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Abstract
Moral injury, defined as the psychosocial and spiritual distress resulting from actions or events
that transgress deeply held moral beliefs, is increasingly recognized as a risk of employment
within the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). While much of the existing literature focuses on the
internal experiences of morally injured service members and Veterans, there remains a critical
gap in understanding the intergenerational experiences of moral injury in families, particularly
children raised in military families. This study explores the retrospective experiences of adult
children of CAF Veterans who participants perceived to have incurred a military service-related
moral injury. Using a qualitative, phenomenological approach within interpretive and critical
paradigms, this research centers the lived experiences of 11 adult participants through semi-
structured interviews. Framed by the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR)
model, a military-sensitive life course perspective, and a critical ecological lens, the findings
reveal the long-term emotional, relational, and identity-based consequences of a parent’s moral
injury, as well as adaptive strategies developed in response to moral injury-related family
dynamics. The study highlights the need for inclusive policies and support systems that
acknowledge moral injury as a family experience. Recommendations are offered for research,

policy, and practice aimed at improving the health and well-being of military-connected families.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The lasting psychological and social impacts resulting from the breach or transgression of
moral values are evident throughout the history of humanity (Litz et al., 2022). Recently, the
clinical significance of these harms has come into focus under the construct of moral injury.
Moral injury is understood to be the biopsychosocial-spiritual impacts of commissions,
omissions, or witnessing events that transgress morally held beliefs or expectations (Litz et al.,
2009). The distress associated with exposure to morally injurious events has consistently been
characterized by intense feelings of shame and guilt, distrust, spiritual distress, inner conflict
about perceived transgressions, hindsight bias, and negative attributions about the self and the
world (Litz & Kerig, 2019; Litz et al., 2009). Importantly, while research on the profound
impacts of moral injury continues to expand, the familial implications of this phenomenon
remain largely unknown. In particular, how a military service-related moral injury in a parent
influences the experiences and well-being of children in military families across their life span is
a critical gap. Therefore, this research provides valuable insights into the lived experiences of
adults who believe their Veteran parent has incurred a military service-related moral injury and
explores the ways in which parental moral injury has influenced their experiences across their
life course.

Increasingly, moral injury can be considered a risk of employment for those in the
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), with over two-thirds of those deployed on behalf of the CAF
reporting exposure to at least one potentially morally injurious event (PMIE; Hansen et al.,
2021). Within the CAF, examples of PMIEs may include engaging children in combat, mission
mandates that prohibit intervention, or witnessing large-scale human degradation and violence

against civilians. Included in moral injury is also the experience of betrayal by someone who is
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in a position of legitimate authority (e.g., a commanding officer) in a high-stakes situation (Shay,
2014).

While children in military families are often described as resilient (Easterbrooks et al.,
2013; Saltzman et al., 2011), research has demonstrated that a serving parent’s mental health
directly impacts the child (Hisle-Gorman & Susi, 2021; King & Smith, 2016). This is important
to note, as moral injury frequently appears to co-occur and escalate other mental health-related
maladies, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), substance abuse, depression, anxiety,
and suicidality (Davies et al., 2019; Kelly & Paul, 2018). Furthermore, a formative finding from
my previous work suggested that children in military families have demonstrated the ability to
detect changes in a parent after deployment to potentially morally injurious missions, including
shifts in the parent's moral emotions (e.g., shame, anger) and changes in relational interactions
consistent with moral injury (Reeves, 2024); however, the impacts of a parent’s moral injury on
the child and their development into adulthood requires further investigation. Research exploring
how family members experience moral injury, and whether these experiences have lasting
impacts on children, would strengthen the understanding of the impacts of moral injury beyond
the individual.

This study aimed to understand the lived experiences of adult children in military
families through retrospective accounts provided by adult children of Veterans who served in the
post-Gulf War era (after 1990), where at least one parent is perceived by the participant to have
presented with moral injury related to military service. Participants engaged in semi-structured
interviews to share their retrospective accounts of their perspectives about how they believe
moral injury presented in their parents, the ways in which their parents’ moral injury influenced

their experiences across the life span, and recommendations for research, policy, and practice. As
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moral injury is not diagnosable through standardized measures, participants were asked to self-
select to participate if they felt their experiences aligned with having a parent morally injured
through military experience. This study aimed to explore how children perceive and respond to
the demands created by a parent's moral injury, highlighting the capabilities they develop to
cope. It focused on how children make meaning of these experiences and offered
recommendations to support the health and well-being of military-connected families. Research
questions for this project included: how does a parent’s military service-related moral injury
influence the life course for those raised in military families, what factors do adult children of
Veterans believe influence the development and maintenance of moral injury, and what
recommendations for policies or programs can be developed and/or supported to enhance the
well-being of those growing up in military families where moral injury is present. A critical
approach was employed throughout the design, seeking to understand how elements of military
service common to both domestic and international deployment activities, such as military
culture, may contribute to the creation and maintenance of practices that lead to moral injury in
the CAF. Participant reflections in this study offer valuable insights into how moral injury
manifests within the family system and how its effects extend beyond the injured individual to

impact the entire family, particularly the children across the life course.

Chapter 2: Positionality & Reflectivity
The ways in which a researcher frames and conceptualizes a study can be deeply rooted
in that researcher’s historical present and dynamic positionality (Westby, 2024). Understanding
how one’s identities intersect within their research is crucial in comprehending not only how

they engage in the research but also how they conceptualize the findings heir research is crucial
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in comprehending not only how they engage in the research but also how they conceptualize the
findings and implications.
Positionality

This research was initially inspired by a comment made by a participant in my previous
study (2024), which was conducted as part of my undergraduate honours thesis exploring the
ways in which adult children of Veterans reflected on a parent’s deployment to a potentially
morally injurious mission. This participant noted to me that they felt that their parents’ moral
injury had profound impacts on them, and that because of how the moral injury was expressed by
their parent, they felt their life course was shaped by the ways they adapted or adjusted. This
participant further shared that they believed someone needed to examine moral injury from an
intergenerational perspective to better understand the life course outcomes of moral injury for
adult children of Canadian Armed Forces Veterans demonstrating symptoms of moral injury.
Other participants in my previous work highlighted to me that while their parent had deployed on
missions where moral injury was a possibility, it was duties undertaken on Canadian soil that
appeared to be most damaging to their parent. As such, | approached this research project with
the intention of honouring the knowledge gaps that my previous participants had identified as
important.

| approach this work through the intersection of being a researcher and being a child of a
CAF Veteran. Throughout my life, I have seen the tendency to overlook the experiences of
children in military families and have lived the long-lasting consequences that arise due to the
lack of acknowledgement. As a child, | experienced cross-country relocations, prolonged
separations from my father, and persistent fear of the danger my father was exposed to during

combat deployments. The stressors of military life were constant. However, it wasn't until |
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became an adult that I realized how my perspectives on life differed from those of my civilian
peers. Looking back as an adult allows the viewer to see how conflicts were resolved or
overcome, something that is challenging to see when in the depths of crisis. As a child, I found
that many of my social environments did not understand the aspects of military culture or stress
that influenced my identity, making them unable to holistically address the concerns or problems
that | faced. Therefore, | emphasize in my research how children of CAF personnel experience
various domains (e.g., health, peer relationships, military culture) concerning their ‘military-brat’
identities. The term ‘military-brat’ is often used as a label that transcends race, religion, age,
military branch, and parental rank, allowing children in military families to mark their own
subculture and shared experiences with other military children (Schertz & Watson, 2018). Given
the incremental nature of my observations on the impacts of military upbringing in my own life,
| believe it is essential to explore the experiences of adult children. By examining experiences
throughout the life course from the lived experience of adult children, I believe there is an
increased opportunity to understand not only how experiences affected an individual but also
how adverse experiences may have been resolved, allowing for important implications for policy
and program development to be identified.

As a child from a military family myself, I am uniquely positioned to do this research.
My shared culture and customs with other adult military children allow for an understanding and
shorthand that can increase rapport and confidence. I have had opportunities to practice research
at the intersection of these two identities through numerous projects, allowing me to see how a
shared military culture can enhance research while also becoming aware of how to address and

manage my own biases through reflective practices.
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| also wish to acknowledge that there are certain aspects of my identity which influenced
my experience as a military child differently than others. These include having a parent who was
an officer and, therefore, who was positioned within the CAF to be respected and recognized by
peers. Additionally, due to the nature of my father’s position and trade while serving, I
experienced more stability than might be true for some of my peers. I also acknowledge that, as
my family was white, middle-class, and heteronormative, there are aspects of military life that
were inherently easier for me than may be true for others. As such, throughout this research, |
sought to navigate a space where my lived experiences were a strength, but also a potential bias.
Throughout conducting data collection for this project, some of my perspectives and experiences
were shared by both myself and all participants, some by myself and a subset of participants, and
others were not shared at all. However, | acknowledge that my interpretation of findings is only
one possible interpretation and that there are elements of others’ experiences | may have

unintentionally overlooked.

Reflexivity

Westby (2024) describes research as a “sacred practice occurring in the relationships
formed and relating within, between, and among the people involved” (p. 174). The process of
reflexivity, which involves both reflection and subjectivity, is an intersubjective act in which
both the self (the researcher) and the other (the participants) are considered and recognized
(Freda & Esposito, 2017). In the context of sensitive or distressing research, reflexivity can
enable researchers to explore not just why they are drawn to a topic but also how they respond to
the data they collect (Karcher et al., 2024). Unlike reflection, which occurs at a single time point,
reflexivity is an ongoing process involving iterative negotiations that take place throughout the

research process (Smith & Luke, 2021). Probst and Bernson (2014) note that this can include the
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pre-writing phase (situating the self), during data collection (diaries, memos, and debriefing
meetings) and in the post-writing phase after the project is complete. Walsh (2003) describes
four overlapping dimensions of reflexivity processes: Personal, interpersonal, methodological,
and contextual.
Personal Reflexivity

Personal reflexivity requires the researcher to reflect on and clarify their position within a
study. This form of reflexivity acknowledges that there is a complex and integrated relationship
between a researcher’s subjectivity and reflexivity (Bott, 2010). Engaging in personal reflexivity
should exceed a simple positionality statement, and instead include practices which help bring
forward the aspects that influence the researchers’ motivations and decisions throughout the
project (Finlay, 2002). Throughout this research project, | engaged in various personal reflexivity
practices. These included the use of reflective journaling, de-briefing with my supervisor,
psychotherapy, and critical self-reflection. Through these practices, | aimed to cultivate self-
awareness, recognize moments of surprise or shock, and embrace transparency and vulnerability.
These practices allowed me to continually reflect on potential bias, presuppositions,
interpretations, and idiosyncratic predilections that may have influenced the research process.
Reflexive journaling, in particular, facilitated emotional processing and self-monitoring, enabling
me to identify issues, feelings, or assumptions that challenged me and bring them to the attention
of my supervisor.
Interpersonal Reflexivity

Interpersonal reflexivity refers to the multitude of relationships that are included within a
research project, most significantly the relationship between participants and researcher (Walsh,

2003). As such, interpersonal reflexivity includes recognizing and appreciating the unique
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knowledge participants hold, and allowing space for their experiences to impact the research
process. Within interpersonal reflexivity practices, it is also essential to acknowledge that
interpersonal reflexivity also entails awareness of power dynamics (Finlay, 2002). Researchers
may occupy power positions relative to their participants, as they may be seen as arbiters of what
is considered “valid” findings (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). Critical reflexivity is grounded in
assumptions about power dynamics (Hordge-Freeman, 2018) and requires researchers to attend
to their intersectional identities and the complexities of these identities within their research
practice (Smith & Luke, 2023). As such, | aimed to remind myself of the privileges | was
afforded throughout my own experiences in order to centre the experiences of my participants,
whose experiences may have been otherwise marginalized or overlooked. | shared with
participants my connection to my research question, including a brief overview of my status as
an adult child of a military Veteran and my previous research experience. | attempted to make
my connection to the research visible at multiple intersections, including through recruitment
posts and allowing participants the opportunity to ask me questions about myself and my
research off the record. 1 also ensured that participants had opportunities to review
recommendations which arose from the findings. This allowed participants to validate that the
recommendations, which | interpreted from the analysis of interviews, were in line with the
experiences and expectations my participants may have had.
Methodological Reflexivity

Walsh (2003) describes methodological reflexivity as beginning with thoughtful
considerations of the researcher’s paradigms and orientations. Through acknowledging and
critically reflecting on research paradigms, methodological reflexivity helps situate the research

study within shared understandings of boundaries. Through reflecting on the meaning-making
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process, the researcher engages in a conscious decision-making process around paradigms and
theoretical orientation. The process can therefore be examined for ethical and rigorous methods.
As part of ensuring methodological reflexivity, | engaged in regular meetings with my supervisor
to review my research practices.
Contextual Reflexivity

The final reflexivity subtype identified by Walsh (2003) is contextual reflexivity, which
includes positioning a project within its cultural and historical context. This form of reflexivity
highlights how research questions are embedded and influenced by social assumptions and
practices (Naidu & Sliep, 2011). Contextual reflexivity entails an understanding of how research
may transform social fields in both intended and unintended ways. Through engaging in
reflexive practices, ethical research aims to make a positive impact in the contexts where
participants have reflected or engaged. In order to consider contextual reflexivity practices, |
engaged in reflexive writing that sought to help me understand the position of my research and

the ways in which my research can be disseminated to appropriate contexts.

Chapter 3: Review of the Literature

Although the term moral injury was introduced first in 1994 by Shay as a socially-
inflicted betrayal-based wound in military Veterans, many remain unfamiliar with the term and
the associated consequences (Lamrock, 2022). For families, the lack of knowledge around moral
injury may lead to further feelings of isolation of hopelessness. This is particularly true for
children, who may observe changes in a parent’s pattern of behaviour but lack the opportunity to
assign meaning to it (Mordoch, 2010). Described by Kudler and Porter (2013) as “essentially
invisible” (p. 163), children in military families are embedded in a complex ecosystem of

overlapping civilian and military expectations. Canadian census data showed that in 2021, there
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were 3,913,465 current and former individuals raised in military families (Statistics Canada,
2023), yet, despite this prevalence, the direct lived experiences of these children are often
overlooked. In part, this may be due to a tendency for research on military families to focus on
the family as a single entity (Manser, 2020), thereby allowing the nuanced experiences of
individuals within those families to slip through the cracks.
Canadian Armed Forces

Canadian census data, collected in 2021, indicated that 97,624 Canadians were currently
serving in the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) and 461,240 Canadians were Veterans of the CAF
(Statistics Canada, 2022). Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) recognizes any former CAF members
who release with an honourable discharge and who successfully completed basic training as a
Veteran (Veterans Affairs Canada, 2024). Composed of three main elements - the Royal
Canadian Navy, the Canadian Army, and the Royal Canadian Air Force - and comprising both
Regular and Reserve force members, the CAF is a unified military force representing Canada
and its interests. The CAF operates under three primary ethical principles: respect the dignity of
all persons, serve Canada before self, and obey and support lawful authority (Department of
National Defense, 2022). In a report titled Duty with Honour: The Profession of Arms in Canada,
the CAF states that “the very legitimacy of the profession of arms in Canada demands that the
military embody the same fundamental values and beliefs as those of the society it defends,
limited only by military functional requirements” (Department of National Defense, 2003, p. 15).
In meeting these ethical principles, the CAF identifies six military values: loyalty, integrity,
courage, excellence, inclusion, and accountability (Department of National Defence, 2022). It is
plausible that these espoused values create a moral foundation for military members, although

this has not been explored in academic literature. Moral Foundation Theory, proposed by Heidt
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and Joseph (2004), suggests that cultures construct their own moralities, and as such, individuals
within those cultures adopt moral systems congruent with their dominant culture (Graham et al.,
2011). This shared foundation among members may contribute to unit cohesion among serving
members and Veterans of the CAF. Unit cohesion can be understood as “the sustained
commitment to other service members of the same unit, which helps them perform the unit’s
mission” (Ward et al., 2024, p. 302). Unit cohesion includes bonding amongst the group, shared
values, and feelings of belonging (Meredith et al., 2011). Within military contexts, unit cohesion
has been found to buffer against adverse experiences, such as those associated with deployments,
and symptoms associated with mental health conditions such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) and suicidality (Mitchell et al., 2012; Ward et al., 2024; Zang et al., 2017). However, the
strong moral ethos promoted by the CAF may also contribute to psychological dissonance when
morally injurious events occur, as service members struggle to reconcile conflicting actions or
inactions required to fulfill mission mandates with their internal moral codes. Veterans who
share challenges they have with the CAF post-deployment, where they report feeling that they
were unprepared for the experiences they would have overseas, including interactions with
children and vulnerable populations (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025; Houle et al., 2024).
Gulf War and Beyond

The Gulf War (starting in 1990) era marked a significant shift in the CAF, as it
transitioned its focus to international peacekeeping and coalition operations. Following the Gulf
War, CAF personnel have been increasingly involved in a range of complex international
missions, including peacekeeping, combat operations, and humanitarian efforts, which often
expose military members to morally injurious events, operational stressors, and prolonged

separations from families at a level, tempo, and intensity unknown, for the most part, to previous
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generations of CAF members serving from the end of the Korean War up to the Gulf War.
Studies show that Veterans have high rates of mental disorders, with Sareen and colleagues
(2018) reporting that 58.1% of their sample met criteria or self-reported a mental disorder in their
lifetime. These demands have significant implications not only for the well-being of service

members but also for their families.

Military Culture

Culture can be broadly understood as an actively constructed phenomenon that is
expressed through shared meaning between members (MacKenzie & Wadham, 2023), and, for
military personnel, military culture becomes entrenched from the moment of enlistment and
often lasts throughout the life course (Atkins et al., 2023). As a construct, culture helps form how
meaning is ascribed to social environments, making available insight into how groups coordinate
identities, interactions, morals, and practices by providing compelling narratives and ideologies
about why things are the way they are (Hamedani et al., 2024). Some research has illuminated
military culture as being “uniquely entwined” with moral injury (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025, p.
12), where Canadian Veterans describe their duties as “violence under a strict moral code” (p.
13).

The all-consuming culture and demands of the military have led it to be described as a
“greedy institution” (Segal, 1986), requiring loyalty and service to the country before self from
personnel and their families. The values, traditions, norms, and perceptions espoused by the
military influence how members and their families perceive and interact with one another and
civilian populations (Coll et al., 2011). Dominant themes within a militarized culture include
hierarchical structures, duty and honour, obedience, restraint, masculinity, discipline, combat

readiness, unit cohesion, and self-reliance (Hall, 2011; Harrison & Laliberté, 1994; Tompkins et
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al., 2022). For military-connected children, traits such as respect, fearlessness, pride, and
adaptability can be traced to the values espoused by military culture and their serving parent(s)
(Hanna, 2020). These cultural themes represent both strengths and vulnerabilities for military
members and their families. Within a military context, the values and traditions of the military
can bond members and strengthen camaraderie (Ganz et al., 2021). However, it has also been
suggested that Veterans who have stronger military identities also present with higher levels of
psychological distress (Lancaster & Hart, 2015; Vest et al., 2023) and more social challenges
when transitioning from active duty to Veteran status (Flack & Kite, 2021).

Military family research has demonstrated that the impact of military culture extends
beyond the serving member. For example, when military family members endorse military
culture, the serving member reports higher overall satisfaction and increased job performance
(DeGraff et al., 2016). Furthermore, when military-connected children have expressed
satisfaction with military life, they report increased self-efficacy during military-related stressors
(DeGraff et al., 2016). Conversely, when military-connected children appear to struggle with the
culture or associated stressors, the serving parent is similarly and adversely impacted (O'Neal &
Mancini, 2021). The growing awareness that perceived support and satisfaction function as a bi-
directional relationship within military families validates the importance of addressing military
culture within the broader family unit, allowing the CAF to increase the operational effectiveness

of their serving members, as well as the health and well-being of the overall family.

Military Life Stressors
Children in military families are exposed to stressors and strains, such as frequent
relocations or prolonged separation from a parent, that civilian families would perceive as non-

normative. However, in the military context, these become anticipated and normal events. These
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events can create multiple demands on a family, adding up and requiring families to be in the
process of continual adjustment and adaptation.
Relocation

Each year, approximately 9,400 CAF members a required to move to a new province or
territory (Government of Canada, 2024). Frequent relocations, as often experienced by military-
connected children, can cause a lack of geographical permanence, fractured social bonds, and
detachment, which may, in turn, foster or exacerbate mental health concerns such as depression
or anxiety (Williams et al., 2023). A study by Williams and colleagues (2023) noted that children
often view relocation as their least favourite aspect of military life, leading to academic,
emotional, and social implications. Children may find a military-ordered relocation to be
unpredictable, a source of family tension, a disruption to social support, and academically
challenging (Milburn & Lightfoot, 2013). The idea of relocations as challenging appears to be
validated through studies, which have found that recent relocations are associated with elevations
in depressive symptoms (O’Neal et al., 2022). Furthermore, it has been suggested that high
mobility in military families impacts how adolescents experience identity formation (Thomas et
al., 2024). Identity formation is considered a core developmental task (Luyckx et al., 2023), and
includes elements such as self-concept and self-esteem.

It is important to note that, for military families, frequent relocations impose a barrier to
accessing health and psychological care (Williams et al., 2023). Unlike serving members who
access military-specific health care, Canadian military family members utilize the civilian health
care system. For children who need specialized support, this can be detrimental. Long wait times,
lack of primary care providers, disruption to treatment goals, and lack of military culture

competence have been specifically identified by Canadian military-connected children as barriers
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to care (Williams et al., 2023). Further demonstrating this are findings indicating that military-
connected families are four times less likely to have a healthcare provider than their civilian
counterparts (Rowan-Legg, 2017). This is particularly problematic when taken in context with
findings that indicate an increased likelihood of adverse mental health in military-connected
children (Cramm et al., 2019).

