversations with a trained peer who's lived this job. Not a crisis line, not corporate wellness —

ongoing support, on your terms. Plans from AU$29/month.

S E L F- G U I D E D  W O R K B O O K  —  $ 2 7

THE CODE ONE DEBRIEF

A structured post-incident recovery workbook. Seven sections. Private, practical, yours to keep.

F R E E  —  W E E K LY  E M A I L

THE HANDOVER

One practical mental health tool every week, written for first responders and their families.

F R E E  D O W N L O A D S

THE 3-MINUTE RESET, AFTER THE JOB, LIVING WITH THE JOB

Quick regulation tools, a guide for volunteers, and a guide for partners and families.

TikTok & Instagram: @codeonesupport  ·  codeonesupport.com  ·  info@codeonesupport.com

This resource is for informational and educational purposes only and does not replace professional mental health

support. If you are in crisis, contact your local 24/7 crisis service.

© Code One Support. All rights reserved.
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