Prolonged Separation

Prolonged separation from the serving parent can happen as a result of training,
deployments, or imposed restrictions (when one parent is posted and the other remains in the
previous location). Overall, research has consistently demonstrated that the impacts of parental
separation, particularly in the case of deployments, have a profound and negative impact on the
mental health of military-connected children (Cramm et al., 2019). Additionally, long parental
absences can have the unintended effect of increasing caregiver burden on the remaining at-
home parent. Parents left at home are often left to assume the full responsibility for childcare,
household tasks, and managing their own deployment stress or anxieties (Clark et al., 2018;
DeVoe et al., 2020; Veri et al., 2021). In a qualitative study, DeVoe and colleagues (2020) found
two primary trends in reactions from home-front parents: pride resulting from feeling as though
they were contributing to the mission or anxiety over assuming the burden of parenting.

In military families, prolonged separations are often multi-phased, including initial notice
of deployment or absence, training activities and/or deployment, and reintegration. Spouses of
military members and their children seem to experience the deployment cycle differently, with
children consistently viewing family functioning as less favourable than their parents (Crow &
Seybold, 2012). In a comprehensive literature review, Maholmes (2012) described the differing

difficulties resulting from age-related experiences that impact children in military families during
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deployments. Notable findings included difficulties for infants and toddlers to form strong
attachments with deployed parents, school-age children having challenges expressing internal
experiences, and adolescents experiencing a form of role reversal where they step into the absent
parent’s duties for the duration of the deployment (Maholmes, 2012). Parents report that younger
children, in particular, may have trouble understanding why their parent is missing and, as a
result, have higher levels of behavioural difficulties during the deployment cycle (Williams,
Richmond, et al., 2022) Children in military families have reported feeling that there is a notable
lack of social support during parental deployment (O’Neal et al., 2022).

Reintegration following deployment appears to be a particularly vulnerable time for
many children in military families, with many researchers noting that the reintegration stage of
deployment is considered the most difficult and/or stressful for military family members
(Huebner et al., 2007; Knobloch et al., 2014; Williams, Richmond, et al., 2022). There are a
number of factors that may contribute to this, including active developmental changes and the
emergent sense of self in children that deployed parents may be disconnected from (O’Neal et
al., 2018) or parents missing important milestones. Additionally, some research has
demonstrated that deployed parents often return home with changed personalities, which causes
children to feel trepidation in their relationships (Williams, Richmond, et al., 2023).

Military-connected children have identified several questions that remain unanswered
post-deployment, including what happened to their parent while deployed, why their parent
enlisted in the military, how they can understand the new family dynamic, and whether there will
be more deployments in the future (Knobloch et al., 2014). These questions, identified by
Knobloch and colleagues (2014), suggest that military children would benefit from a more

comprehensive understanding of the deployed parent's experiences to alleviate negative thoughts
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and anxieties. Importantly, some research has indicated that military parents who do not disclose
their deployment experiences to their family may unintentionally contribute to the transmission
of secondary trauma to their child(ren), as the child attempts to make sense of what a parent may
have experienced overseas by actively seeking out evidence (e.g., media, news, movies) or
imaging situations that may be worse than the actual deployment experiences (May et al., 2023).
For those whose parents return from deployment with mental health issues, such as moral injury,
the challenges are likely to be further intensified (Lambert et al., 2014) as children attempt to
make sense of behavioural or emotional changes in their parents.
Risk of Parental Harm

Due to the demands of military service, an inherent form of risk often accompanies
military duty. Children in military families often report intense feelings of fear for their parent
during the deployment cycle (Veri et al., 2021). While there is limited research that looks
directly at how children from military families perceive the potential risk associated with
military service, there has been substantial support that deployments are particularly challenging
for children (e.g., Cramm et al., 2019). Children in military families may express these
challenges through increased mental health problems (Cunitz et al., 2019) and externalizing
behaviours (Hajal et al., 2020). Small effect sizes have been found to demonstrate that increased
perception of harm to a parent is connected to increased depression or anxiety arising from fear
(Cunitz et al., 2019). For parents who experience invisible injuries as a result of their military
service (e.g., moral injury, PTSD, anxiety, depression), children may find it hard to understand
why a parent becomes avoidant, emotionally numb, or inaccessible for support needs (May et al.,

2023).
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Children in Military Families

For children in military families, military culture forms the fabric of their upbringing
(DeGraff et al., 2016; Reeves, 2024; Wertsch, 1991), where the militarized expectations are
interwoven with civilian-based expectations. Often referred to as “military brats”, military-
connected children represent a marginalized group in Canada (Hanna, 2020) where the
subculture transcends race, religion, age, military branch, and parental rank (Schertz & Watson,
2018). Children in military families represent a notable proportion of the population in Canada,
with 2021 census data indicating there were 345,180 military families (84.5% Veteran families
and 15.5% currently serving military families; Bastien & Tuey, 2025). Despite this, the direct
experiences of children in military families are often neglected, with research often utilizing
secondary reports (e.g., parents, teachers, health care providers) to gather insights (e.g., Crouch
et al., 2025; Hill et al., 2023; Lester et al., 2024; Rogers et al., 2023; Soto et al., 2025). Further
complicating the matter is that many civilian communities where military-connected children are
present often do not consider the implications of military stressors on child development. For
example, many public schools in Canada do not assess the military status of a parent (Kudler &
Porter, 2013), leaving them unable to holistically reflect on how military stressors or culture may
influence the child's social, educational, and emotional outcomes.

It has been reported in several studies that military-connected children have an increased
risk of receiving a mental health diagnosis (Acion et al., 2013; Millegan et al., 2013), especially
in connection with a parent’s deployment (Cramm et al., 2019) or a parent’s deployment-related
mental health struggles (Kresi¢ Corié et al., 2016). However, to date, no study has explored the
ways in which a parent’s struggle with moral injury may directly impact the long-term well-

being of military-connected children. Children appear to be aware of moral injury in parents,
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even in situations where a parent has not explicitly discussed the morally injurious event, and
experience long-term impacts resulting from the moral injury (Reeves, 2024). This relationship
may be especially true in the child’s development of their own moral beliefs and values, which
are developed through the iterative process of cognitive assimilation and accommodation of
information from credible sources and maintained by significant social and spiritual support
networks (Nash & Litz, 2013). As families represent one of the most influential networks, it is
likely that changes in parents’ moral experiences directly relate to how children develop and
sustain their own moral values. Understanding the complexities of the relationship between
military service-related moral injury in a parent and the resulting impacts on the child is
therefore vital in providing support, programming, and policies that address the mental health
and resiliency of military families.
Health and Wellbeing

The impacts of military-related stressors can affect children's social, emotional, and
academic development. When surveyed, during childhood children from military families were
28% more likely to report low well-being, 32% more likely to report feelings of hopelessness,
22% more likely to report psychological problems, 42% more likely to report low life
satisfaction, and 37% more likely to report more frequent risk-taking behaviours (Mahar et al.,
2023). Consistently, studies have indicated that children of active-duty military members are at
increased risk for psychiatric diagnoses (Cramm et al., 2019; Picciano, 2023), with the majority
of research exploring military-related life stressors (e.g., relocation and deployments).
Deployments in particular have often been associated with adverse outcomes, including
depression and suicidal ideations (Cederbaum et al., 2014). Parental employment-related injuries

have also been shown to have profound impacts on children, resulting in an increased risk of
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injuries, maltreatment, mental health concerns, and psychiatric medication use (Hisle-Gorman et
al., 2019). One facet that has gained less attention is parental rank. Lucier-Greer and colleagues
(2016) reported that parental rank, related to pay grade and stability, is associated with
depressive symptoms, affectional ties, perceptions of available guidance, and maladaptive
behaviours.

Children in military families often walk a fine line in relation to a parent’s service-related
struggles. However, as some research has demonstrated, military-connected children are often
not given pertinent information on how they can manage their own health and well-being. For
example, military children in public school systems often lack awareness of school-based
support offered to them (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Brendel et al., 2013). Similarly, Canadian
educators may lack awareness of mechanisms to identify military-connected children or
collaborations that exist to support military-connected youth (Hill et al., 2022). While their
parents may be able to cushion their experiences through the support of other serving or Veteran
members, children have a limited understanding of military exposure to morally injurious events
and limited access to peer groups, which would help them to contextualize their experiences.
This is particularly true in more recent times, as Canadian military families are less likely to live
in base housing compared to previous generations. McCormack and Devine (2016) further
demonstrated the childhood turbulence associated with growing up in the shadows of a parent’s
combat experience, where the lack of knowledge about the parent’s wartime experience created a
heavy burden of self-doubt, misplaced blame, excessive sense of responsibility, and feelings of
unworthiness in relationships. This is echoed by a systematic review conducted by Cramm and
colleagues (2022), which synthesized the psychopathological impacts on children of military

parents with PTSD, highlighting the anxiety and fear that current and former children associated
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with parental PTSD. However, studies also suggest that, in adulthood, reframing the distress
experienced in childhood due to a parent’s service-related PTSD can promote growth by
fostering greater empathy for the parent, enhancing positive self-regard, and supporting the
development of forgiveness (Cramm et al., 2022; McCormack & Devine, 2016). These findings
highlight the importance of understanding the meaning-making processes used by adult children
of military members and Veterans, as this insight can inform efforts to better support military-
connected children whose parents are affected by operational stress injuries.
Resiliency in Military Children

Definitions of resiliency lack uniformity; however, they typically feature several key
themes, including the ability to bounce back, adapt or develop new capacities after stressful
events (Juréek et al., 2022; van der Laan et al., 2023; Yoon et al., 2020). Family-based resiliency
embodies these themes while also featuring the family’s collectivity as it relates to the complex
interactions between risk and protective factors (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2009) through exploring
the dynamic process of fostering adaptation through adversity (Luthar et al., 2000). Using family
resiliency frameworks allows for families to be assessed in the context of their current values,
structure, resources, and challenges (Walsh, 2003). Importantly, recent research highlights the
need for family resilience to be considered in the context of larger social policies or resources
that mitigate harmful impacts of adversity (e.g., Last et al., 2024). Although research exploring
resiliency specifically in military-connected families is limited (Manser, 2020), the same ideas of
‘bouncing back’ have been shown to apply to Canadian military families (Cramm et al., 2018;
Manser, 2020). For military families, it is important to consider resilience through the balance of
risk and protective factors (Russo & Fallon, 2014). While risk factors increase the vulnerability

of families, protective factors are variables which increase the ability for the family to resist
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stressors (Duncan & Goddard, 2011). In a narrative review by Cramm and colleagues (2018),
several processes acting as protective factors that enhance military family resiliency were
identified, including the ascription of meaning and purpose to military-related stressors through
the family’s belief system, open and ongoing communication processes, and secure
organizational patterns.

However, it is important that, in labelling military families as resilient, they are not
unintentionally responsibilized for adverse experiences. Psychological views of resiliency may
unintentionally convey resilience as an innate trait, wherein individuals who lack resilience are
viewed as flawed. Within military families, there may be polarized messages which position
military families as strong and resilient while also being at increased risk (Cramm et al., 2018).
Mahdiani and Ungar (2021) propose viewing resiliency as a spectrum where vulnerabilities or
adversities can be examined as they relate to available resources. Within this view, resilience is a
social construct that supports individuals through social policy, resources, and social capital.

Although the stressors of military life can be challenging, children in military families
have many sources of strength that can support the development of resilience (Easterbrooks et
al., 2013). Parents of children in military families have reported feeling that the military lifestyle
has prepared them for challenges such as transitioning to college, developing robust coping
skills, and increasing interpersonal skills (Williams et al., 2023). Children from military families
have reported increased confidence in themselves through attributes like determination, pride,
and fearlessness as a result of growing up in the military culture (Hanna, 2020). Additionally,
military-connected children often self-identify as having high levels of respect, self-reliance, and
discipline, which they attribute to the stressors of military-related life (Hanna, 2020). While

many factors are hypothesized to contribute to resiliency in military children, connection to the
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military community at large seems to be important. Children who grew up in base housing have
noted that these communities facilitate the development of a unique social capital, where a
shared identity and increased empathy help buffer the adverse effects (Norris et al., 2024).
Similarly, Lucier-Greer and colleagues (2016) found that military-connected children who
participated in military-sponsored activities experienced enhanced well-being compared to their
non-engaged peers.

Adult Children of Military Members/Veterans

For adults who were raised in military families, the ‘military brat’ identity persists into
adulthood, offering a sense of belonging and shared history (Norris et al, 2024). This may be
particularly important for those who were raised in military families, particularly those who
experienced high rates of mobility, as they age and question concepts like ‘where is home’ and
how they fit into their world (Thomas et al., 2024). However, findings from a research report by
Chappell and colleagues (2025) on adult children of UK Veterans suggest that adult children of
Veterans may feel a sense of ‘otherness’, where they perceive civilian peers to not understand the
complexities associated with their military upbringing.

Adult children of military members or Veterans often describe personal attributes, such
as social skills, empathy, adaptability, patriotism, and worldviews, as being shaped by their
military upbringing (Norris et al., 2024). While some studies of children in military families
highlight increased odds of adverse mental health (Acion et al., 2013; Cramm et al., 2019; Kresi¢
Corié et al., 2016; Millegan et al., 2013), other studies have found that when these children reach
adulthood, they are no more likely to have depression or anxiety symptoms than their civilian
counterparts (Johnson et al., 2018). However, they may also differ from civilian counterparts in

complex ways. For example, Freeman and colleagues (2024) found that adult children of military
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personnel may be more likely to exhibit insecure attachment styles. Additionally, those who
experienced a parent deploy or who have a parent with military-related PTSD may show higher
levels of alexithymia, a personality construct marked by difficulty identifying and expressing
emotions, limited imaginative capacities, and a tendency to focus on external rather than internal
experiences (EI Moujabber et al., 2023; Freeman et al., 2024). Similarly, some studies suggest
that adult children of Veterans with PTSD reported greater psychological distress in adulthood
and more difficulty with intimacy than those who have a Veteran parent without PTSD
(Dinshtein et al., 2011; O’Toole et al., 2017). Taken together, these findings may indicate that
capacities developed during childhood experiences in a military family are not always sufficient
when a serving parent incurs a psychological injury as a result of their service, leaving them at
increased risk for adverse outcomes or challenges in adulthood.
Moral Injury

As research on moral injury is still relatively new, with the majority of scales being
developed within the last decade (Houle et al., 2024), there is a lack of consensus on the exact
definition or presentation of moral injury. Richardson et al. (2020) identified 12 definitions cited
across 124 articles on military service-related moral injury, with the most commonly cited
definition emerging from research by Litz and colleagues (2009), where morally injurious
experiences are described as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, and bearing witness to, or learning
about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations” (p. 697). However, Shay’s
(2014) definition of moral injury is also commonly used, with moral injury defined as “a betrayal
of what is right by someone who holds legitimate authority (e.g., in the military- a leader) in a
high-stakes situation” (p. 183). While both these common definitions centre on the type of events

associated with moral injury, they may fail to capture the deep internal consequences. For



THE INTERGENERATIONAL IMPACTS OF MORAL INJURY 30

example, Veterans have described moral injury as a “soul wound” (Richardson et al., 2022, p.
466), a “violation of core beliefs” (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025, p. 12), and the “emergence of a
darkness” (Kalmbach et al., 2024, p. 269). While the events which precede moral injury, often
referred to as potentially morally injurious events (PMIEs), may lead to self-appraisals of
wrongness associated with persistent feelings of guilt, shame, or blame (Zerach & Levi-Belz,
2022). Notably, moral injury is not defined by preceding events of fear or threat, but by the
negative self and world evaluations (Dickinson, 2023), which helps distinguish it from how we
understand PTSD (Barnes et al., 2019).

The lack of consensus on how moral injury is understood to develop and present can have
significant implications for Veterans and their families, who may lack the understanding or
context needed to explain the emotional, social, or spiritual changes they experience. This may
then be exacerbated by a lack of acknowledgement towards PMIE post-deployment, with
military members reporting that health surveys often fail to ask about the presence or impacts of
such events (Runge et al., 2023). It is essential that efforts to understand and educate military
members who may experience PMIE are extended to their families, as family members play a
crucial role in destigmatizing the condition and identifying individuals who require additional
support (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025; Houle et al., 2022). Additionally, given the increased
likelihood for mental health concerns in military-connected children, it is essential for the
military to provide family support when a serving member or Veteran is experiencing moral
injury. Lawn and colleagues (2022) found that the role families play in a Veteran's ability to seek
and access help is vital, yet military organizations often leave families feeling ignored after a
parent has experienced morally injurious situations (Reeves, 2024).

Moral Injury Related Outcomes
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As moral injury is not currently a diagnosable disorder, the use of medicalized terms such
as symptoms should be employed with caution. While there are valid arguments for creating
diagnosable criteria, including increasing psychological support, there are also important
critiques about medicalizing normal reactions to abnormal situations (McElveen, 2013). As such,
this research uses a more neutral term of moral injury-related outcomes (MIROSs) to identify the
conceivable biopsychosocial-spiritual impacts resulting from PMIEs. This construct of MIROs is
consistent with the language used by Litz and colleagues (2022) when developing the Moral
Injury Outcome Scale. While the understanding of moral injury remains a shifting landscape,
several distinct intrapersonal and systemic outcomes help distinguish the presence of moral
injury in military personnel and Veterans (Richardson et al., 2022). Most prominently, MIROs
have been associated with painful emotions, beliefs or attitudes, and maladaptive behaviours
resulting from moral pain (Currier et al., 2019). Additionally, it may be that acts of commission
or omission have different effects than betrayal or bearing witness to others’ moral wrongdoing
(Frankfurt et al., 2017). When an individual feels directly responsible for moral wrongdoing,
they may experience pervasive shame or guilt and self-handicapping behaviours. Conversely,
when it is related to observing others' immoral choices or larger betrayals, MIROs may include
increased anger or disgust and mistrust of others (Bravo et al., 2020).

The emphasis on internal conflicts or wounds differs from PTSD, where symptoms such
as hyperarousal (e.g., increased heart rate, muscle tension, dizziness), hypervigilance (e.g.,
overreaction to stimuli, paranoia, fear), physiological re-experiencing, or avoiding/numbing are
common (Koenig et al., 2018b). Furthermore, events resulting in MIROs may differ from events

leading to PTSD, in that unlike events associated with PTSD, PMIEs are not required to be fear-
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based (Barnes et al., 2019). Therefore, while events leading to PTSD may also act as PMIEs, not
all PMIEs are associated with PTSD.

Understanding the complex interplay between PTSD and moral injury is important in
disentangling the two concepts. While there are many overlapping similarities between moral
injury and PTSD, there are also important distinctions. In order to meet diagnostic criteria for
PTSD there are a number of criteria that must be met as outlined by the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders — fifth edition (DSM-5; American Psychiatric
Association, 2013), including experiencing, witnessing, repeated exposure to, or learning of a
traumatic event (Criterion A); recurrent, involuntary, and distressing memories of the traumatic
event(s), which may include dreams, dissociative reactions and physiological reactions to
internal or external cues that remind the individual of the traumatic event(s) (Criterion B);
persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the traumatic event(s) such as people, places, or
activities (Criterion C); negative alterations to baseline moods, including the inability to
remember important aspects of the event, persistent negative beliefs, misplaced blame or shame,
diminished interest or participation in activities, or feelings of detachment (Criterion D); and
alterations to arousal or reactivity associated with the traumatic event(s), including irritability or
anger, self-destructive behaviour, hypervigilance, and sleep disturbances (Criterion E). While
Criterion A, B, and E are seen as defining features of PTSD, MIROs are more commonly related
to Criterion D symptoms (Koenig et al., 2020), most notably the experiences of chronic and
pronounced moral emotions (e.g., guilt and shame; Steinmetz et al., 2019), changes in self-
schemas, and social withdrawal (Purcell et al., 2016). It has further been suggested that the
emotions and outcomes associated with moral injury are typically developed after the event has

occurred; conversely, the emotions associated with PTSD are those which were most acutely felt
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during the event (Barnes et al., 2019). This suggests that moral injury may have a more delayed
onset compared to PTSD, and is related to increased dissonance between an individual’s
worldview and the event which transpired. Furthermore, a vital difference between moral injury
and PTSD may be the social nature of moral injury. As morals are often embedded in cultural
norms, MIROs may be particularly salient within relationships in the social context and changes
to broader worldviews (Harwood-Gross et al., 2024). Finally, it has been proposed that moral
injury may have a more delayed onset than traditional PTSD trajectories (Maguen et al., 2022).
One reason for this may be that moral injury can cause increased rumination on past events,
leading MIROs to progressively worsen over time (Bravo et al., 2020). However, other
researchers have shown that rumination may be a protective mechanism when it is focused on
meaning-making or is action-oriented (Kelley et al., 2019b), which may indicate potential
treatment streams for those seeking to enhance well-being in Veterans.

Research has shown that moral injury predicts functional deficits above and beyond the
presentation of mental health conditions such as PTSD and depression (Maguen et al., 2022),
bolstering the argument that moral injury is a separate and distinct condition. Similar to many
operational stress injuries, moral injury is experienced as downstream emotional and
psychological impacts resulting from exposure to a stressor or event. The downstream effects
may, in part, be explained by the cultural and identity shifts which come from retirement or
release from the military. When an individual is deeply immersed in military culture, it is
possible that personal moral beliefs are overshadowed by organizational responsibilities.
However, in the transition to civilian life, personally held moral beliefs may be valued differently
and change a Veteran’s self-reflections (e.g., Smith-MacDonald et al., 2020). Obtaining the

perceptions of adults who grew up in military families where moral injury is perceived to be
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present in a parent may, therefore, help us understand how the transitions military members
experience (e.g., post-deployment, reintegration, transition to civilian life) influence moral injury
development and/or resolution.
Impacts on Families

My previous research suggested that when a parent has a military service-related moral
injury, children are quick to notice changes in their personality, behaviours, and mental health
(Reeves, 2024). This is supported by research more generally, which finds that children of
parents with a mental illness are aware of the behaviour or changes in a parent even when the
parent does not openly communicate about their illness (Dagne & Snyder, 2011; Mattejat &
Remschmidt, 2008; Mordoch, 2010). While there is limited research that directly explores how
moral injury and MIRO impact families, we can draw on research from PTSD and other OSls to
help understand how moral injury may impact the family system. In a mixed sample study on
Veterans and public safety personnel families with parents who presented with PTSD, May and
colleagues (2023) found that children with a parent diagnosed with service-related PTSD
frequently report feeling anxious or worried, abandoned, angry or frustrated, hopeless, lack
control, upset, withdrawn, numb, resentful, scared, sad, ambiguous loss (unclear loss that
remains unverified and without resolution, may be physical loss or psychological loss; Boss,
1999), confused, guilty, agitated, and tense. Cramm and colleagues (2022) similarly noted,
through a qualitative systematic review, the profound ways in which parental PTSD is
manifested within the home, where children (both current and adults) expressed anxiety, fear,
role disruptions, negative self-esteem, grief, and apprehension in seeking help due to fear of

repercussions.
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The passing of a parent’s traumatic experience onto a child can be understood through the
concept of secondary traumatic stress. Secondary traumatic stress is defined as “the natural,
consequent behaviours and emotions resulting from knowledge about a traumatizing event
experienced by a significant other (or client) and the stress resulting from wanting to help a
traumatized or suffering person” (Figley, 1995, p. 10). Secondary traumatic stress, which often
mimics PTSD, differs from vicarious trauma, which refers to the harmful worldview changes as
a result of exposure to the trauma of another (Baird & Kracen, 2006). In children, vicarious
trauma may manifest as emotional distress or intrusive thoughts related to seeing or hearing
about a parent’s traumatic event (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; McCormack & Devine, 2016). For
some children of military members, this distress can include nightmares of their parent’s
experience (Cramm et al., 2022). McCann and Pearlman (1990) explored the pathology of
vicarious trauma for helping professionals, positing that exposure to others' traumatic memories
could, at times, turn previously neutral stimuli into psychological triggers (a stimulus causing a
person to experience strong emotions or memories, often associated with past trauma or difficult
experiences; Riachi et al., 2022). While McCann and Pearlman (1990) demonstrate the profound
ripple effects of traumatic experiences through a PTSD-centric lens, they also detail the ways in
which hearing about traumatic experiences may shift the worldview of those who hear about it,
challenging beliefs about human nature and personal safety. McCormack and Devine (2016)
demonstrated a similar trend in adult children of combat Veterans, where those who had negative
interpretations of their parent’s PTSD reported increased feelings of worthlessness, impoverished
relationships, and feelings of intense betrayal. Children whose parents have been diagnosed with
PTSD have demonstrated the normalization of modelling behaviour of their parents, including

hyper-vigilance, anxiety, or being unsafe (Cramm et al., 2022; May et al., 2023).
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Intersectional Factors

It is essential to note that, while research on moral injury in deployed or post-deployed
military members and Veterans has begun, there is a lack of research addressing moral injury
resulting from institutional betrayals on the home front. International operations and
deployments have historically served as the backdrop for most research, influencing the
development of scales or measures (e.g., the Moral Injury Symptom Scale — Military Version;
Koenig et al., 2018a). Neglecting the investigation of moral injury within Canadian borders may
contribute to inequity towards personnel who have experienced military sexual abuses,
weaponized military masculinity, and challenges in reporting harm to higher ranks or leaders.
Furthermore, relying on combat experiences to inform moral injury prevalence neglects the
reality of how marginalized groups experience deployments differently due to identity factors. It
is, therefore, vital to expand moral injury research to include the military context and culture
more broadly in order to include precipitating factors unrelated to combat operations.
Additionally, few studies have intentionally investigated moral injury from a gendered
perspective, which represents a significant gap in how moral injury is understood. Adopting an
intersectional lens is warranted, as it may further our understanding of moral injury in nuanced
ways, as cultural and moral values may be differently impacted than the current

conceptualization of Westernized PMIEs indicates.

Chapter 4: Theoretical Perspectives
In research, theoretical frameworks help the researcher refine goals, develop research
guestions, make methodological choices, focus and organize the study, identify potential threats
to validity, and demonstrate the relevance of the research to practical applications (Anfara &

Mertz, 2015; Collins & Stockton, 2018). For the present study, various frameworks were used,
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including the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model, the critical ecological model,
and life-course perspectives.
The Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) Model

To explore the relationships between family functioning and individual health,
psychological models of stress and family models of stress need to be linked together (Patterson,
1988). Psychological stress models focus on how individuals experience stress when something
interferes with goals or expectations (Herman, 1966), whereas family stress models seek to
explain ways in which external stressors influence family functioning (Gewirtz et al., 2018).
While both models can be used individually to understand military service-related moral injuries
within the family, using a model that integrates both allows for a more nuanced understanding of
the interaction between childhood and a parent’s moral injury. In order to address the research
questions of this project, the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model (FAAR;
Patterson, 1988) will be used to understand the influences of military service-related stressors on
family life. The FAAR model encompasses both psychological and social relational factors,
making it an ideal consolidation between psychological and family stress models. The use of this
model will allow for the data to be explored through analysis of the balance of capabilities and
demands, mediated by meanings, where moral injury acts as the crisis point.

The FAAR model has been used to understand resilience and the meaning-making
process in a variety of demanding stressors, such as AIDS (Chen & Lin, 2008), natural disasters
(Soylemez & Aydin, 2024), and pediatric illness (Mooney-Doyle et al., 2017). More recently,
the FAAR model has been applied to military families as a way to understand the unique
influence of military life stressors on family experiences (e.g., Norris et al., 2024). Emerging in

family science from studies of children who defy expectations of psychopathology in adverse
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situations, this model emphasizes resiliency as a way to clearly understand why some do better in
the face of adversity than others (Patterson, 2002). Composed of four central tenets: family
capabilities, family demands, family meanings, and family adjustment or adaptations, this model
provides an overview of how family resilience relates to crisis (Lin et al., 2016). Patterson (1988)
posits that the family attempts to maintain homeostasis (the capacity and mechanisms by which
equilibrium is re-established in the family after a change; Kim & Rose, 2014) by using
capabilities to meet demands, and through this process, the family ascribes meaning to the
experience.

In this model, family capabilities refer to the tangible resources (what families have) and
coping behaviours (what families do), which act as protective factors (Saltzman et al., 2013). The
resources and behaviours represent a coping pattern (Lin et al., 2016), influencing the intensity
of how a demand is felt. Family capabilities can include individual aspects (e.g., intelligence,
critical thinking, emotional health), the family (e.g., adaptability, communication skills, quality
time together, conflict management), and the communities in which they interact (e.g., health
care, social supports, government policies). Family demands represent the range of chronic and
acute stressors which a family experiences, including daily trials, discrete events, and ongoing
strains which produce or require change (Patterson, 1988; Saltzman et al., 2013). In military
families, these demands may include frequent separation from the serving member,
unpredictable or inconsistent work requirements, service-related injuries, or frequent relocations.
Importantly, use of the FAAR model allows researchers to explore the multiple and intersecting
demands that may confront the family at any point in time (Patterson, 1988). As demands are
constantly interacting with one another, it is not always easy to determine which was the

proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. The FAAR model will allow participants to reflect
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on how demands were weighted or resolved when moral injury is added to the equation of
military-related stressors.

Meaning-making plays a significant role within the FARR model. Patterson (1988)
described meaning-making as happening at two levels: situational meanings (the family’s
definition of the demands and/or capabilities) and global meanings (the family schema for how
members interact with one another and the larger community). Through meaning-making, people
attempt to reconcile their situational and global meanings with their appraisal of demands or
stressors. Steger and colleagues (2015) posit that when successful, initial appraisals of the event
can be modified (e.g., seeing the event as less distressing), global meaning-making can be
transformed (e.g., seeing the world and their place in the world differently), and post-stress
related growth can occur (e.g., seeing their capabilities as enhanced or increased). Conversely,
when meaning-making processes are appraised as unsuccessful, distress may persist (Steger et
al., 2015), increasing vulnerability to outcomes such as moral injury. Some research has
demonstrated that understanding meaning-making systems is particularly useful in military
contexts, where individuals may experience situations which violate their global meanings
(Larner & Blow, 2011; Steger et al., 2015). Through extending this process into the family, we
can better explore how meaning-making is applied to military stressors and a parent’s military
service-related moral injury over a child’s life course.

Adjustment and adaptation represent two distinct phases, which are separated by a crisis
(Patterson, 1988). The adjustment phase can be understood as a stable period where only minor
or short-term changes are needed for the family’s capabilities to buffer demands (Patterson,
1988), and may be associated with “bouncing back”. A crisis occurs when a disequilibrium

emerges where the nature or number of demands exceeds the available capabilities (Patterson,



THE INTERGENERATIONAL IMPACTS OF MORAL INJURY 40

1988). The adaptation phase is where the family attempts to restore homeostasis by acquiring
new capabilities, reducing demands, and/or changing the meaning ascribed to the situation
(Patterson, 1988), or “bouncing forward”.
Critical Ecological Model

First proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979), Ecological Systems Theory posits that
development is influenced by multiple systems that surround and interact with an individual.
Writing that “human development takes place through processes of progressively more complex
reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological human organism and the
persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
1998, p. 996), Bronfenbrenner’s theory highlights the ways in which individuals make sense of
their world through activities and interactions across system levels. Specifically, the ecological
model identifies four subsystems of the environment that influence human experiences: the
microsystem, mesosystem, ecosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem can be understood as
the most direct influences on an individual (e.g., psychological health, physical health,
demographics, culture). The mesosystem can be viewed as interrelations among the
microsystems which most directly influence the individual (e.g., parents, children, friends,
intimate relationships, spirituality). The exosystem reflects indirect influences and networks of
community systems (e.g., work, school, healthcare, MFRC, VAC) and includes elements such as
policies. Finally, the macrosystem reflects larger societal influences (e.g., military culture).
Bronfenbrenner emphasizes the interrelatedness of person and context, as opposed to the
exclusive influence of contextual factors (Tudge et al., 1997). Also important to this model is the
role of time. Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) viewed time as constitutive micro-time

(occurring during the course of specific activities or interactions), meso-time (the extent to which
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interactions consistently occur in an environment), and macro-time/chronosystem (specific
historical events). The critical ecological model further builds on Bronfenbrenner’s theory by
incorporating critical theory. Critical theory maintains that action and thoughts are fundamentally
mediated by power relations (Smith, 1987). Through applying critical theory to the ecological
model, we are enabled to see why and how intersecting macrosystem ideologies are rendered
visible within everyday life (Norris et al., 2013). Within this study, these ideologies include
military culture and moral foundations.

In the present study, the critical ecological model is primarily employed to frame
recommendations, facilitating the exploration of key dimensions at each system level while
acknowledging the interrelations between systems within and across levels. It serves as a
complement to the FAAR model, where the emphasis on meaning-making and context remains
central. Participants were asked questions about recommendations or changes they would like to
see in various systems they inhabit(ed), including within the family unit, within the CAF,
broader policies, and for present children. Examples of questions asked include: What, if any,
recommendations might you give to the CAF when considering moral injury and families? What,
if any, recommendations might you give to military parents about moral injury? What, if any,
resources may be helpful for children whose parents have moral injury?

Life Course Perspective

Within this study, using a life course perspective was an important addition to the
project’s theoretical framework. The life course perspective addresses both elements of stability
and change across the life span as an individual adapts to events, makes decisions, and responds
to constraints and choices when faced with external demands (Wethington, 2005). Within the life

course perspective, both positive and negative influences are believed to accumulate throughout
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the life course, with varying impacts at different points in time (Maindal & Aagaard-Hansen,
2020). Wethington (2005) identifies seven key concepts that inform a life course perspective in
research: trajectories, transitions, turning points, cultural and contextual influences, time, linked
lives (the influence of one person on another’s development), and adaptive strategies. These
concepts align with both the FAAR model and the critical ecological model, as all three
frameworks emphasize the importance of temporal change, adaptive responses, and contextual
factors.

Chandra and London (2013) wrote that “researchers who study military children should
consider adopting a life-course perspective, examining children from birth to adulthood as they
and their families move through the transitions of military life and into or out of the civilian
world.” (p. 187). As such, employing a military-sensitive life course perspective is vital in
understanding the multitude of ways in which military culture is woven into childhood
development for those raised in military families. A life course perspective may be particularly
valuable in moral injury research, as it emphasizes how individuals interpret potentially morally
injurious events (PMIEs) and how these interpretations, and their associated impacts, evolve over
time. This approach can enhance understanding of how moral injury is expressed and how
individuals adapt in the aftermath of such experiences. In the present study, applying a military
sensitive life course perspective allows for a focused examination of adult children’s well-being
trajectories in conjuncture to previously felt military life stressors (relocation, parental
deployment, perception of risk), the manifestation and persistence of moral injury in a parent
over time, and the factors that influence adaptation and adjustment that children employ across

different life stages.
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Paradigms

This project will broaden our understanding of moral injury through an intergenerational
and familial lens by centring the experiences of those who were raised by morally injured
Veterans. Using an interpretive and critical paradigm (Gnanadass & Merriweather, 2024), this
project aims to understand the meaning-making process children employ to comprehend moral
injury in their parents through the lens of a military-sensitive life course perspective. The use of
an interpretive paradigm allows for a focus on participants’ lived experiences and the meanings
they assign to them, recognizing that reality is shaped by individual perspectives
(Phothongsunan, 2010; Rice & Ezzy, 1999). The strength of an interpretive paradigm includes it
naturalistic approach, which is participatory and inclusive by design, allowing for findings that
accommodate change over time (Phothongsunan, 2010). The critical paradigm, on the other
hand, enables an examination of how social structure, power, and inequality shape experience.
Critical paradigms derive from sociopolitical and emancipatory traditions, wherein knowledge is
believed to be acquired through critical discourse and debate (Fossey et al., 2002). It seeks not
only to understand an experience but also to question and challenge dominant assumptions
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Within this study, the critical approach is significant in rendering
visible the intersecting ideologies present and embodied in the everyday lives of adult military
children. Taken together, these paradigms will allow for the research to explore both personal

and systemic dimensions of military service-related moral injuries as it presents in families.

Chapter 5: Methodology
Using qualitative methodology, interested and eligible participants were asked to take
part in a 60-to-90-minute semi-structured interview to provide retrospective accounts of their

experience growing up in a family where a parent had a perceived military service-related moral
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injury. The goal of the qualitative interviews was to investigate the meaning-making process and
the influence of parental moral injury on childhood. Participants also had the opportunity to
provide critical insights on how military family well-being can be enhanced through policy or
programming.

Methodological Approach

A phenomenological approach was used within this research. Phenomenology is a
uniquely positioned approach to qualitative research that enables scholars to gain insight into the
experiences of others (Neubauer et al., 2019). It can be defined as an approach that seeks to
describe the essence of a phenomenon by exploring it through the perspectives of individuals
who have lived experience (Teherani et al., 2015). Within this approach, a participant’s lived
experience is understood as the way in which they encounter and engage with different aspects
of their environment, including through actions, emotions, thoughts, and senses (Tabakol &
Sandars, 2025). A phenomenological approach was appropriate for this study because it
emphasizes meaning-making, centers on first-person and subjective experiences, and allows for
open-ended guestioning, enabling participants to describe their experiences freely without being
limited by predefined labels or themes (Tabakol & Sandars, 2025).

Qualitative questions were developed using a military-specific life course perspective,
evaluating the multiple transitions that inform and impact children in military families whose
parents have been affected by morally injurious events (e.g., What was your relationship like
with your morally injured parent? Did your relationship change over time? Are there services or
resources that would have benefited you growing up? Are there specific memories or examples
of your parent’s moral injury? How do you make sense of these experiences as an adult?).

Questions relating to moral injury utilized the domains within the biopsychosocial-spiritual
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model. The biopsychosocial-spiritual model explores the multidimensional and dynamic
interaction among biological, psychological, social, and spiritual factors that reciprocally
influence one another (Umberger & Wilson, 2024). The model builds on the biopsychosocial
model proposed by Engel (1977), incorporating spiritual aspects as suggested by Sulmasy
(2002). This model is particularly relevant in crafting research questions about moral injury, as it
acknowledges the multiple domains that moral injury may impact. Within this study, the use of
the biopsychosocial-spiritual model was used to explore the variety of spheres in which moral
injury impacted family experiences through recollections provided by adult children of Veterans
(e.g., How did you see your parent handling moral emotions like anger, guilt or shame? How did
your parent perceive spirituality? Has your parent ever received formal support (e.g.,
psychological, medical, spiritual) to support their moral injuries?). Specific attention was given
to recommendations made by participants that are accessible, effective, and realistic for policy,
education, and programming implementation.
Participant Recruitment
Participants for this study were Canadian adults aged 18 and over who grew up in a

military family with a parent who has been impacted by military service-related morally
injurious events through the course of their service. Notably, for this study, the participants'
parents were not required to have been deployed in order for the moral injury to occur, making
this project fundamentally different than the majority of current research where moral injury is
explored within a combat-centric lens. For this project, 11 participants were recruited who
represented a variety of experiences.

Participants were recruited primarily through social media posts on military family related

Facebook pages (e.g., C.F.B. Base Brats, West Ottawa Homefront, Canadian Military Brats
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Support Our Troops, Veterans 3B Support Group Canada, Nova Scotia Military and Military
Spouses, Military Family Advocacy Think Tank), dissemination by affiliated organizations (e.qg.,
the Royal Canadian Legion, the Canadian Institute for Military, Veteran, and Family Health, and
Research Nova Scotia), and snowball sampling where eligible participants are asked to share the
research with other potentially eligible participants.
Inclusion Criteria
1. Participants are an adult (18 years or older) child of a CAF Veteran,
2. The Veteran parent served in the post-Gulf War era,
3. Participants' Veteran parent has been impacted by at least one perceived deployment or
non-deployment military service-related morally injurious event (e.g.,
combat/humanitarian deployments, large-scale civilian suffering, military sexual assault),
4. Participants, and their parents, are not currently serving in the CAF.
Ethical Considerations and Safeguards

Speaking to children from military families about their parent’s service-related injuries can
be a highly sensitive matter, necessitating precautions to ensure the safety of any potential
participant. The following considerations were taken to contribute to the safeguarding of
participants:

1. As the primary investigator of this study, | developed numerous skills that assisted in
creating a safe(r) interview environment. | drew upon my previous certifications in life
coaching, Mental Health First Aid, and peer mentoring. | was comfortable building rapport,
checking in throughout interviews, and discussing sensitive material. Additionally, | have
engaged in research on similar topics in the past using qualitative and participatory

methods, which informed my approach to the project.
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2.

It has been demonstrated that military cultural awareness is vital in developing trust,
communication, and rapport with service members, Veterans, and their families (Blevins et
al., 2024). As | have lived experience of being a part of a military family, | brought an
awareness of some of the ways in which military culture can be woven into the fabric of
childhood development. I also engaged in an analysis of available literature to broaden my
perspectives and deepen my understanding of alternative experiences.

All procedures for recruitment and participation were reviewed by my thesis supervisor
(Dr. Deborah Norris) and my institutional research ethics board. All supervisory and
committee members have experience in research ethics and military-centric research. Dr.
Norris and Dr. Cramm bring additional expertise in research on military families, while Dr.
Baillie Abidi has notable experience in moral injury research.

| engaged in regular meetings with my thesis supervisor (Dr. Deborah Norris) in order to
debrief the interviews and audit my findings. During these meetings, | reviewed any
questions arising from the interviews and checked in on any personal responses to the
interviews.

All participants were recruited by self-identification, allowing participants the autonomy to
opt in or out without external pressures.

As the research was conducted over secure video platforms (e.g., Microsoft Teams),
participants were able to select a time and location to participate that was most aligned with
their personal needs.

Due to the small sample size and sensitive nature of the interviews, quotes used in the
findings are presented without information that would connect them together. This allows

participants extra security in making sure their stories are unidentifiable to a reader.
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Procedure

Recruitment information was shared predominantly through social media posts in Facebook
community groups (Appendix A). Accompanying the posts was a brief positionality statement
that shared my background as a military child, my interest in moral injury, and the intended
outcomes for my study. Interested participants were asked to express their interest through a
confidential email.

Potential participants were electronically provided with a letter outlining the scope of the
project (Appendix B) and a letter of informed consent (Appendix C), allowing them to decide
whether they wished to participate in an interview. Participants who decided to continue were
asked to return the signed informed consent form prior to further contact, allowing them the
opportunity to consider whether this project was right for them and to understand their rights as a
participant. When the informed consent form was returned, participants were given a
demographic and screening survey (Appendix D) and a link to schedule an interview time. All
participants were given a variety of interview time options, including evenings and weekends, to
best accommodate their schedules and needs. Participants were asked to complete the
demographic and screening survey ahead of their interview and return it via email; however, if
they were unavailable to complete the survey, it could be completed during the selected
interview time.

All interviews were conducted over a secure video-call platform (Microsoft Teams),
audio and visual recorded. Recordings were securely deleted following transcription. Prior to
starting the interview, I introduced myself and provided brief reminders of the study's purpose
and participants' rights to skip a question, pause, or stop the interview at any time. Participants

were also given an opportunity to ask any questions they may have. If the participant had not
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completed the demographic survey, we completed it verbally prior to starting to record the
interview. After confirming that the participants were ready to proceed, they were asked for their
permission to record the interview for transcription purposes. All participants agreed to have the
interview recorded.

Interviews lasted between 39 and 92 minutes (M = 72 minutes), and followed the structure of
the interview guide (Appendix E). Following completion of the interview, participants were
reminded that if they wished to alter or adjust any response upon reflection, they could do so via
email. No participant elected to alter their interview in any way or requested to be removed from
the study. All interviews were transcribed verbatim by me, with identifying information (e.qg.,
names, locations, organizations) removed.

Following initial analysis of the data, participants were contacted with a brief survey which
outlined preliminary recommendations from the study. Participants were asked to review the
recommendations and provide feedback if they so wished. All responses to this validation survey
were anonymous. Six participants took part in the recommendation validation.

Analysis

Data was collected and analyzed in a parallel process, as recommended by Shenton
(2004). All transcripts were transcribed by the author and went through a validation process in
which transcripts were spot checked at random to ensure accuracy. Transcripts were then
uploaded and analyzed using MAXQDA, a qualitative data analysis software.

A reflexive thematic analysis approach was used to analyze data from this study.
Thematic analysis is commonly understood to be a technique with theoretical and design
flexibility (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2024; King, 2004). This approach is particularly well suited

for the exploration of an under-researched topic and centring participant voices. Additionally,
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thematic analysis is highly compatible with both interpretive and critical paradigms, allowing for
an in-depth examination of how participants made meaning of their experiences within broader
social and institutional contexts. Following the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2006),
themes were generated through a reflective practice that involved familiarization with the data,
generation of codes, searching for themes, reviewing the themes, and defining the themes
(Appendix F). Thematic analysis involved multiple stages, with each stage building on the
previous (Naeem et al., 2023). The first step involves transcription, familiarization with the data,
and identification of quotes that “bring the data to life” (Nacem et al., p. 2). This step is
important in not only becoming familiar with data but also with identifying information that is
relevant to the research objectives (Thomas, 2006). Each transcript was read multiple times to
ensure familiarity with the content. The second step involves identifying recurring patterns,
terms, or keywords that encapsulate participants’ experiences (Naeem et al., 2023). During this
phase, both commonly used terms and meaningful or pertinent thoughts shared by participants
were flagged. The third step includes assigning short phrases or words to initial codes or units.
Initial codes were selected based on the 6Rs (Naeem et al., 2023): realness, richness, repetition,
rationale, repartee, and regal. Within this study, an artfully interpretive approach also allowed for
the acknowledgement that coding was inherently subjective and reflexive. This approach allows
for the researcher to question assumptions or positionality in order to understand how these may
shape or restrict their understanding of a phenomenon (Braun & Clark, 2024). The fourth step
includes identifying the patterns between initial codes and assigning them to themes (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Within this study, themes were created through inductive coding where themes

were generated from the analysis of the data. This bottom-up approach allows for new ideas and
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themes to arise from the research, and is linked to interpretive analysis (Fereday & Muir-

Cochrane, 2006).

Chapter 6: Findings

Moral injury, conceptualized as persistent emotional, cognitive, social, behavioural, and
spiritual impacts of witnessing, perpetrating, or failing to prevent acts that transgress deeply held
moral beliefs (Litz et al., 2009), was explored in this study through the retrospective accounts of
adult children of CAF Veterans. This research sought to understand how a parent’s moral injury,
when related to military service, was experienced and understood by the Veteran’s children
through a lifespan perspective. Eleven adult children of morally injured CAF Veterans who
served in the post-Gulf war era participated in this study, providing accounts of how they noticed
their parents' moral injury, their understanding of morally injurious events within the CAF, the
adjustments or adaptations they made to cope with parental moral injury, and the meaning-
making process they engaged in throughout their life course.

The findings of this study have been organized into the following themes: perception of
moral injury, morally injurious events and precipitating factors, moral injury-related impacts and
outcomes, and life course impacts of parental moral injury. Each theme is composed of a variety
of subthemes that further elucidate the experiences participants reported.

Participants

Participants of this study included 11 adult children of Canadian Armed Forces Veterans
who served in the post-Gulf War era, reporting on a total of 16 parents whom they perceived to
have had a moral injury. Both male and female Veteran parents were represented in the
interviews, though all participants primarily discussed their fathers. Additionally, both

deployment and non-deployment events were represented in this study. Participants were 18 to
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48 years old (M = 34.7). They consisted of two males, eight females, and one non-binary
individual. Participants reflected parents who represented all service elements of the CAF
(Army, Navy, Air Force). Participants of this study reside across the country, with the majority
of participants currently residing within the East Coast. When reflecting on experiences of
military-related stressors, 10 participants had had a parent deploy on at least one international
mission, and 9 participants had experienced relocation as a child.

In order to safeguard participants’ confidentiality, particularly given the sensitive nature
of the subject matter and the small, potentially identifiable population of Canadian military
families, pseudonyms or other identity linking factors have not been used in the reporting of this
study. While pseudonyms are commonly employed within qualitative research to help
demonstrate the breadth and diversity of findings, in this case, even generalized identifiers could
inadvertently compromise participants’ anonymity. Instead, excerpts from the transcripts are
presented without attribution, and the analysis is focused thematically, as demonstrated in table
1.

Table 1

Thematic Analysis of Findings

Theme Subthemes Description

Perceptions of Moral Injury Participants’ understandings
of moral injury, includes
difficulties in identifying
moral injury during
childhood, often due to lack

of awareness or terminology.




THE INTERGENERATIONAL IMPACTS OF MORAL INJURY

53

Morally Injurious Events and

Precipitation Factors

Deployments

Exposure to Children

Non-Deployment
Related Events
Release from the
Military

Chain of Command

Military Culture

Types of morally injurious
events parents experienced,
often involving betrayal,
moral transgressions, or

operational stress

Moral Injury Related Impacts

and Outcomes

Impacts and
Outcomes for the
Veteran

Impacts and
Outcomes for the

Children

Observable behavioral,
emotional, and relational
changes in parents that
affected the family dynamic

across the life course.

Life-Course Impacts of

Parental Moral Injury

Connection to
Military Identity
Institutional Betrayal

Mental Health

Long-term developmental,
relational, and psychological
effects on participants across

their lifespan

“Moral Injury as a Concept”: Perceptions of Moral Injury

Participants in this study self-selected to participate based on their belief that moral injury

relating to military service was present in their Veteran parent. Most participants in this study

reported becoming aware of moral injury in adulthood, which allowed them to reframe their
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childhood experiences. For example, one participant shared their experience by starting with
“this is also with like, my adult lens, looking back now that I’ve learnt about moral injury as a
concept" and another shared “I don’t know if that’s just my father. Maybe none of this is moral
injury, but I don’t think that’s true”.

For many participants in this study, there was a challenge associated with knowing what,
if any, behaviours were uniquely attributed to moral injury. The challenge of adult children of
Veterans identifying MIROs may be broadly attributed to a number of primary barriers. The first
being that participants in this study were reflecting on their parents as morally injured, without
needing that parent to also apply the label to themselves. While approximately half of the
participants noted that their parent also directly used or acknowledged moral injury as impacting
them, the other half of the participants believed moral injury to be present without their parent
adopting that label. Participants in this study based their beliefs on stories and observations they
had throughout interactions with the Veteran parent. Some participants reflected that, for
example, “l am still assuming that what | experienced as a kid was maybe the impact of a moral
injury or of an operational stress injury when I don’t in fact know that to be the case.” However,
it is essential to note that the reflections of these participants were consistent with current
understandings of moral injury, including knowledge of morally injurious events that their
parents experienced, changes in moral emotions such as anger and guilt, and the broad impact on
their worldview. While there appeared to be a trend for participants in this study, where a
Veteran’s acknowledgment or use of moral injury as a concept helped the Veteran parent and the
adult child engage in a mutual meaning-making process, the ability for the participants of this
study to understand moral injury independently of their parent was more important in how the

participant was able to make meaning of their experiences. One participant reflected on this,
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saying: “[information about moral injury] has allowed me to maybe look back on certain
memories with a new perspective and a new lens and get better, be able to empathize with, with
kind of both of my parents, in ways that | hadn’t really been able to before”

Another barrier in identifying and understanding moral injury that arose for some
participants in this study was that there remains no official definition of moral injury adopted by
psychological health professionals, military organizations, researchers, or within common
vernacular (Richardson et al., 2020). This meant that many participants in the study were
learning about moral injury through different avenues (e.g., work, other Veterans, reading), and
lacked access to a uniform definition that could help distinguish moral injury from other
operational stress injuries. This may have made it challenging for participants to apply the
construct of moral injury to their parents, particularly in cases where the parent was not applying
the construct themselves. It may also be that, for participants in this study, moral injury is still
too novel a construct for some Veteran parents to apply to themselves. This is contrasted by
PTSD, which may be perceived as having more validity for military Veterans and therefore
Veterans may be more willing to view their experiences through a PTSD-centric lens.

An additional challenge in labelling moral injuries, highlighted by participants, is the
militarized culture in the CAF, which discourages members from addressing mental health
challenges more generally. One participant noted that “he didn’t want to be identified with an
illness that affected him, and he didn’t want to tell anybody he was... he was scared”, while
another noted “he didn’t want to go to therapy for them. He thought that because he’s a strong
man that he did not need to go to therapy for them. So, he kind of did nothing about it. He just...
He just reacted the way he knew how”. These types of reflections indicate that, for participants in

this study, the militarized culture within the CAF that discourages members from seeking mental
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health care was compounded by the presence of a moral injury, in part because the injury was not
seen as valid by psychological measures or standards.

The final barrier that participants in this study reflected on was that moral injury and
PTSD are often perceived to be somewhat interwoven, so distinguishing distinct boundaries
between the two concepts is challenging. This was demonstrated in participants sharing things
such as

It’s just only recently that I’ve kind of understood the difference between moral injury

and PTSD. And so | always saw it as PTSD. You know, the hyper vigilance, you know,

you can see all that stuff, right, and the sleep disturbances, him waking up, having

nightmares, like that’s PTSD. But now that | understand kind of what moral injury is, 1

think that is what truly impacted him for longer.
Many participants were able to recognize explicit externalized patterns of behaviour associated
with PTSD in their parents, sharing things such as “he will legitimately punch somebody in the
throat if they snuck up on him. It has happened at a bar” and “it was avoidance, hypervigilance.
I, we, we still nickname my dad the neighbourhood watch.” The challenge participants had with
distinguishing moral injury from PTSD is somewhat expected, as academic literature and mental
health care professionals also frequently appear to view the constructs together. Despite the
challenges of differentiating moral injury and PTSD, participants in this study generally reflected
that they believed there to be important differences between the constructs. For example, one
participant shared:

I’m still at the beginning stages of understanding the difference between PTSD and moral

injury. Yeah, but | do think that it is like my initial reflections are that it’s really helpful

to understand, like for me to understand, kind of the differences. Because it’s the moral
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injury, I think, that really shifted him to his core, right, and that really affected deep down

inside. Like who, who he was and... And with, you know, with sleep disturbances and

you know the any, like hallucinations [...] like you can take a medication potentially and
sometimes that helps and sometimes it doesn’t. But there’s that kind of impact on his
deep core humanity, I think, that is a bit more challenging to get to.

“It’s... It’s Systemic”: Morally Injurious Events and Precipitating Factors

Within this study, participants reflected on a variety of morally injurious events that their
parent(s) reported being exposed to. How participants understood inciting factors of moral injury
appeared to be connected to the ways in which participants later made meaning of their parent’s
injury. For example, participants who viewed their parent’s injury as stemming from
international deployments often expressed increased empathy towards their parent’s actions.
Conversely, those who reflected on parents being betrayed by CAF leadership or injuries
encountered through domestic duties were more likely to explicitly criticize the CAF.

An important finding from this study was the myriad of ways in which adult children
were aware of their parent as having been morally injured. This study did not limit participants to
only those who had a parent deploy, and as such, there was increased variety in the ways in
which participants reflected on morally injurious events. As one participant noted, “a moral
injury isn’t always related to a deployment. It could happen, you know, while they’re still
serving in Canada, or in various ways”. As such, participants reflected on injurious events more
broadly, allowing them to also reflect on the effect of compounding moral injuries Most
participants reflected that “there has been moral injury on different levels all across the, so it’s...
it’s systemic” and “it’s not so much one moral injury. It’s repetitive moral injuries that he

suffered throughout his career.” The findings of this study highlight that through allowing more
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diverse examples of moral injury to be explored, we can better understand the cumulative effects
of morally transgressive events and the ways in which various events are perceived within the
family unit. The events described by participants in this study generally fit into five sub-
categories: deployment-related activities, encounters with children, non-deployment-related
activities, release from the military, and chain of command and military culture.
Deployment-Related Activities

The post-Gulf War period of service includes a large variety of high-profile deployments
that participants reflect on their parents having taken part in. This included participants whose
parents served overseas in Rwanda, Bosnia, the Golan Heights, Ethiopia, and Afghanistan.
Often, participants in this study who had parents deploy reflected that their parent engaged in
multiple international missions. Participants noted that, “his deployment really affected him for
sure. You know, and a lot of just the worst of, of humanity over in, in [country] at that time”.
The impact of seeing death or dying appeared to be long-lasting for the parents of participants in
this study. One participant noted that “sometimes it’s just... If he's retelling those stories about
being responsible for deaths, I think sometimes he’ll just, like you can see the pain on his face”,
while another shared “he lost... I, I know that he lost a lot of his friends. So seeing - | know
when, he had to hold a friend while he died. | know he had to kill a lot of people, and sometimes
he didn’t want to kill those people.”

Participants who had parents deployed frequently also mentioned challenges associated
with rules of engagement:

So when he was when he was quite inebriated, he would ramble on about bodies in a

river and guns being pointed or being shot at. And then, obviously he was a blue beret.

So, rules of engagement, he couldn’t do anything about it unless he was actually, actually
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getting shot like so if it landed at his feet and then hurt him. Like, he couldn't do anything
about it.
At times, this included the challenge of working alongside individuals whose actions did not
align with moral values. For example, one participant shared;
In Afghanistan, one of the guys that he had to work with was a criminal who did horrific
things to people he didn't agree with and killed them in horrific ways in large quantities.
But this was a person that, | believe it was our US counterparts had said, we’re going to
work with this person so figure it out. And that really made him sick to his stomach to do
that. | mean, so, he talks about that, like just having to play nice with people that you
would gladly shoot.
Encounters with Children
Some participants noted that exposure to children during military activities was
particularly damaging for their parent. This is consistent with previous research, which indicates
that the diverse ways in which children are encountered during military operations create long-
lasting impacts on military personnel due, in part, to the violations of socio-cultural beliefs about
the role of children (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025; Ein et al., 2022; Houle et al., 2024). The diversity
in encounters was explained by one participant, who shared, “he had to go to about four different
scenes of, you know, children getting run over by tanks and trying to get candy and stuff like
that.” Whereas another participant shared that:
| think, [it] was probably the [international deployment]. Yeah, | think that was his
hardest deployment. He came back and didn't speak a word to me for about a month at

home because he thought | was a figment of his imagination. The [combatants] were
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killing children there, and my father had found a little girl my age who looked like me

and like hung in a shed, and he thought it was me.

Participants in this study often reflected on the increased moral conflict children introduced to
their parent’s experience, where what may be considered a normal deployment activity was
complicated because of the introduction of children in the scenario. One participant highlighted
this, sharing:

Another incident just came to mind [...] They were going down the road, and there was a

child that pointed a gun at them. And he had to, he had to... You know, basically point

his gun and... and he wasn’t sure in that moment if he had to shoot the kid to save his
guys or... or, or what?
This participant reflected that while their father had not engaged the child in combat, there was a
remaining moral conflict that continued to trouble their parent into later life.

It is also important to note that the impact of encountering children in military operations
extends beyond an international context. For example, one participant referred to her parent’s
response to a Canadian mass casualty event and reflected that “seeing children that he, you
know... no one survived, right? And so, seeing children, that’s what he would talk about the
most. And that just being so against, you know [...] he was such a kindhearted man and loved
kids and loved, you know”

Non-Deployment Related Activities

Some participants in this study reflected on parents’ service-related duties, which were

related to domestic service. For example, one participant reflected on their parents’ involvement

with a Canadian mass casualty, sharing that;
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He was never quite the same after some of his deployments in the 80s and the 90s,
because he saw some pretty terrible things and, and so he would often say he thinks he
was, because of that he was more vulnerable to, like, serious injury. And [mass causality
event] for him. He spoke about like the mass loss. And, and not being the most even, like
visually distressing thing to see. And I just can’t. Even | don’t want to say the words of it,
but just like, you know, to think about what he saw when he was supporting with the
clean-up and so many people around, you know, this area supporting with that, that clean
up and, and because it was not service related. Like, not like, like combat or you know,
like that kind of related. It was local. It was here. | think it was really misunderstood and
| think that did not help.
For another participant, they described a part of their parent’s moral injury as a result of combat
elitism, sharing:
For [my dad], not deploying. That is also part of his moral injury, which is complicated
because my dad does have service-related PTSD. And because he never deployed, that's
also part of his moral injury, because he feels a sense of guilt, or that I shouldn’t have this
condition because | didn't get blown up or | didn’t see my buddy’s get blown up. But... In
my dad’s case, he was training people. He, my dad, was an instructor on the Canada side
training people to get ready to go overseas, and then when your buddy’s [XX]-year-old
son that you train doesn’t come back, you know, that is a huge part of his moral injury.
Release from the Military
Another distinct point of injury from the perspectives of many participants in this study
was the process of medical release. One participant shared that “my father started heavily

drinking after his, his medical retirement. He was already struggling with some things. And then
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he was kind of... | don’t want to say pushed out the door, but heavily influenced to take his, his
medical retirement.” Another participant shared “the first real issue, I want to say the biggest
contention with him to this day, that he, he had to get out in XX For participants in this study,
their parents’ release from the military was associated with a loss of identity, and often a deep
betrayal from the institution. For example, one participant shared the deep betrayal that resulted
from their parent’s retirement and subsequent challenges accessing their benefits, sharing: “my
dad had to fight for his pension, like he had to go into a class action so that he could get his
pension.” It appeared that, for participants in this study, the institutional betrayal that resulted
from perceptions that the military did not support their members post-service was deeply felt by
both the Veteran parent and the participants of this study as a separate and vital morally injurious
incident.
Chain of Command and Military Culture

For many participants, the chain of command had a large influence on the development
and/or maintenance of moral injury. One participant reflected that their parent often talked about
“this particular supervisor [that] was out to get him, so he had a personal conflict with, that he
was struggling at work with, [...] like a type of, you know, dictator, almost”. For another
participant, their parent “was quite literally demoted because of his service-related injuries,
which were undiagnosed at that time. So, he should have retired as a [rank]. But he actually
retired as a [rank] because they took his [promotion] away from him”. For others, the chain of
command was perceived to have violated their duty when a member raised legitimate concerns.
As one participant shared:

I know some of my dad’s moral injuries were from doing the right thing. And reporting

issues that were actual issues and being punished for it. And it happened like they post
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them to a different place and he's like, OK, I thought | was doing something better, but

now we've got somebody who’s like, who’s embezzling money [...] we got what we

needed done. But in the meantime, we’ve now propped this person up, and they’re worse

than what was there before. And that’s really disheartening.

While the majority of participants reflected on their dad as the morally injured parent,
some participants lived in dual-service families where both parents appeared to struggle with a
moral injury. These cases help highlight the morally injurious nature that often appeared to arise
from military culture, specifically impacting females differently than their male counterparts. For
example, one participant shared that: “I know my mom, when she was going through basic
training, it, it would start with like, you know, they treat women differently. Like, they wouldn’t
let women go home on the weekends and they would let the men, kind of things [...] my mom
told me some pretty, like, nasty stories of like, what they were saying to women”. Within this
study, participants reflected on this as a pervasive betrayal of their female parent’s service, which
allowed moral injury to develop over time. Military sexual assault was also raised as a frequent
experience resulting in moral injury for participants’ female parents, with one sharing, “she told
me about people, you know, doing things to her with... it’s just like, wow. And you know, she’s
like, like 100lbs soaking wet. Right? Like, kind of sad that you know, the people that she would

work with would, you know, do things like that”.

“Why Couldn’t This Have Been Better?”: Moral Injury Related Impacts and Outcomes
The findings from this study highlighted emotional, psychological, relational, and

behavioural outcomes that participants attributed to their parents’ experience of moral injury.

Drawing from their retrospective accounts, participants described a wide range of changes they

noticed in both their parents and themselves, which extended well beyond the immediate
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aftermath of a PMIE or military service. These impacts and outcomes were often described by
participants as persistent, complex, and interwoven with broader systemic factors such as
military culture, stigma, limited access to support, and the invisibility of moral injury within
military and civilian contexts.

Impacts and Outcomes for the Veteran

While moral injury is largely interpreted as an internal disruption, participants in this
study were able to observe the impact of a parent’s moral injury throughout their household.
Participants reported that after moral injury exposure, “he’s very quiet and shifty about that
[moral injury]. He knows it changed him.” Some noticed that moral injury was often
accompanied by other clinically relevant diagnoses; for example, one person shared that their
parent “started gambling quite a bit through like the day trading system and that created a lot of
tension in our home,” while another noted that “like, when I was in junior high, and so probably
shortly after he was medically discharged, seeing like some cuts on his wrist and stuff and
knowing, knowing at that time and at that age that that wasn’t an accident.”

Importantly, not all changes to a parent’s behaviour were changes that could be attributed
to a clinical diagnosis of alternative mental health challenges. For example, one participant noted
that their parent was a prolific painter and that “throughout his deployments, you can actually see
a decline of what kind of art he put out to the point where after he retired you would think that he
never painted a day in his life”, continuing to note that this was how they “saw that his spirit was
affected [...] through the art that he was putting out, and then eventually completely stopping”.
For another participant, they saw their parent self-soothe their injury through “[taking] liberties
outside of his marriage. | think anybody who was willing to make him feel good.” One

participant described their perception of the changes they associated with the moral injury as “it



THE INTERGENERATIONAL IMPACTS OF MORAL INJURY 65

was really just, I think he was really robbed of a lot of things. He was robbed of the opportunity
to excel in his position. He was robbed of the opportunity to live a life of good mental health
because he never got that. Or good physical health.”

Participants in this study often described their parents’ moral injury as enduring.
However, some participants noted periods of transition, including relationship transitions and
military-to-civilian transitions, appeared to worsen morally injurious outcomes in their parents,
noting that:

They definitely scaled up when my parents divorced and when he got out of the military.

So when he got out of the military again, that would’ve been [year], and my parents

divorced XX years ago, we’ll say, but between, so in periods of high stress or transition,

that’s where the avoidance comes out a bit more because he doesn’t really feel, in my
opinion, like he’s able to advocate for himself and his form of advocacy for himself often
escalates to anger defensiveness.

While the ways in which a parent’s moral injury was experienced within the home were
varied, there were many commonalities for participants in this study. The presence of moral
injury was often most apparent to participants in this study through externalized displays of
anger, isolation or avoidance, and demonstrated changes to spirituality and/or moral beliefs.

Anger, Guilt, and Shame. Notably, participants in this study frequently reflected on
increased anger in their parents following perceived moral injury as the most prominent form of
externalized behaviour changes. For many, changes to how anger was expressed by a parent
were one of the first notable changes following morally injurious experiences, as a participant
shared, “there’s also a lot of anger from my dad, and | think that’s one of the things that really

changed after he came back is like, | don’t remember that being an issue before his deployment,”
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One participant noted that their parent “couldn’t handle anger very well” and another shared that
“his temper tends to be fairly explosive”. When participants in this study were asked about how
they saw their parent express moral emotions like guilt or shame they often shared sentiments
such as “for the most part, | didn’t [...] while I know he has guilt and shame over certain things.
He mostly doesn’t express it [...] Like anger is really one of the, the few emotions that, that he
does exhibit”. Participants in this reflected that often the increased anger was ill-explained
throughout their childhood. For example, one participant shared ‘“his temper tends to be fairly
explosive, and my mom was like, well, he explodes and then you give him space and he’ll come
around. But he needs to explode first,” as the way in which their parents’ behaviour change was
explained.

Participants in this study often reflected the challenge of a parent with unpredictable
anger, sharing that “I felt that a lot of his anger projected onto me. And so, he was never really
angry at me, he was angry at somebody else or something that he did. Or maybe. Yeah, like
something in itself, but it projected onto me”. Another participant noted that, “I guess, just that, I
kind of felt like my dad’s outbursts or anger was always kind of lurking in the shadows. You
never kind of knew when it was gonna pop up or cause an issue. And that made it challenging to,
to be able to like I don’t know full, fully exist.” This tendency for participants to internalize their
parent’s anger was something that, for many, had to be unlearned in adulthood. For example, the
above participant shared, “I'm a, I'm a sensitive person. I would say I always feel like if I do
something somewhat wrong, somebody might yell at me and I, T still to this day I carry that”.
Another participant shared a similar statement, saying:

| think | would want to tell younger me like, that first and foremost, it’s not your fault.

You didn’t do anything to cause this behaviour. Secondly. That it’s not appropriate or
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normal. Because | think it took me a long time to really recognize that it wasn’t, it was
just kind of what I learned to anticipate or how I, yeah, thought maybe parents were
sometimes. And then that it’s not. | guess, thirdly, probably that it’s not my responsibility
as the child to manage or try to mitigate my parents emotions. That that is something that
they’re responsible for and, you know, it... it sucks that they maybe suck at it, but that
doesn’t mean | have to pick up the slack. Yeah, I think that’s it.
For many in this study, the cumulative effect of their parent’s moral injury meant that the
Veteran parent’s anger was normalized. One participant noted this by saying:
| mean, he's always had a fairly short fuse in my, in my memory. But he's pretty much
had a moral injury... he's been exposed to these things since | was so young that I think
that just... that anger and that frustration. And the impotence of not being able to do
anything to change the situation. [...] And while he didn’t necessarily mean for, mean to
take it out on us, it’s, it’s one of the things that spills over.
Many participants reflected that at least one morally injurious incident their parent experienced
was not a direct action the parent had taken, but rather a reaction to the rules of engagement or
chain of command in which they were embedded.

While anger was the most reported emotion noticed by participants in this study, it is
notable that participants with a mother who incurred military service-related moral injury
reported noticing different patterns of behaviour. For example, one participant talked about their
mothers as “[she] would express, like, shame. A lot.” This was different than those reporting on
fathers, who often reflected that they did not notice increased displays of shame. This finding
may be indicative of broader social tendencies which may discourage females from expressing

anger while simultaneously discouraging males from expressing shame or sadness. However, it
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is important to note that very few participants reflected on a mother’s military service-related
moral injury, and as such, it is not possible within this study to distinguish broader patterns of
gender differences in how moral injury is expressed.

Moral Beliefs and Spirituality. While most participants in this study reflected on
notable changes to a parent’s perception of spirituality/religiosity or moral practices following
moral injury, participants in this study were divided on the directionality of change. For example,
one participant shared that post-deployment their previously Christian parent felt “if God was
real, he wouldn’t kill people” and another shared their parent expressed to them “why would God
let this happen?” After a particularly morally injurious deployment, one participant shared a
memory of their parent saying “God is dead” and that “there’s no such thing as God. Like, if
there was, like it’s an absolute cruel world to let, kind of, these things happen and, and go
around”. For other participants, spirituality appeared to increase following exposure to morally
injurious incidents. One participant shared that “my father comes from Indigenous ancestry. And
one day, he decided to be all in at 100%. And it was a very interesting time. There was a stretch
of many years where this was his focus. And almost like he turned into a different person”.
Similarly, a different participant noted that

[...] he became Buddhist. Which, I find that correlation very interesting of like, because

Buddhism is about kind of the compassion and, and suffering and... And I think that’s

what really shows me that it was less of like, the [injury] was definitely prevalent, but it

was more so how could he kind of come to terms with what he saw in relation to like
what he thought.

Participants reflected on Veteran parents as having a “very strong moral code” following

moral injury. For example, one participant shared “he has always had these very, very strict
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morals of what he thinks is right and what he thinks is wrong. It doesn’t always stop him from
doing what needs to be done, but it definitely affects him”. In this study, participants noted that
after a moral injury their parents “might have become more strict on his morals, the more
corruption he encountered. We’ll put it that way. Which didn’t always go well for us when we
did something that he didn’t consider to be the right thing”. Another participant shared a story
where “one day he ended up screaming at some lady who was complaining about the produce
section in a grocery store. Because he had been in this country where people had nothing.”
Impacts and Outcomes for the Children

While the ways in which moral injury influenced a parent directly, this study
demonstrated that moral injury has an environmental impact on military families that is both
long-lasting and profound. For many in this study, the opportunity to talk specifically about the
impact parental moral injury had on them was the first time they were able to label and
communicate the experience.

Communication of Injuries and Loss of Connection. Loss of connection to previously
important people or communities (e.g., other military members, faith groups) has been a
documented impact of military service-related moral injuries (Houle et al., 2021). In this study, a
parent’s loss of connection to their child was most frequently demonstrated through challenges
with communication. Participants in this study felt the loss of connection in a variety of ways;
for example, one participant shared, “I definitely just thought that he was ignoring me because
he just didn’t love me” while another noted that “I knew that when | was talking to my friends,
no one, when we were sharing kind of what we did on the weekend or you know, their
relationship with their father. Mine didn’t look the same... so”. Another participant shared about

the loss of connection as a family-wide impact, sharing that, “I do think it, it all affected our
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relationships with one another [in the family] very much [...] if we don’t talk about it, you know,
we just go on with life. It doesn’t exist. But, we were all struggling so much [...] we all just
didn’t know that we were all scared”.

For some participants, communication was initially destabilized due to military duties.
The ability to compartmentalize military service activities from family may be seen by some
personnel as a benefit. Some research has indicated that Veterans feel the ability to ‘shut off’
emotions or morals is a sign of professionalism (Molendijk, 2024), however this study indicated
that the compartmentalization had adverse effects with relationships between the serving parent
and the child. For example, one participant shared:

| remember once when we were growing up. | asked him why he didn’t like to talk to us

when he was on deployment and he said, well, when 1I’m on deployment, | have things. |

keep things in separate boxes. And if my family is in one box, and that goes on a shelf,
and my work is another box and I deal with that [...] and he’s like anytime that | have to
open that family box when | need to be focusing on my work box means that I, I get
distracted and | can’t be distracted. | think he compartmentalized a whole lot of his life
that way. And that was how he thought he would keep us safe.

Participants in this study highlighted is the impact that lack of information about a
parent’s morally injurious experiences as a major impediment to connection and communication
throughout the lifespan. As one participant shared, the challenges in communication have had
lasting impacts on them into their adult life:

[...] and there’s a lot of anger. You know, when | when | was a kid, when he came home

and stuff, and | think for a long time I’ve been trying to just figure out like. I. I don't

know [...] Maybe what, what hurts so bad or what like just [...] That whole military
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mechanism and and and culture and and... How these guys go, or you know, how these
men and women go over there and and come back and and function and? Yeah, I think a
lot. I think you know some communication around it, you know, would would definitely
help with things.
One participant, who currently works with injured Veterans, reflected that:
Both based on my own personal experience, but also so many of the stories that I’ve
heard through work now, is that kids know a lot more than | think parents want to think
that they know, that they pick up on the changes on the issues and if you’re not talking to
them about it they’re gonna make up the reasons or the stories, and that might mean
blaming themselves or concocting, you know, all sorts of fanciful ideas about what is
really going on and what’s the cause.
Although many Veterans may express concern that sharing details about their military duties can
be damaging to children causing them to withhold information (e.g., Cozza et al., 2005), this
study supported that incomplete or inaccurate information may lead children to fill in the gaps on
their own, leading to increased anxiety of feelings of self-blame in children. Most participants in
the study reflected that increased opportunities to learn about their parent's moral injury would
have been beneficial, emphasizing the importance of age-appropriate disclosures. This was
further supported by one participant, whose father told them about their morally injurious
experiences later in life. This participant shared that:
| really, my empathy, like my ability to empathize, was just so much easier. Having
known what he saw, what he experienced, and because | could put my own kind of vision
on it and think about if I were in that situation, I don't know what | would have

done. Now, I think you know, looking back, I didn’t know about, you know, secondary
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traumatization or anything like that at that time, even. And. But, but there was something

that was like, OK, I I finally, you're finally letting me in. I, I... it helps me kind of

understand that when he needed space, it wasn’t because of me or anything that my
brother or | had done or anything my mom did. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his life
because of us. It was because he saw stuff that no one else had seen [...] There are other
people, but very few people can truly understand.

For the majority of participants, their parents did not engage in discussion about the cause
of a moral injury. However, there were some notable exceptions. While most participants
reflected that communication addressing the causes of moral injury was minimal, there were
select participants who reflected that their Veteran parent would “overshare” about these events
in ways that were excessive and distressing. Some participants noted that while their parents
would not share about their experiences directly with them, they would share when it was under
the label of educational activities. For example, one participant shared that:

At one point | interviewed him, when | was in university, for a project. And | feel quite

bad about this now because | was asking and, and we were talking about kind of the

extent of his experiences and his trauma. And he was telling me stories, and in hindsight |
know probably just how difficult and, and triggering that would have been. But | was
able to hear some of what he saw and I just can’t even imagine, sorry. Can’t even
imagine seeing that and then not being able to talk to anyone about it.

This experience was also shared by another participant, who reflected that:

My cousin was [in a] class, and she had asked him to come and be a speaker. And | sat in,

in that class. And that’s when my dad started talking to them about war and that’s how |

learned about that [deployment] story and... | left halfway through because | was angry
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that I hadn’t... That I didn’t know. When he was more comfortable telling strangers about

it. And then also kind of relieved that I, now I knew, but like that it was... It was a mixed

bag of, like, of emotions for sure.

Crucially, participants reflected that the challenges they noticed that moral injury creates
with communication are not limited solely to the morally injured parent. One participant
reflected that “I spent a fair bit of time wondering kind of what was wrong or what could have
happened without really feeling comfortable being able to ask or bring it up because it was never
kind of initiated by my parents”. Similarly, a different participant shared that “I do wish [...]
both my mom and my dad shared with us a little bit more about it”. In these instances, it was
demonstrated that participants felt both parents became complicit in attempting to protect them,
their child, by minimizing potentially distressing topics. While all participants in this study
reflected that conversations about parental moral injury should be age-appropriate, they also
emphasized that communication about the experience should be a normalized topic in family
interactions. One participant reflected on the importance of such conversations, sharing that:
“You know, when you don’t know what is going on, your mind tries to fill in the blanks the best
if you can’t... The best that you can ‘cause it just wants to understand... it just wants to
understand ‘cause when you know what to expect, you feel safe.”

Some participants in this study further reflected on the strain they felt moral injury placed
on family interactions more generally. For example, one participant noted that “I had no idea
what was going on behind closed doors, but I always heard fights”. Other participants noted that
their relationship with the other parent, often the mother, was strained by the additional stress

their non-morally injured parent was under. For example, one participant shared that:
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| held a lot of anger towards my mom. In my, kind of like early years and in my high
school years, ‘cause she was often angry. She was often exhausted and would take that
out on, on all of us and and in the home and... and the more | look back, the more |
realized that she was holding so much responsibility for our family and trying to support
my dad that she was burnt out like and she didn’t have the tools or resources to be able to
process and navigate what was going on herself.
One participant in the study, who was raised in two dual-service households, with both biological
parents and both stepparents serving, noted the increased challenge that resulted from the
interaction between two parents residing in the same household with military service-related
moral injury. This participant shared that:
My mom was a [noncommissioned officer] so she would get, you know, kind of
intimidated at work purposely by other people. And I feel like it [moral injury] showed
up definitely because my dad, her husband, was an officer. And, she would definitely like
very... always like, anxious around him. Like, if he... it kind of showed up like when
you pull in the driveway, she’d get up out of her chair and like, start doing something
kind of thing, like she would do at work kind of thing.
A different participant also noted their own internalized challenge in communicating about their
parents’ moral injury, saying, “I've never been able to speak it before, so to hear me say it out
loud, it’s like, wow. And it’s all sounding so real because I’ve heard the stories, but I’m not like,
| was never really allowed to know.”
The inter-familial impacts of militarized moral injury, in this study, appeared for many
participants to compound over the years when external support was negligent. For example, one

participant noted that “and then eventually my mom just couldn’t take it after like, 35 years. She
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was like, I cannot do this anymore. So, my mom left and then | was left alone because he doesn’t
speak to my sisters. So, it’s just me.”

While all participants reported challenges associated with communication and
connection, which they attributed to moral injury, it is important to note that many participants
also reflected on the ways in which they saw their parents consciously work to address these
challenges in later life. For example, one participant reflected: “So between therapy, some
validation, some financial support [from VAC] and biofeedback, 1’d say those things really
helped our relationship”.

Parentification. Parentification was a prevalent theme within the experiences of
participants in this study. Parentification can be understood as “a distortion of, disturbance in, or
lack of appropriate boundaries between family subsystems, resulting in a functional or emotional
role reversal in which the child takes on adult responsibilities that are inappropriate for his or her
development stage and age” (Hooper et al., 2014, p. 124). Military families in general live in a
unique context that encourages the emergence of parentification, including the prevalence of
deployments, parental unavailability, and parental mental health considerations (Hooper et al.,
2014; Truhan, 2015). It has been suggested that parentification is often the attempt of children to
restore equilibrium to families that have been destabilized (Hooper, 2007), which was consistent
with reflections from participants in this study. For example, one participant reflected on

growing up in a military family more generally, sharing that:

[It is] an atmosphere of constant preparation for war, with the accompanying implication
for every family that on a moment’s notice, the father can, or mother can, be sent to war,
perhaps never to be seen again. And I thought that was just like, you know, you are in a

constant preparation for war.
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This feeling of constant preparation for war may have contributed, for this participant, to a

family predisposition of vulnerability to the impacts of the Veteran’s moral injury.

While many participants reflected that tasks consistent with parentification (e.g.,
managing parental emotions or reactions, taking on household chores, assisting siblings) were
something to be “unlearned”, they were also consistently discussed as “coping skills” that they

needed to manage their childhood experiences.

Research on PTSD and parentification in military families suggests that symptoms of
anger or violence result in diminished emotional availability or support (e.g., Harrison et al.,
2014). Participants in this study share similar reflections on their experiences within the context
of parental moral injury, noting that they “always had to be very cautious” in interactions with
their morally injured parent in order to limit the parent’s emotional reaction. Some participants
reflected that they continue to struggle with the feelings they associate with the increased
responsibilities they experience, for example:

I’m still on my own journey with this, and sometimes looking at, at what my parents,

how my parents brought us up and stuff like that still causes its own anger and stuff like

that. Like, why didn’t you matter? Why couldn’t this have been better? Why did you
have to handle it that way? Why did you have to go away so often? Why weren’t you
there? So it’s just one more piece in the puzzle.
Importantly, for many in this study, parentified expectations were not childhood experiences
limited to parents’ military service or duties (e.g., deployments), but instead extended into
adulthood as their parents’ moral injuries continued to present. This was exemplified by one
participant who shared: “I feel a lot more like a mother and a wife to my father than I do a

daughter.”
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Emotional Parentification. For participants in this study emotional parentification was
described as something they “had to deal with”. While it was less common for participants to
describe providing direct emotional support to parents, the experience of managing a parent’s
emotions was commonly described. For example, one participant shared: “I felt, I feel like
normally children are allowed to be very selfish about their emotions and don’t have to manage
other people’s emotions. And | had to constantly manage my father’s emotions.” For many
participants, there was the perception that they were responsible for helping regulate outbursts of

moral emotions (e.g., anger, shame). One participant explained it as:

| kind of felt like my dad’s outbursts or anger was always kind of lurking in the shadows.
You never kind of knew when it was gonna pop up or cause an issue. And that made it
challenging to, to be able to like I don’t know full... fully exist. I guess. Like I said, I felt
like I had to change and be on like my best behavior at all times to try to prevent myself

from having to deal with the monster and trying to avoid that at all costs.

For another participant, they described monitoring their Veteran mother’s expression of shame,
saying: “Mom would express, like, shame a lot. Like, [...] towards us even. And she would hear,
like, if someone made, like, a cat call kind of thing. She would kind of feel shame and like, kind
of say like, it’s, you know, it’s your fault”. For participants in this study, there was a consistent
theme of “a lot of pressure to behave, to be good. So as to not upset him [the Veteran] or cause
any... any issues.” One participant shared that they “felt a fair bit of pressure to perform. To
excel kind of in all things, in part to make my parents happy, and in hopes that that would kind of
reduce or alleviate any frustration or anger that we were seeing from my dad.” For some

participants, this role-reversal of managing their parents’ emotions also resulted in a sense of
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ambiguous loss, where one participant reflected: “I’ve mourned the death of my father a long
time ago because he’s not... He’s not a person anymore”.

Some participants reflected that they, as adults, continue to demonstrate traits that may be
associated with these experiences of emotional parentification. For example, participants often
described “I always try to like deescalate conflict in any situation” or “people pleasing
tendencies” as having developed through interactions within their family. This was particularly
true for participants who continued to have caregiving roles within the Veteran’s life and those

who reported being an older sibling.

Instrumental Parentification. Participants reflected on instrumental parentification both
as it related to care of siblings and household tasks, with one participant noting “and then I felt
like kind of like I became their maid, after him and his wife became disabled [due to military
service]. It was... I took on every single chore in the house” and another shared “my sister and I
were in charge of cleaning the whole house when we were kids, and it was a feat. But dirt and
clutter stress him out. Crowds, loud noises, unpredictability, change in schedule, change in
routine”. Participants in this study who had a parent deploy often reflected that they experienced
increased expectations from their parents during those times. For example, one participant shared
“there was an expectation, I think from both of our parents, that this was going to be a
challenging time. Mom was going to have to be taking care of everything alone, so certainly a bit
of, you know, you girls have to step up. You have to be good. You have to help out around the
house. Don’t cause your mom any headache”.

Notably, the parentification reflected on by participants in this study appeared to result in

accelerated maturation, where some participants reflected that “Like I felt [ had to grow up very
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quickly, had to be responsible for a lot more than my friends”. One participant reflected on the
experience of accelerated maturation, sharing:

| remember being like 5 years old and people looking at me being like, oh, she’s an old

soul. What? I’'m 5. [...] A 5-year-old shouldn’t be sitting quietly in a room, sitting on her

hands, right? You know, and you know, or offering points of wisdom. Why is a 5-year-
old trying to like, soothe a grown adult, right, with words of wisdom, right? [...] I had no
business offering advice or suggestions or trying to calm an adult and their nervous
system when mine wasn’t even ready yet.

For some participants, this accelerated maturation meant that they were responsible for
tasks, including the provision of health care for their own well-being, at a young age. One
participant shared:

| remember being 13-14 years old and | won’t bother getting into, like ‘cause it’s my

trauma incident, not my dad’s, but I remember, like, that incident happening and it was ‘I

don’t want to hear about it. Deal with it. You know you can make a doctor’s

appointment” And | did, at 14 years old, to get my first SSRIs, which is an insane
conversation for a 14-year-old to have independently.

Another participant shared:

Because even when my mom was working and | had a day off with my father, | had to
manage my dad. Like, what are we doing and where are we going and what’s expected of
us? And then, I, in high school, my mom [...] She, she went [on a deployment] for three
months and it was just me and my father. And for those three months I didn’t see my dad
and I was... | was like 15 years old, so... Shouldn’t have been left alone at that time, for

that period of time. But like my... Yeah, [ made dinner. Dinner. Like it was just, that’s,
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that’s the way that it was. So yeah, definitely, definitely took more care of him than he

took care of, of me. For sure. Yeah, yeah.

“A New Perspective”: Life-Course Impacts of Parental Moral Injury
The impacts of a parent’s moral injury were reflected on throughout the life course of the
participants in this study. For many participants, the motivation to take part in the study was a
direct response to how they felt these impacts had been largely unacknowledged or unseen. For
example, one participant shared that:
Having seen and heard a lot of people stories, particularly in the last couple of years
through work [with Veterans], kind of feel it’s more important to try to share my story in
hopes that maybe it can kind of help further the understanding. Help maybe someone else
who had a similar experience.
The most prominent long-course impacts reflected on by participants included connection to a
military identity, perceptions of institutional betrayal, and their own mental health.
Connection to Military Identity
The majority of participants in this study reported an ongoing connection to the military
through their occupation. For some, this included direct service in the CAF themselves.
However, other participants selected jobs working with VAC or Veteran mental health. For
example, one participant noted that: “so | have an undergrad in psychology, so I’ve always been
really interested in mental health and then for the last two years I’ve been working for a not-for-
profit focused on improving mental health and well-being of Veterans and their families”.
Participants in these roles often reflected that they felt the opportunity to understand Veterans’
experiences allowed them to better understand their own experiences. This was explained by one

participant, who said: “I think it has allowed me to maybe look back on certain memories with a
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new perspective and a new lens and get better, be able to empathize with with, kind of both of
my parents in ways that | hadn’t really been able to before”.

While many participants maintained a connection to the military through their
professional endeavours, it was also noted by most participants that they felt they were
disconnected from others who were raised in military families. This disconnect manifested, for
some, in a sense of lost identity. For example, participants often reflected thoughts such as: “But
there’s still a part of me that’s like I still wish I knew military children, ‘cause | don’t.” or “it
wasn’t until grade 10 that I finally met one other kid that had a military family”. The importance
of knowing other military-connected children was demonstrated by one participant, who, when
asked what the most helpful resource for support was, responded: “honestly, other army brats
[...] or not even army, like Navy Kkids, Air Force brats, all of, all of the brats.”

For participants in this study, the challenge of finding peers who understood military
stressors appeared to complicate the experience of having a morally injured parent. For these
participants, there was often a perception that “there was nothing for us” from the military
organization, and that civilian supports (e.g., schools, extracurricular activities) lacked the
military knowledge to help identify when extra support was warranted. Participants often
acknowledged that there may have been other options for support, but access to these options
was challenging. For example, one participant shared:

There maybe, there were probably supports through the MFRCs or something like that

that we could have accessed but because it wasn’t talked about or discussed in any way it

certainly wasn’t something that, as a kid living off base, that I would have stumbled
across, or would have been able to kind of reach out to for myself.

Doubly Betrayal
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For many participants in this study, having a parent with a military service-related moral
injury led to a sense of institutional betrayal, for example, saying things such as “I hold
resentment to the military”. Institutional betrayal and moral injury are highly connected
constructs. While institutional betrayal refers to the harm caused by an institution, moral injury
can be manifested as the individual harm felt by an individual due to harm which the institution
is believed to play a role in. As such, participants in this study often viewed institutional betrayal
as a morally injurious incident. These participants reported fecling that their parent had “slipped
through the cracks” or that “the military doesn’t want to necessarily take care of their people.
That’s my feeling now”, which was internalized by participants as a transgression to previously
held worldviews, where the military had been a positive institution which cared for its members.
The perception of institutional betrayal as morally harmful was particularly strong in participants
who later served in the CAF themselves. In these cases, it appeared that Veteran participants who
encountered their own morally injurious experiences associated with military service were
doubly betrayed, where they felt both their parents and they themselves were let down by the
military institution.

For many participants in this study, there was also a sense of abandonment by the
military institution due to its failure to recognize the unique role that family members play in the
well-being of the Armed Forces. That was elucidated by one participant who shared: “that this
does affect the whole family and that, you know... You know, there’s, there’s no recognition for,
for anything”, and later saying that “no one even knew we were there”. Another participant
similarly reflected that after they turned 18 and were no longer a dependent the lack of military
acknowledgement “just makes you feel like you don’t exist, right?” Participants in this study

largely reflected that they received no support or acknowledgement from the CAF in managing
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any military-related stressors, including parental moral injury, and this profoundly influenced
how they felt about the military later in life. When asked what the CAF should know about moral
injury in military families, the need to acknowledge military children was the most commonly
cited comment.
Mental Health

Participants in this study often openly talked about their own mental health and how it
might be related to a parental military service-related moral injury. For some participants in this
study, the militarized culture their parent(s) brought home limited their ability to identify the
need for support or access a mental healthcare provider as a child. One participant reflected on
this, sharing that: “I feel big emotions all the time. And | suppress them because | was told that,
you know, shedding tears, you know, is bad or being angry is bad or, you know, even like things
like joy and excitement. Like, | don’t feel joy because big emotions are bad.” Another
participant, when asked what support was available for them, responded with “there was not an
ounce of anything there.” It may be thought that for children who have a morally injured parent,
the lack of psychological support or education has more lasting impacts. For example, some
participants in this study described significant ripple effects of parental moral injury on their own
mental health. One participant described this, sharing:

I, I have engaged in a lot of self-harm in my life and, and again, with some suicide

attempts and although | don’t blame my dad’s moral injury for all of that I, I do think that

it... there’s a very strong correlation and I, and I do think a lot of the, the pain that I, with

internal pain that | was experiencing, was because of what my dad was going through and

seeing him in pain and seeing him self-harm and you know, seeing him struggle.
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An unexpected pattern amongst all participants in this study was the utilization of mental
health care in adulthood. For example, one participant shared: “I’ve gone through a lot of them,
like I’ve been with a psychologist, I’ve been with a psychiatrist, 1’ve been on medication. I’ve
been with an occupational therapist.” While most participants reflected that they did not seek
mental health support to directly address their parent’s moral injury, they did reflect on the ways
in which access to such support allowed them to work through the militarized stressors they
experienced. For example, one participant noted that “part of my therapy is that inner child work
and, and, and looking back and, and really recognizing that kind of from, from the beginning, I...
| did have it tough in, in, in this, in this environment” and specifically reflecting that therapy
allowed them to reflect on how their Veteran parent’s moral injury “created a lack of safety” for
them growing up. While another participant reflected that:

| received formal mental health support many times in my life, but it’s only been within

the last... So I started seeing my [current] therapist 2023, like spring of 2023 [...] That's

when |, | really realized the connection of everything to my dad’s moral injury. None of

[previous therapies] ever helped or clicked or kind of got to the core of it and it’s only

within, you know, connection to my social worker that, my therapist now, and I, | sought

her out because she has previously worked for VAC. I... | that | think that I am like
really starting to process and understand and, and kind of heal from it.
While the increased use of mental healthcare services among the participants in this study may,
in part, be attributed to societal changes in attitudes towards mental health, it may also indicate
that individuals growing up with a morally injured parent have unique perspectives on the
benefits of mental health care and uniquely require access to support in adult life. For example,

one participant reflected that “l mean, I, I wouldn’t have made it without the, the support and the
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therapy and and and all the help. And I think if that was something that was accepted or, or
provided to, to my dad, I think it would have probably dramatically kind of lessen the blow over
time,” while another shared, “we [adult children] still need help. I’m 35 and I still like. I’m just
starting to understand. I'm just starting to understand that I could use VAC support more than,
like, more than I ever could in my life right now. I think, you know, now that I’m finally kind of
able to process.”

The findings presented in this chapter illustrate the profound and enduring impacts of
military service-related moral injury on the families of CAF Veterans, particularly the children.
Through the retrospective narratives of participants, moral injury was shown to shape not only
the emotional and behavioural patterns of the affected parent but also the broader family system
and the developmental trajectories of their children. Participants described both visible and
invisible impacts that spanned the life course, including disrupted relationships, internalized
responsibility, and struggles with meaning-making. At the same time, their accounts revealed
adaptive strategies, moments of clarity, and ongoing efforts to understand and integrate these

experiences

Chapter 7: Discussion
This qualitative study sought to understand the complex ways in which adult children of
CAF Veterans experienced and understood military service-related moral injury in their
parent(s). Participants reflected noticing changes in parents after exposure to morally injurious
events quickly, while also noting that they were aware of the effects of cumulative experiences.
This finding is consistent with previous research (e.g., May et al., 2023; McGaw et al., 2019;

Reeves, 2024), indicating the ways in which children attune to differences in parents’ behaviours
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and reactions are consistent with current understandings of moral injury, giving important insight
into observable traits and changes to family dynamics potentially related to moral injury.

Analysis of the data gathered through this study was informed by the Family Adaptation
and Adjustment Response Model (FAAR; Patterson, 1988). The FAAR model is used in this
study to understand how families respond to and recover from challenging life events. Within the
FAAR model capabilities (e.g., resources, coping strategies), demands (e.g., stressors, crises,
changes), and meanings form three central concepts facilitating family adaptation and
adjustment. Within this study, moral injury was positioned as a family crisis point within which
families were required to adapt or adjust. In the FAAR model a crisis is understood as a
disruption, where old patterns and capabilities are inadequate and require family members to
change in order to restore a homeostasis. Importantly, in the FAAR model, family crisis is not
associated with a stigmatizing value judgement akin to failure, but rather denotes a need for
transition. Patterson (1988) describes families in crisis as “uncomfortable and vulnerable” (p.
228), which often leads families to seek external supports in order to re-establish homeostasis.
Through positioning military service-related moral injuries as a family crisis point, the findings
from this study allow for the essential consideration of the stressors or strain which give rise to
moral injury, the demands of moral injury in the family, the process of adjustment and/or
adaptation, and the overall meaning-making process through the perspectives of children in
military families.
Stressors and Strains Relating to Military Service-Related Moral Injury

Using the FAAR model, the demands of moral injury can be understood through the
concepts of stressors and strains. Patterson (1988) defines stressors as life events occurring at

discrete points in time with the potential of producing change in the family social system.
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Conversely, strains are described as a condition or tension associated with the need or desire to
change that emerges insidiously in the family (Patterson, 1988). Notably, within this study,
stressors and strains resemble the differentiation between type | trauma (acute events, sudden or
unexpected) and type Il trauma (repeated and/or protracted, chronic, anticipated) as distinguished
by Stefancovic et al. (2022). Previous studies on military service-related moral injuries have
often taken a combat-centric approach (e.g., Boscarino et al., 2022; Hansen et al., 2021; Houle et
al., 2021; Williams & Berenbaum, 2024). Such an approach emphasizes morally injurious events
as stressors occurring at discrete points in time and as recognizable combat-related traumatic
events. The current study, however, suggests that the accumulation of potentially morally
injurious events can lead to persistent demands, ultimately producing MIROs. In particular,
many participants in their study reflected on military leadership and policy as being morally
damaging to their parents. Such events are not often viewed as one specific moment in time, but
rather felt as an insidious pileup present both domestically and on international deployments. The
FAAR model supports this, suggesting that when demands interact, there is an exacerbating
effect (Patterson, 1988).

It is important to note that the majority of PMIESs that participants reflected on as having
impacted their parents were self-attributed (e.g., action or inaction by self) or betrayal-based
transgressions (e.g., leadership or institutional betrayal), as opposed to witnessing transgressions
by others. It has been suggested that these two typologies of morally injurious events (self-
attributed and betrayal-based) are more closely linked to adverse psychological impacts than
witnessing transgression by others (Sowden & Jones, 2024), a finding supported by the current

study. However, it is essential to note that the impact of witnessing morally injurious events may
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not have been shared from parents to children. Therefore, the impacts of witnessing events
leading to moral injury may not be well understood in family units.
Stressors

Participants described various stressors as a result of their parents’ military service-
related moral injury. Participants described both typical military-related challenges, such as
deployments, relocations, and reintegration, as well as the more complex and often hidden
impacts associated with moral injury. Together, these experiences created a landscape of
persistent strain that shaped family dynamics, emotional climate, and individual development.

Deployments. While deployment-related activities were not an inclusion criterion for this
study, the time period in which participants' parents served (Post-Gulf War) was inclusive of
many notable CAF deployments in which exposure to large-scale suffering was present (e.g.,
Rwanda, Golan Heights, Afghanistan, Balkans). As such, many participants reflected on
deployment-related events as discrete examples of morally injurious events. For example, many
participants reflected on the unique moral challenge their parents faced when encountering and
interacting with children while deployed. Previous literature suggests that encountering ill or
injured women and children is one of the most commonly reported PMIEs during deployment
(Hansen et al., 2021), and research suggests that encountering children is uniquely morally
damaging (Baillie Abidi et al., 2025; Houle et al., 2024). Findings from this study further suggest
that parent-child relationships may be profoundly impacted by such encounters, with participants
in this study reflecting that encounters with children during deployments often changed the way
they felt their parents interacted with them. For example, participants often reflected feeling like
their parent was more emotionally distant, less communicative, and more protective when

morally injurious events included the presence or harm of children.
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Additionally, many participants reflected on instances in which the rules of engagement
or operational directives were viewed as morally harmful for the Veteran. Rules of engagement
are intended to provide clarity on when, where, how, and against whom force can be used
(Sandvik, 2014). However, modern military deployments are often complex and multifaceted.
Research produced during the years in which many of the participants’ parents were serving
emphasized the cognitive and emotional stressors associated with unpredictable missions,
shifting rules of engagement, role ambiguity, and struggling with conflicting personal and
political views of the mission (Litz, 1996; Lundin & Otto, 1996; Orsillo et al., 1998). Similarly, a
study on Norwegian Veterans deployed to Afghanistan found that moral challenges and
witnessing harm were more significantly associated with psychological deprecations compared
to trauma rooted in personal threats (Nordstrand et al., 2019). The current study suggests that
there may be long-term morally harmful impacts associated with modern military deployments
where role ambiguity and rules of engagement are misaligned with moral values, and that these
impacts ripple into family life. Previous qualitative studies suggest that Veterans report knowing
immediately or shortly after an event that their (in)action has violated their moral code; however,
resulting moral injuries can often lie dormant for unspecified amounts of time (Klassen et al.,
2019). Notably, the same study suggested that Veterans often describe realizing the impacts of
deployment-related moral violations when they return home and interact with civilians. The
present study supports this previous finding, as participants often reflected that they noticed
changes to their parents’ behaviours almost immediately upon the Veteran’s return from
deployment; however, moral injury-related outcomes often appeared to worsen over time.

Military to Civilian Transition. Consistent with previous literature (e.g., Copeland et

al., 2023; Harwood-Gross et al., 2024), this study suggests that the transition out of military
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service is a particularly vulnerable time for the escalation of moral injury-related outcomes. This
may, in part, be explained by the ability military members have to cope with morally injurious
events during their service through simplification, justification, and rationalization (Molendijk,
2024). It is reasonable to believe that transitioning out of military service disrupts the meaning-
making process that had previously been employed as a coping strategy, and integration into
civilian values and expectations prompts Veterans to re-evaluate their experiences. One
participant alluded to this, saying that “It's the aftermath and, and now out of it and going
seriously, what the fuck?” Consistent with this suggestion is research indicating that VVeterans
who experience moral injury are more prone to attempt or engage in suicidal acts (Bryan et al.,
2014; Levi-Belz et al., 2023; Maguen et al., 2023), and this risk is increased for those who report
experiencing PMIEs during service as they transition out of the military (Edwards et al., 2023;
Maguen et al., 2023). Research on military-to-civilian transition has often highlighted the
challenges associated with leaving military service, including loss of sense of self, purpose, and
belonging (Sachdev & Dixit, 2023). Veterans often report finding it challenging to integrate into
civilian culture (Edwards et al., 2024; Sachdev & Dixit, 2023), and report feeling social
alienation (Edwards et al., 2024).
Strains

Within this study, strains related to potential moral injury were reflected on by
participants as enduring aspects of their parents’ military service. The demands associated with
strains in this included aspects like leadership, betrayal, and military culture, which represented a
distinct set of PMIEs. Such events, unlike the stressors participants noted, were not mutually
exclusive but potentially related to the occurrence of moral injury. Research on trauma suggests

that exposure to repeated or protracted traumatic events is associated with higher symptom
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severity and complexity (Briere et al., 2008; Ehring & Quack, 2010; Stefanovic et al., 2022),
which was reflective of the morally injurious experiences of participants in this study.
Furthermore, it is essential to note that the strains which participants reflected knowledge of
were often present throughout and beyond military service, creating ongoing moral conflict after
release from the CAF.

Leadership and Policy. Participants in this study reflected on a variety of ways in which
they perceived leadership and CAF policy to impact their parents’ development and maintenance
of moral injury. This was reflected through a variety of examples, including personal conflict
with supervisors, denied promotions, challenges with pensions, lack of documentation, and
feeling as though they were punished for doing what they believed was right. Leaders who are
ineffective, non-supportive, inconsistent, egocentric, or morally ambiguous represent a
significant risk for the development of moral injury in those they lead (Simmons-Beauchamp &
Sharpe, 2022; Vermetten et al., 2025). Similarly, some studies have shown that when leaders
have moral awareness there are notable decreases in adverse mental health outcomes in Veterans
returning from combat (Gutierrez et al., 2024; Zerach et al., 2023). Considering the ways in
which leadership is associated with moral injury is essential in understanding how to better
support military members in effective leadership practices that proactively protect members from
moral harm.

Betrayal. Participants in this study often reflected on betrayal-based or institutional
traumas as particularly meaningful examples of morally injurious events within military service.
In these cases, it was not the exposure to criterion A trauma (exposure to real or threatened
death, serious injury, or sexual violence) that was highlighted as the most meaningful or

impactful knowledge they had of a parent’s service. While previous research on institutional
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betrayals, as identified by a scoping review, has heavily focused on military institutional betrayal
through a primary lens on military sexual trauma (McAdams et al., 2024), participants in this
study frequently reflected on their parents as having been betrayed throughout their service to the
CAF in a variety of ways. Samples of this included perceptions of betrayal based on medical
discharges, inadequate training or preparation, and lack of awareness regarding domestic-related
PMIEs. These findings are aligned with Betrayal Trauma Theory (BTT), which proposes that
events high in perceived social betrayal are inherently more traumatic than events without
(Freyd, 1994). Mojallal and colleagues (2024) also support this finding, where their research
demonstrated significant positive associations between betrayal trauma and moral injury.
Similarly, Griffith et al. (2023) noted that subjective perceptions of betrayal predict symptoms of
PTSD, depression, and dissociation, demonstrating the vital role of perceptions in psychological
reactions to traumatic experiences. Importantly, betrayal-based trauma is associated with reduced
treatment-seeking behaviours in military Veterans (Kelly, 2021). Similarly, a study on CAF
Veterans found that those who were exposed to PMIEs were less likely to seek help or disclose
trauma details, compared to those whose traumatology was associated solely with PTSD
(Nazarov et al., 2024). These findings appeared consistent with the current study, where many
participants reflected that their morally injured parent was often reluctant to engage in
psychotherapy or delayed utilization of psychotherapy until after their transition out of the CAF.
Military Culture. As noted by Conrad and colleagues (2021), many military situations
which give rise to moral injury, including authoritarian structure, embedded behavioural culture,
training, and domestic duties, are not singularly associated with deployment-based activities. The
findings from this study suggest that military culture may uniquely contribute to morally

injurious experiences with CAF service. In particular, some participants in this study noted
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elements of military culture, such as combat elitism (wherein those deployed on international
missions associated with combat were perceived to be more deserving of support or resources)
and militarized masculinity, which allowed for morally injurious events to systematically occur.
However, it is also important to note that the CAF also embodies fundamental Canadian values,
including democratic ideals and the right to equal opportunities and freedom (Harrison &
Laliberté, 2008). Findings from Harrison and Laliberté’s study suggest that the tension between
the Canadian values, which may have contributed to the desire to engage in military service, and
the morally injurious nature of some military experiences was particularly morally harmful. For
some participants, this tension resulted in altered worldviews and a sense of self that were
perceived to be unaddressed by the military institution or subsequent interventions. For the
participants of this study, the belief that the military institution had failed a parent created a sense
of betrayal for the child, which often was long-lasting and led to negative beliefs about the CAF.
Gendered Perspectives. Vitally, participants in this study who reflected on a female
parent’s moral injury, or female participants who also served within the CAF themselves,
highlighted specific morally injurious strains associated with gendered aspects of military
service, including heightened feelings of institutional betrayal and abandonment. Roberts (2025)
identified several potentially morally injurious elements of military service, including sexual
assault, hostile work environment, gender harassment, perceptions of retaliation, and lack of
integrity in senior officers, which were noted by many of those who took part in this study.
Participants noted that some experiences common to all Veterans were made more challenging
by the gendered reality of military culture. Additionally, the majority of participants who
reported on a female parent or their own experience as a female serving member noted the

profound moral harm associated with military sexual assault. Within the military, sexual assault
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is complicated by institutional betrayal, where leaders and the organization may be perceived to
maintain the culture which allows for the assault to occur and be silenced (Johnson et al., 2024).
Accumulation

All participants reflected that their parents accumulated a mix of acute and chronic
demands within military service that were morally harmful. Consistent with poly-victimization
models, which posit that exposure to multiple stressors is related to adverse psychological
functioning (Davis et al., 2022; Macia et al., 2020), the accumulation of morally injurious events
seemed to be more injurious from participants’ observations than one isolated event. This finding
is similar to research by McCormack and Riley (2016), who found that chronic exposure to
trauma in policing created a domino effect which diminished self-worth and sense of purpose,
leading to moral injury. Notably, some events which may be perceived as discrete, such as
medical discharges, were then further influenced by perceptions of institutional betrayal, which
appeared to exacerbate moral injury-related outcomes in a way that was consistent with previous

research (Grant et al., 2025).

Demands of Parental Moral Injury

This study brought to light some of the demands and impacts of military service-related
moral injury at the family level. In the FAAR model, demands can be understood as normative or
nonnormative stressors composed of discrete and explicit events, unresolved or ongoing
conflicts, and daily hassles (Patterson, 2002). Although studies specifically looking at moral
injuries and family functioning are limited, research on PTSD indicates that there are significant
and notable demands. A study by Norris and colleagues (2018) elucidated some of the demands
faced by spouses of Veterans with OSI, including demands associated with family and marital

adjustments, such as challenges with expressiveness, self-disclosure, intimacy, conflict,
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communication, anger, isolation, and stress. Participants in the present study reported witnessing
similar challenges within their parents, with communication and expressed anger being
particularly notable.

Importantly, this study helps demonstrate that the family felt demands following a
military service-related moral injury were not isolated to the parents. Participants in this study
reflected feeling increased demands, including challenges with communication, isolation, and
ambiguous loss. A systematic review by Christie and colleagues (2019) demonstrated the
adverse effect of PTSD on parenting practices, including increased parenting stress, lower
satisfaction, less-optimal parent-child relationships, and more frequent harmful parenting
practices. The present study provides support for the notion that moral injury may have a
similarly adverse impact on parenting practices and parent-child relationships. The findings from
the present study also emphasized that the burden of care shouldered by children in military
families is long-lasting, with many participants reflecting that they continued to take tasks to
assist their parent into their adult life (e.g., emotional regulation, household tasks, arranging
medical care). Awareness of the demands faced by military children throughout their life course
is essential, as these children often lack easy access to professional support that possesses the
military cultural competency needed to understand their unique life experiences.

For the majority of participants in this study, care and support of a morally injured
Veteran was often a core feature of family dynamics. Participants in this study reflected that
there were often increased demands on them to provide their morally injured parent with the
provision of health care, reminders to use emotion regulation skills, and social support. This was
especially the case for participants whose parents had divorced or separated from previous

partners. Participants in this scenario reflected feeling that their parents’ moral injury was related
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to the relationship breakdown between their parents, and frequently resulted in the child taking
on additional roles within the Veteran’s life. These findings are consistent with previous
literature exploring the perspectives of spouses living with Veterans’ diagnoses with PTSD
(Maddah et al., 2024; Oudi et al., 2023).

Additionally, some participants in this study reflected on the ambiguous loss of “losing” a
parent to moral injury. Ambiguous loss can be understood as a prolonged grief arising from the
loss of a loved one who is physically present, but psychologically absent (Boss, 2010). This
finding echoes a study conducted by McCormack and Sly (2013), who reported that children of
trauma-injured Veterans “deeply grieved the intimacy of a lost father-daughter relationship” (p.
306). While participants in the study generally demonstrated deep compassion for the
experiences their parents had while employed in the CAF, and were able to retrospectively
identify patterns of behaviour as resulting from morally injurious outcomes, the profound grief
associated with the lasting impacts on the parent-child relationship was significant. Participants
often described a sense of loss as their parents withdrew from significant life events or everyday
life activities. Examples included family vacations, graduations, mealtimes, and social
gatherings. For participants in this study, the loss was compounded by the lack of
communication and information about their parents’ activities and duties, which left the children
to create their own conclusions or interpretations about the moral injury related outcomes they
saw in their parents and household.

For many in this study, it appeared that the demands of a parental moral injury were
acutely felt through the process of obtaining psychological and physical support and resources
from the CAF and/or VAC for their parent. These findings echo previous research by Norris and

colleagues (2023), which noted the demands on Veterans and families in obtaining a diagnosis
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and subsequent treatments following OSI. Similarly, research conducted on Australian defence
and public safety families found that families may experience their own moral betrayal when
attempts to support a loved one are institutionally thwarted (Lawn et al., 2024). For participants
in this study, Veteran parents often appeared to delay seeking support for their psychological
health, which appeared to add to the demands felt by participants. This demand may speak to the
challenges that Veterans have accessing and navigating the healthcare system after release from
the military, including knowledge about available resources, access to care, and perceived stigma
of mental health issues (Carlozzi et al., 2018).

The findings from this study also suggest the importance of recognizing intergenerational
trauma in military-connected children whose parents have been exposed to morally injurious
events. Some research has explored military-connected children within a framework which labels
them as “Veterans-by-proxy” (Kelly & Paul, 2018). A term which references the experiences of
a Veteran’s relative who experiences traumatic stress as exhibited by the Veteran. Kelly and Paul
(2018) note that Veteran-by-proxy children internalize psychological transmissions as they
attempt to adjust or adapt to their parents’ military service-related trauma. Previous findings on
intergenerational trauma suggest that parental perceptions of self-worth and world view, core
features which may be associated with moral injury, were particularly relevant in
intergenerational trauma transmission (Bachem et al., 2020). Within this current study, there was
strong support that the construct of Veteran-by-proxy could be helpful in explaining and
legitimizing some of the long-term health needs of military-connected children. Participants in
this study spoke about the psychological support they felt they needed, not just as children but

also in their adult lives. It may be that having recognized frameworks and terms would assist
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children in military families throughout their life course in accessing appropriate and competent
support.
Family Capabilities

The FAAR model views family capabilities as resources and coping behaviours used to
meet the demands of stressors and strains. Patterson (1988) emphasizes two major types of
capabilities: resources (what the family has) and coping behaviours (what the family does).
Participants in this study generally described feeling that they lacked the resources needed to
adapt to their parents’ moral injury healthily, often reporting that they felt abandoned by
organizations that they believed should have provided them with resources (e.g., MFRC, VAC,
CAF). Many participants reported that they themselves had never been offered support from the
military, and that they believed support offered to both serving and non-serving parents was
insufficient. This was particularly pronounced for participants whose parents were separated,
where the non-military parent had no ability to access military family resources, and for those
who were in a dual-service family, where supports or resources were perceived to be primarily
available for civilians. Within the sample for this study, the lack of formal resources often
required participants and their studies to primarily depend on developing capabilities within the
family. For some, this caused significant family strain, dysfunction, or breakdown. For others,
this allowed participants to develop lifelong skills and abilities that helped navigate stressors.
Resources For Veterans

Participants in this study unanimously endorsed the importance of formal psychological
care for morally injured Veterans and their families. Participants spoke about the benefits they
witnessed in their parents accessing professional support, such as psychologists or social

workers, including increased emotional regulation skills and improved overall well-being.
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However, for many participants, access to psychological resources was often delayed or
perceived to be impeded by the military. For example, some participants spoke to the challenges
associated with parents who did not have their experiences adequately documented during their
careers, which caused significant challenges in accessing support from formal resources such as
VAC. Additionally, participants spoke to the profound challenge for their parents in accessing
support for morally injurious events which happened domestically or as a result of persistent
strains. These challenges may speak to the lack of diagnostic and clinical certainty surrounding
moral injury (e.g., Serfioti et al., 2023), which prevents mental health professionals from asking
Veterans about morally distressing events.

It is also important to note that mental health stigma and help-seeking behaviours in
Veterans are strongly related to leadership styles. McGuffin and colleagues (2021) demonstrated
that supportive leadership decreased levels of self-stigma and public stigma while also increasing
help-seeking behaviours. Conversely, institutionalized military culture and leadership practices
within the CAF may lead those who require mental health support to feel ostracized (Hinton et
al., 2021). This finding is notable, as the participants in this study largely reported feeling that
there were challenges for both their morally injured parent and the family unit associated with
military leadership and chain of command. Numerous participants noted the role that the chain of
command played in the direct experience of morally injurious events, including feeling like high-
ranked leaders were like “[a] dictator, almost”. While more research is needed, the findings from
the present study suggest that it may be that Veterans who encounter leadership-based betrayals
leading to moral injury are less likely to seek mental health support or are more apprehensive of
using Veteran-based resources (e.g., VAC).

Resources for Children
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As no participant in this study felt that they were offered appropriate resources to address
parental moral injury as a child, the current study emphasizes the importance of offering children
specialized support when parental moral injury is present to assist in the meaning-making
process and the development of healthy coping skills. While all participants reflected on the
importance and benefit of psychological support for their parents, there was no participant who
reported being integrated into the care their parents were receiving. Family engagement in
treatment for moral injuries is largely unexplored. However, literature on PTSD suggests that
engaging in treatment is often a family-level decision motivated by the desire to improve family
life and protect relationships within the family unity (Shepherd-Banigan et al., 2023). It has been
demonstrated that family engagement generally enhances PTSD treatments (Laws et al., 2018;
Murphy et al., 2017; Thompson-Hollands et al., 2022). Similarly, withdrawing from family
support has been related to increased struggles with healing from trauma (Ray & Vanstone,
2009). Participants in this study largely endorsed the desire to engage in professional support
alongside their parents, noting that they believed access to such support would facilitate
meaningful conversations, the development of coping skills, and help children accept that their
parents’ behaviours are not the child’s fault.

Furthermore, the findings from this study highlighted the benefit of children of Veterans
having access to formal support in their own right. All participants spoke to their use of
psychological services in their adulthood, with many sharing that processing their parents’ moral
injury and childhood military stressors was an important aspect of treatment. However,
participants in this study also spoke to the challenge of access to treatment. In this sample, no
participant was eligible to access financial support for therapy through VAC. VAC Treatment

Benefits Program may cover the cost of mental health services for family members; however, to
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do so, they must demonstrate (through the mental health provider) that such treatment will
benefit the Veteran (Veterans Affairs Canada, 2024). For participants in this study, this increased
the burden on the Veteran to access and ask for this accommodation, and for participants who
felt that they required psychological care independently, on how it would affect their parents’
well-being.
Family Communication

Children’s desire to understand parental mental illness and their desire to be recognized
as important to their parents’ well-being are often at odds with adults’ perceptions that children
should be protected from the knowledge or responsibility of a parent’s well-being (Gladstone et
al., 2011). However, the participants of this study emphasized that parents’ efforts to shield
children from parental moral injury were often ineffective. For participants in this study who
reported their parents sharing about morally injurious events in a balanced way, there appeared
to be a notable benefit. These participants reported feeling more compassion for their parents,
more understanding of moral injury-related outcomes, and a greater ability to make meaning of
their experience being raised in a household where moral injury was present. This finding is
consistent with the literature, which demonstrates that parents’ age-appropriate disclosure of
potentially traumatic incidents has a predominantly positive effect on children (Sloover et al.,

2023).

Adjustment and Adaptation

Participants in this study provided insight on the multitude of ways in which a parent’s
military service-related moral injury was perceived to directly impact them, both retrospectively
and within their current circumstances. While participants talked about many adverse

experiences, all participants demonstrated through their reflections the resiliency that they
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required to adjust and adapt to parental moral injury. Ungar (2012) described resiliency as the
complex biopsychosocial environment through which individuals navigate and negotiate in order
to build or adapt both internal and external resources. It is important to note that the process of
building resilience, or adjusting and adapting to demands, is not inherently positive or negative.
Children

Rosenheck (1986) explored PTSD in children of WWII Veterans, and found that the
emotional unavailability in a parent post-injury comprised an ‘emotional centre’ around which
family life functioned. Similarly, the present study indicates that moral injury takes on a central
role within Veteran families, often requiring members of the family to make broad adaptations to
family functioning. Within this study, participants often reported experiencing many demands as
a child which they associated with parental moral injury. These demands included institutional-
level demands (e.qg., further military service-related duties, institutional betrayal), family-level
demands (e.g., changes to parents' behaviour, role adaptations), and individual-level demands
(e.g., accelerated maturation). Utilizing the FAAR model, these demands represented an ongoing
family crisis that required ongoing adaptations by participants to maintain family functioning.
Patterson (1988) suggests that during the adaptation phase, a family may attempt to restore
homeostasis through (1) acquiring new resources or coping skills, (2) reducing the demands they
must deal with, or (3) changing the way they view the situation. The current study demonstrated
that there were often significant barriers in attempts to adapt. Participants in this study often
reported that they did not receive external support in acquiring new skills or accessing resources.
Instead, participants often reflected that they utilized coping skills that they described as
“unhealthy”. Examples of these skills included self-injurious behaviours, people pleasing

tendencies, isolating, and adopting self-blame for the changes in their parents. Such behaviours,
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intended to help, are consistent with previous literature, which notes that children report stepping
up or withdrawing in order to reduce emotional strain on military parents (Thompson et al.,
2015).

Parentification. Some studies have indicated that increased levels of instrumental
parentification in military families allow military-connected children to develop skills that
translate to better coping skills during stressful situations (Sullivan et al., 2023). Within this
study, participants reflected on tasks associated with parentification as ways in which they could
adjust or adapt to parental moral injury. Literature generally describes two typologies of
parentification (Hooper et al., 2014): emotional parentification, where the child attempts to fulfill
the emotional or psychological needs of a parent or sibling, and instrumental parentification,
where a child engages in behaviours and/or activities to assist parents or siblings. Participants in
this study reflected on both subtypes of parentification as being present following a parent’s
moral injury. Within the participants for this study, parentification was often a needed way in
which participants could attempt to adapt to a parent’s moral injury, restore homeostasis, or
adjust to a new normal within the home. In particular, the majority of participants reported on
emotional parentification as “necessary” in order to maintain psychological safety and manage
their parents’ expressed emotions. Instrumental parentification, in the participants for this study,
often appeared to reflect a way for participants to maintain a sense of homeostasis within the
home. Participants reflected that when a parent was morally injured, and particularly when that
moral injury presented alongside other psychological health challenges (e.g., depression, PTSD,
substance use), there were increased demands to take on household tasks, including chores and

cooking. For some participants, this led to a feeling that the usual family roles were reversed, and
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that they were parenting their parent. For some participants, this role reversal continued into their
adulthood and in their current relationship with their parent.

Parent-child role reversal following trauma is reported to be common (e.g., Bensimon &
Afota Assaf, 2024; Hoffman & Shrira, 2019; Letzter-Pouw et al., 2014; Lohr et al., 2015), and is
associated with adverse mental health into adulthood (Schier et al., 2015). It is notable that,
while the parentification and role-reversal were seen as necessary to maintain family
homeostasis, most participants in this study reflected a sense of grief associated with the loss of
childhood or the accelerated maturation that they were expected to embody. While the
accelerated maturation of military-connected children may occur as an adaptation to many
military-related demands, including relocation or a parent’s deployment (Hooper et al., 2014;
Truhan, 2015), participants in this study largely reported that after a parent’s moral injury
presented, there were long-term expectations to maintain the parentified behaviours.

Responsibilization. When asked about what children of morally injured CAF members
or Veterans should know, one of the most poignant themes was participants’ reflections that “I
think I would want to tell younger me, like first and foremost, it’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything
to cause [your parent’s] behaviour.” This sentiment highlights an important trend that some
participants alluded to, in which there appeared to be responsibilization following a parent’s
moral injury. The SAGE dictionary of policing defines responsibilization as “the process
whereby subjects are rendered individually responsible for a task which previously would have
been the duty of another — usually a state agency — or would not have been recognized as a
responsibility at all.” (p. 277, 2009). Within the context of this project, responsibilization of
families often appeared to occur where the CAF were perceived to neglect the care and long-
term well-being of the morally injured member, causing the family to feel responsible for

ensuring the Veteran was accessing care, regulating emotions, and managing mental health
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outcomes. Within the findings of this study, responsibilization was often actively demonstrated
through the parentification of participants; however, within this study, responsibilization
appeared to be an internalized shift in worldview.

Social Capital. Some research suggests that social capital, the ability for a group to
mobilize resources and the extent that networks or connections within a group can be created and
maintained (Garcia-Marirrodriga, 2024), is an essential mechanism informing how children in
military families reflect on their abilities to adjust and adapt to military related life stressors
(Norris et al., 2024). Notably, participants in this study often reflected that they lacked access to
military-connected peers who would provide them with the social capital reflected in previous
studies. Unlike previous generations, the age demographic for this sample consisted of
participants who largely had no access to military housing and lived off-base. This meant that
most participants did not have the same access to other military families to normalize military
experiences, including parental moral injury. Several participants in this study reflected that they
did not know other military children growing up and that their social environments (e.g., school)
lacked the military cultural competency to understand the unique challenges military families
face. For one participant, this was significantly pronounced, as their parents separated and their
mother, therefore, had no access to military-specific resources (e.g., MFRCs) which may have
been otherwise beneficial.

The importance of social capital was further emphasized by the participants who did have
access to military-connected peers. In these cases, the informal peer support that such friendships
provided was viewed as instrumental in maintaining well-being, and such friendships were
viewed as lifelong. These friendships allowed participants to normalize military stressors and

make sense of parental moral injury through talking to people who “get it”. While further
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research is warranted to understand how social capital in military families is associated with
children’s ability to adjust or adapt to military stressors, this study offers preliminary support that
the two are interconnected and may be particularly important in families where a parent suffers
from trauma exposure.

Military Veterans

While this study was not intended to garner the direct experiences of military Veterans
who incurred moral injury, there were a number of reflections from participants that indicated
the ways in which a morally injured Veteran appeared to adjust or adapt following a military
service-related moral injury. While it is not reasonable to infer the internal worlds of these
Veterans, awareness of the observable changes to a military member following morally injurious
events is essential in moving towards more timely identification and treatment.

Changes to Emotional Displays. Clinicians report that moral injury can be observed in
expressed emotions such as shame, anger, and/or guilt, as well as changes to self-concept,
including viewing the self as unlovable, and increased feelings of hopelessness (Yeterian et al.,
2019). Participants in this study largely endorsed anger as a core feature of how moral injury was
externally presented in their parent. While some research suggests that anger is a secondary
symptom of moral injury (Jinkerson, 2016), the present study indicates that anger may be a
primary observable behaviour change which could indicate the presence of moral injury in
military members and Veterans. This finding is consistent with work by Fleming (2023), who
conceptualizes that primary emotional outcomes of moral injury include anger, guilt, shame,
disgust, and disorientation. Participants’ reflections that anger specifically was prominently
observed in their morally injured parent would be consistent with previous research, in which

morally injured Veterans described prolonged anger as an external reaction to morally
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transgressive events (Worthen & Ahern, 2014), compared to other moral emotions (e.g., guilt,
shame), which tended to be internalized experiences. The increased anger or aggression (e.g.,
overgeneralized anger, irritability, blaming others, ruminations, perceptions of injustice)
reflected on by participants in this study also appears consistent with research that has found
anger to be strongly associated with betrayal-based traumas (Jacoby et al., 2024; Sarkissian &
Yalch, 2024). However, the reflections provided by participants in this study highlight that there
may be gendered influences in this trend. Participants who spoke of their mothers as having
military service-related PTSD were more likely to share about their parent displaying observable
expressions of shame. While the number of participants reporting on a mother was small, their
perceptions emphasize the necessity of investigations which focus on gendered experiences and
expressions of moral injury in Veterans.

The association of emotion regulation and moral injury is currently not well understood.
While some research indicates that maladaptive emotion regulation prior to exposure to PMIES
increases the likelihood of moral injury (Levi-Belz et al., 2024), other research indicates that
increased perceptions of shame following trauma exposure increase maladaptive emotion
regulation (Puhalla et al., 2022). Still other research has suggested that moral injury has no
association with challenges in emotion regulation in Veterans (Boska et al., 2025). Hujing and
Yalch (2024) hypothesized that men, specifically, who experience betrayal traumas may feel
societal pressures to suppress emotional responses, compromising their sense of self. However,
the findings of the present study would suggest that emotional regulation challenges were
frequently observed by participants. It may be that emotion dysregulation in morally injured
Veterans should be considered through a relational perspective. It may be that emotionally

evocative interpersonal interactions create situations in which Veterans become emotionally
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aroused, and are not adequately captured in self-report measures. Relying on self-reports of
emotion regulation requires awareness and clarity of emotional experiences (Smith & Racine,
2024), which may not be skills conducive to the stoicism encouraged by militarized masculinity
norms (Cogan et al., 2021; Neilson et al., 2020; Van Gilder, 2019). The findings from this study
suggest that it is essential to investigate the ways in which emotion regulation is associated with
moral injury, as there appears to be profound impacts on family dynamics. Veterans' use of
emotional numbing or anger following trauma has been shown to negatively impact family
relationships (Ray & Vanstone, 2009). As the findings from this study suggest that anger and/or
emotional numbing were frequently observed and attributed to moral injury by participants, it is
reasonable to believe wat there are similar impacts on family relationships.

Isolation/Social Withdrawal. Most participants in this study spoke to changes in how
their parents interacted socially; both within the family and externally to it. Previous qualitative
studies have supported that military service-related moral injury resulted in Veterans feeling
adverse alterations to their sense of belonging and challenges with reintegration into civilian
norms (Danson et al., 2025; Yeterian et al., 2019), which appears to be consistent with how
participants in this study reflected viewing their parents’ behaviour. Participants in this study
frequently described viewing their parents as choosing to be isolated, including isolation from
important events like birthdays or graduations, isolation from family bonding experiences,
including shared meals or family vacations, and withdrawal from former friendships, including
those with other Veterans. Social connectedness is viewed as a protective factor for moral injury,
with some research positing that strong social support allows for Veterans to talk about the
morally injurious events they encounter, helping to limit the cognitive dissonance (Kelley et al.,

2019a). Similarly, social support creating a sense of shared experience can be understood as a
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facilitator for Veterans to access mental health support for moral injuries (Houle et al., 2022).
This finding was somewhat supported in the present study, where participants reported observing
positive changes in their parents' interactions with them or others after undergoing effective
therapeutic treatments or participating in morally reparative activities (e.g., volunteering in their
community, advocacy).

Alterations to Spirituality and Moral Beliefs. Within this study, many participants
reported significant alterations to their parents’ spiritual practices or moral beliefs, including
changes to religious practices, belief in higher powers, and enhanced moral codes or
expectations. These stark changes in moral beliefs that participants reflected on were consistent
with previous research on morally injurious CAF Veterans. For example, Houle and colleagues
(2021) noted in their study that changes in moral attitudes broadly fit into three categories:
pessimistic or disillusioned view of the moral nature of self or others, moral confusion, and
moral rigidity. Findings from the present study endorsed both a pessimistic or disillusioned view
of moral nature and moral rigidity as observable outcomes reported on by participants. While
participants in this study reflected less on moral confusion, that may be because that subtype of
moral attitude is less externally expressed by parents to a child. Research has frequently
connected moral injury to an individual’s spirituality. One study noted that individuals who
experienced higher disturbance to spirituality were also two to four times more likely to have
increased moral injury related outcomes (Currier et al., 2019).

The pattern of changes to spiritual and moral beliefs that participants reflected witnessing
in a morally injured parent may point to the dissolution of moral identity due to exposure to
PMIEs during military service. Research by Kaspersen (2024) elucidated the ways in which

military members must reshape their moral identity to align with the military institution’s
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demands. Many participants in this study reflected on their parents as having high moral values
following their military service. While participants reflected on this as both being adaptive (e.qg.,
engaging in continued contributions to society, greater awareness of social issues, teaching moral
values to children) and maladaptive (e.g., overly stringent beliefs about right vs. wrong,
frustration with Canadian social values, holding children to higher than average moral
expectations), the moral identity of Veterans appears to be an important area for further research.
Consistent with previous findings (e.g., Matthieu et al., 2019), Veterans reported on in this study
often engaged in volunteer activities post-service, intended to increase the well-being of society.
Engagement with volunteer post-service may have many benefits for both Veterans and their
families, including increasing relationship satisfaction and communication (Lawrence & Mattieu,
2018). Furthermore, Veteran participation in volunteer activities may improve overall mental
health, increase a sense of purpose, and encourage a stronger social support network (Weiss et
al., 2020). This tendency for Veterans to want to continue to serve post-service may allude to the
ways in which Veterans reconcile their moral identity with previous morally injurious actions.
Importantly, research on moral identity acknowledges that those with higher moral motivations
are more impacted by events which conflict with their perceived identity (Krettenauer & Mosleh,
2013), although there is limited research on Veteran-specific populations.
Meaning Making

The retrospective nature of this study allowed for an examination of the ways in which
participants made meaning of the complex experiences they had. Meaning-making can be
understood as an “ongoing, dynamic, interactive process” (Beardslee, 2013, p. 343) for families
to foster resilience (Barboza et al., 2022). Patterson (1988) describes meanings through two

domains: situation (the conscious or unconscious interpretation based on the context of prior
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experiences) and global (acquired meanings that orient to internal and external experiences,
which are applied to new experiences). However, for participants in this study, meaning-making
was often an individual experience, driven by the lack of communication about moral injury
from parents. Participants in this study largely reflected that there were limited to no
opportunities for them to talk to their parent(s) openly about the ways in which the moral injury
in their parent was influencing family dynamics. This finding is notable, as some research has
suggested that disruption to the meaning-making process is associated with worse outcomes after
morally injurious experiences (Mordeno et al., 2022; Steger et al., 2015). It may be that when a
parent is struggling to make meaning of trauma-related and morally injurious experiences,
children are also similarly challenged. For many participants, this meant that making meaning of
their experiences was often a task for their adult self. Participants in this study demonstrated
many strengths in their adult life that supported the meaning-making process. Traits such as
compassion, empathy, resourcefulness, and personal awareness were demonstrated throughout
the interviews. It is also notable that within this sample, many participants entered into
professions that were aligned with the CAF (e.g., military service), supported Veteran well-being
(e.g., case managers), or were therapeutic in nature (e.g., social workers, nurses). Similar to
previous studies (e.g., Bensimon & Afota Assaf, 2024), it may be that these careers allowed
participants to further engage in making meaning from their experiences in a unique way.
Although the majority of participants reflected on learning about the terminology of
moral injury later in their lives, the study's findings suggest that the ability of adult children to
identify and label moral injury in their parents was an important element in making meaning
from their experiences. Participants in this study strongly endorsed the benefits of understanding

moral injury as a separate and distinct trauma typology, emphasizing that the ability to access
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more specific resources increases their understanding and empathy of the challenges their
Veteran parent experienced. Many participants noted that their parents utilized the label of moral
injury themselves, with some indicating that they only learned about moral injury because their
parents had self-identified with it. Additionally, participants emphasized that the ability to
identify and label moral injury in their parents helped them engage in meaning-making processes
that were important for the participants' own well-being. Multiple participants in this study

reflected that their experience of their parents’ moral injury “built who I am”.

Chapter 8: Limitations

There are several limitations of note within this study. While this study raises many
important considerations regarding moral injury and children in military families, it is important
to frame these findings within the context and scope of the project. This study was created as part
of a Master’s thesis. As such, there were some minor systematic limitations, including the
timeline of data collection, which may have limited the scope of the project. For example, if
there were more flexibility with the timeline to complete the project, it may have been beneficial
to seek to include participants of currently serving CAF members, which would include
additional steps to ensure ethical obligations are met.

As this study relied on participants to self-identify as an adult child of a CAF Veteran
with moral injury, it is possible that the representation of data skewed towards those felt
particularly strongly about their experiences. As a result, the sample may overrepresent
individuals with more intense, negative, or well-articulated reflections, while underrepresenting
those who had more neutral or less pronounced experiences. It is also important to note that as

the recruitment material used the term moral injury directly, participants may have been more
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likely to be those who had already been exposed to the construct, which may have influenced the
types of responses that were given.

While efforts were made to have a balanced representation of morally injured parents
who were mothers, this study predominantly reflected the experiences of children with morally
injured fathers. Therefore, the findings must be understood within a gendered context. It may be
that female Veterans have different expressions of moral injury that were not adequately
captured through this sample. Future research may benefit from explicit studies exploring the
experiences of children whose mother is exposed to morally injurious incidents. It may be that
recruitment for such participants requires a more targeted approach or direct collaboration with
organizations that work specifically with female Veterans. Additionally, more research is needed
in general on the unique morally injurious experiences of female serving members.

It may be that the perceptions of participants in this study do not align with those of
Veterans in their own right. It is essential that the findings of this study are not extrapolated to
diminish the direct experiences of morally injured Veterans. A dyadic approach, which brings
together Veterans and their children to understand nuanced differences in perceptions, may
strengthen the findings of this or future studies. Furthermore, little is known about how spouses
or partners may experience family-based changes within the context of military service-related
moral injury. Future research may wish to address this through research seeking to include
spouses or partners of morally injured Veterans, particularly research which seeks to understand
the family-level impacts of moral injury.

Due to the retrospective nature of this study, it is possible that the reflections of
participants are inconsistent with what would be found in momentary assessments. It may be that

findings would be different if participants were interviewed during their adolescence or
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immediately following their parents’ exposure to moral injury. While the retrospective nature of
this study allows for essential insights into the life course experiences of military-connected
children, there may be unique experiences that would best be captured through research
conducted on children of currently serving military members. Additionally, as participants were
limited to children of post-Gulf War era Veterans, it may be that the ways in which moral injury
is perceived differ in different generations or across different points in the lifespan that were not
captured by this sample. Furthermore, as modern military duties continue to adjust or adapt to
the global landscape, the findings from this study should be viewed as part of a continual
conversation on moral injury in families rather than as definitive
Chapter 9: Recommendations and Conclusions

Moral codes are an essential aspect of the human condition (Feldman Hall et al., 2018),
therefore, it is unlikely that moral injury can ever be avoided entirely, particularly in military
contexts where exposure to human suffering is common (Gerrmann et al., 2025; Hansen et al.,
2021; Maguen et al., 2020). Therefore, it is essential for those who work and engage with
Veterans and their families to understand the ways in which military lifestyle and duties can
expose individuals to PMIEs and lead to the development or maintenance of moral injury.
Furthermore, as this research highlights, it is crucial for military family members, including
children, to be explicitly considered when exploring the impacts and implications of military
service-related moral injury. Recommendations from this study arise from participant reflections
and analysis of the findings. Throughout the interview, participants were asked about advice they
would give to their parents, other children, and the military. All participants also had the
opportunity to review key recommendations and provide validation or feedback through a secure

online survey.
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Children and Families

Overwhelmingly, participants in this study reflected on the general lack of awareness
within military and civilian populations about the experiences of having a parent with military
service-related moral injury. Participants described a lack of resources, which often had long-
term effects. However, most participants also reflected a belief that there were actionable
changes which could be made to effectively assist children in military families where parental
moral injury is present. Participants in this study offered valuable insights into what they would
like to see for children and parents in households impacted by moral injuries related to military
service.
Communication

Participants in this study strongly endorsed the importance of morally injured parents’
communication. All participants reflected that they felt their parents struggled to share
information about potentially morally injurious elements of their duties, which adversely
impacted the parent-child relationship. While some participants felt that communication
enhanced with age, particularly if the child later entered military service themselves, for many,
persistent challenges arose due to a perceived lack of communication skills. Participants strongly
endorsed that there are age-appropriate conversations that military parents can engage in with
their children across the lifespan. Conversations about potentially morally injurious experiences
may need to differ depending on age, tone, and the child’s initiation of the discussion. Such
conversations could be described as modulated disclosure, where developmentally timed
communication is carried out in a sensitive manner (Sloover et al., 2024). Measham and
Rousseau suggest “that the timing and manner in which disclosure occurs may be more

important than the disclosure or nondisclosure of war trauma in and of itself” (2010, p.
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85). Research suggests that conversations between parents and children should be characterized
by warmth and openness (Grey et al., 2022), where children are encouraged to engage in the
discussion at their own pace and in a safe space (Sloover et al., 2024). This can be done by
asking the child how they feel, encouraging them to share their perceptions or experience,
providing opportunities for questions, and normalizing any feelings that the child may have
(Carpenter et al., 2017; Sloover et al., 2024; Williamson et al., 2017). Some literature has shown
that parents are generally more comfortable with sensitive conversations when they feel that they
have the knowledge required to answer the child's questions or the child has been previously
exposed to the conversation topic (Grey et al., 2022). This literature, in combination with the
findings from this study, highlights the importance of ensuring that military members and their
families are introduced to the possible psychotraumatic responses that military service may
include. This can be achieved through various means, such as enhanced educational campaigns
by DND, CAF, VAC, and MFRCs, incorporating family in post-event debriefs, and increasing
accessibility to family-based psychotherapy methods for serving members and Veterans.
Peer Support

The findings from this study support the importance of social capital in the lives of
military-connected children, particularly when parental moral injury is present. As such, it may
be helpful for military family organizations, such as the MFRC, to implement peer support
programs for children in military families. Formalized peer support can be understood as
structured social and/or emotional support that combines with expertise derived from lived
experiences (Fortuna et al., 2022). As base living continues to decrease in Canada, access to
peers who have similar experiences with military life stressors could be a way to help children

develop supports and resources to cope with the demands of parental military service. Web-
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based technology, in particular, may offer increased opportunities for peer support programs to
be effectively provided to Canadian military-connected youth. A study by Price-Roberston and
colleagues (2019) helped to demonstrate the importance of online peer support programs for
children of parents with mental illness, recognizing that technology and digital media are often
deeply integrated into young people’s lives. Similarly, Foster et al. (2014) found that participants
of online peer support programs for those with parental mental illness associate these programs
with substantial benefits for adolescents who take part, including reducing feelings of loneliness,
developing personal strengths, and feeling helpful to others.
Clinical Directions

While there is work being done to explore the treatment of moral injury in Veterans and
serving members (e.g., Dickinson, 2023; Pernicano et al., 2022; Williamson et al., 2022), there is
minimal attention being given to holistic approaches involving families. Engaging in therapy
after military-related trauma can be understood as a family-level decision, where Veterans are
motivated to protect their relationship with loved ones (Shepherd-Banigan et al., 2023). Despite
findings validating the benefits of including family members in clinical treatments for Veterans
(Beardslee, 2013; Shepherd-Bangan et al., 2025), mental health providers have reported that they
generally lack the training or supervision needed to integrate families into trauma-oriented
treatments (Thompson-Hollands et al., 2022). Consistent with previous research (e.g., Riggs et
al., 2020), findings from this study support that health care providers should assess not just the
individual functioning of serving members or Veterans, but also the broader context of their
relationships with family members. The role of ‘parent’ appears to be highly meaningful for
individuals with children, and parents remain parents in the midst of illness (Oja et al., 2020).

Family-based psychotherapeutic treatments are more likely to acknowledge that the experience
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of moral injury does not exist in a vacuum, but rather is embedded within a variety of larger
systems. Additionally, research supports that therapeutic outcomes for Veterans are influenced
by the perception that their support system has of the injury. When family members are given
increased psychoeducation on moral and trauma-related injuries, there is an increased positive
impact on perceptions of treatment (Shepherd-Banigan et al., 2023). Therefore, the military
needs to expand available treatment options to intentionally include families in the treatment of
moral injury. This may include options such as family-based therapies, peer-support groups, or
family inclusion in post-deployment-based debriefings.

In this study, participants reported that as children, insufficient knowledge of their
parents’ moral injury contributed to feelings of shame and self-blame, particularly as they
internalized their parents’ avoidance of the topic. Providing children with opportunities to make
meaning of a parent’s moral injury out of the presence of their parent(s) should, therefore, be an
important consideration for mental health care providers. How a child perceives and makes sense
of an event is associated with the ability to develop post-traumatic growth (Ferris & O’Brien,
2022). Post-traumatic growth can be understood as the positive changes a person perceives in
themselves or their worldview following a challenging life crisis or traumatic event (Aronson et
al., 2025), and was demonstrated by participants through the meaning-making process they
engaged in. As such, therapies that allow military-connected children to restructure their
perspectives of a parent’s moral injury may be particularly beneficial. Using development
perspectives to align with the child’s age and assisting children in modifying their worldview
may help alleviate the influence of a parent’s moral injury on childhood experiences. Some
research has demonstrated that creative arts therapy is particularly beneficial for children in

families where operational stress injuries are present (Chilton et al., 2024), with these methods
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encouraging sustained engagement due to the intrinsic motivation artistic practices allow for.
Adopting techniques that allow military-connected children to explore changes in their
environment (e.g., bibliotherapy, puppetry, art therapy, journaling) will enable them to explore
emotions and identify concerns. Specifically, these methods allow children to ask questions
about a parent’s return from deployment, identification of fear for parents’ duties, awareness of
potentially morally injurious events, and changes to self-perception or identity from new family
roles (Waliski et al., 2012).
Policy Directions

Findings from this study highlight critical gaps within the systems designed to support
military families, particularly when parental moral injury is present. Addressing these gaps
requires targeted policy interventions that acknowledge the unique needs of children in military
families where military service-related moral injury is present. Policy recommendations from
this study are informed by the participant’s experiences, and are aimed at enhancing
responsiveness and effectiveness across military, healthcare, and support organizations.
Access to Psychological Care

Participants emphasized that adult and minor children of Veterans should have
independent access to psychological services when parental moral injury is documented, without
needing parental endorsement or linking the benefit directly to the Veteran’s care. Family
members of Veterans with trauma-related injuries impacting mental health observe the direct
impacts of such injury, and are often on the receiving end of those impacts (Mansfield et al.,
2014), and the findings from this study demonstrate the impacts this may have across the
lifespan. Despite the myriad of ways in which participants in this study described being impacted

directly by their parent’s moral injury, there was no participant who reflected on having
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opportunities to engage in professional support provided by the CAF or VAC. While some
participants highlighted that VAC may be able to offer support to families, it is only done at the
desire of the Veteran member. For adult children of Veterans, the Veteran parent would need to
demonstrate or endorse that their child’s utilization of psychological care would directly benefit
the Veteran themselves in order for the child to access benefits. As such, the family member of
the Veteran cannot be the main recipient or focus of treatment (Veterans Affairs Canada, 2019).
Participants in this study recognized this as a significant barrier. Many participants in this study
spoke of the hesitation they had in seeking their Veteran parents’ endorsement for psychological
care, viewing it as an extra burden on their parents. Furthermore, limiting psychological care of
military families to only be available as it relates to the Veteran negates the profound sacrifices
that military families make in service to their country. The findings of this study demonstrated
the long-term impacts that military service-related moral injuries have on military families, and
underscore the vital importance of ensuring that adult children of Veterans have long-term access
to supports or benefits that allow them to process and make meaning of their unique experiences.
Programming for Civilian Institutions

Many participants in this study noted the challenge of civilian schools and health
systems, which were often perceived to lack military cultural competency. As such, it may be
that implementing training modules for civilians who are likely to encounter military families
would be of benefit. In particular, school staff and mental health professionals living in
communities within proximity to military bases would benefit from increased awareness of the
challenges associated with parental military service, including increased mobility, secondary

trauma, and parentification. Ensuring that civilian organizations that support military families
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have adequate training and resources will improve empathy and responsiveness in settings where
children of military members are likely to spend most of their time.

Participants also highlighted the perceived benefits of certificate programs for mental
health professionals, which would allow military family members to quickly assess military
cultural competency. Formal identification of health care providers with military cultural
competency has many possible values. First, easy identification of culturally competent health
care professionals will assist family members in locating providers who understand military-
specific stressors and demands, particularly the nuances of moral injury and possible
intergenerational impacts. It is likely that having military-cultural competence will also enhance
the development of therapeutic alliance, which is often considered a core predictor of therapeutic
outcomes (Ardito & Rabellino, 2011). Finally, the development of a standardized certificate
would serve as a nationally recognized benchmark for what constitutes culturally informed care
for military and Veteran families. For clinicians, such a certification process would add
legitimacy to their practice and could be used on directories, websites, or intake processes. For
institutions, it could be used to create a national network which would assist in referral
processes.

Psychoeducational Toolkits

The findings from this study suggest that the CAF/VAC should develop and deliver
accessible educational resources for Veterans that address the complexities of military service-
related moral injuries across various domains. In particular, the participants of this study strongly
emphasized the need for CAF/VVAC to support their members in ensuring that parents have the
tools required to initiate and sustain age-appropriate conversations about moral injury. While

some material has recently been developed (e.g., children’s story books, Rogers et al., 2025), the
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military should consider adopting policies which make the dissemination of such material
inclusive of all military-connected families, free of charge and independent of physical proximity
to MFRCs. Similarly, digital support tools such as platforms or applications, that are tailored to
children of military members or Veterans with moral injury, may be an essential tool to assist
children in accessing consolidated and validated resources on moral injury, create peer networks,
and have easy access to crisis response tools independently of their parents.

Additionally, the findings of this study support that more psychoeducation is needed on
moral injury related to military service. Participants in this study generally endorsed the value
associated with having a label to help make meaning of how they understood the challenges their
parents endured as part of military service. However, most participants in this study reflected on
being introduced to the term in their adulthood, which may have delayed the opportunity for
them to make meaning of their experiences during childhood. Increasing opportunities for
military family members, specifically children, to be involved in pre- and post-deployment
briefings may be one way to enhance knowledge of moral injury in military families, while also
providing them with opportunities to develop informal peer support networks. Additionally,
increasing opportunities to integrate family members in psychoeducation will support military
families to develop a shared vocabulary of experiences, allowing for them to initiate
conversations, ask questions, and destigmatize support-seeking.

Research Directions

Research on moral distress and injury has been constrained due to a lack of consensus on
definitions and a distinct lack of longitudinal data (Beadle et al., 2024). There is a tendency in
research to focus primarily on self-directed moral injuries, such as those identified in combat

scenarios (e.g., killing others, encountering child soldiers, failure to prevent injury or death).
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However, less is known about the personal and family impacts of other-directed moral injuries
(e.g., assault, racism, institutional betrayal), which may create unique experiences in the military
context (Hamrick et al., 2021). The findings from this study illuminated the broad range of
morally injurious events associated with service in the CAF that are often overlooked. As such, it
is vital that future research on moral injury related to military service explore the broad range of
potentially morally injurious events, and that special attention be given to events which are
associated with domestic duties. Furthermore, research investigating the intersection between
moral injury and social detriments of health (e.g., gender identity, sexuality, race, justice
involvement, and homelessness) is scarce (Borges et al., 2022). Future research investigating
moral injury should, therefore, ensure that there is a conscious expansion to understand the
influence of other-directed moral injuries and moral injuries as they intersect with identity-based
factors, looking at how changes to worldview are then transitioned into family life.

Current research often is overboard and undefined in describing the impacts of trauma
within a Veteran’s family (McGaw et al., 2019). It is important that future research on military
families explores families in an intentional way, in which different members of the family are
given specific attention. It is unreasonable to assume that the impacts of spouses are the same as
the impacts on children, or that parents can report on children’s direct experiences.
Understanding how children in military families make meaning of a parent’s moral injury is an
essential gap within current academic literature. Future research may benefit from including the
experiences of children of currently serving members at risk of moral injury. Using momentary
assessment may allow for more robust findings on the ways in which moral injury manifests
within the home and the impacts of parental moral injury on childhood experiences and

relationships. Research methodology with this group necessitates trauma-informed methods, and
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may benefit from diverse approaches. For example, the utilization of arts-based research may
allow children to share a window into their daily lives by removing the linguistic challenges of
formal interviews (Harasym et al., 2024). Future studies may wish to explore the experiences of
children through an ecological momentary methodology, attempting to examine the impacts of
moral injury in a family moment-by-moment. Such studies would provide important insights on
how children make sense of morally injurious outcomes in their parents, and may provide more
specific insights on patterns of behaviour displayed by a parent with moral injury. Additionally,
quantitative research aimed at exploring the prevalence and presentation of moral injury in
military parents may be beneficial. Researchers may also wish to engage in dyadic interviews,
where responses from children and parents can be viewed together to understand the complex
relationship dynamics and how experiences converge or diverge within a family unit.

Finally, the findings from this study support the need to develop and validate outcome
measures that can assess the well-being of military and Veteran families as units, not just
individuals. It is important that such research utilize reports that help evaluate the overall health
and functioning of military family units, considering factors such as family dynamics and
communication. Developing instruments that assess family well-being from multiple informants,
including children, within the family may provide essential insight on how CAF/VAC can best
support Veterans and their families holistically.

This study contributes to the growing body of research aimed at understanding military
service-related moral injury. Through the voices of adult children of CAF Veterans, this study
centred the lived experiences of how parental moral injury was felt across the lifespan. The
findings illuminate the ways in which parental moral injury reverberates throughout the family

system, shaping identity, emotional and relational patterns, and worldview across the life course.
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The insights from this study challenge previous moral injury literature, which traditionally
focuses on individualized impacts. Instead, this research supports moral injury as a shared,
relational, and cultural experience that demands intentional, inclusive, and informed responses at
all levels of society. Importantly, the insights shared by participants in this study point to both
the profound burden and remarkable resilience of military-connected children.

Cultural Directions

The findings from the present study reinforce the need for the CAF to examine the
broader culture of the military as a unique factor in the development and maintenance of moral
injury. Participants in this study largely reflected on military culture-related elements, including
a persistent emphasis on militarized masculinity, combat-centric values which de-legitimize
those who have not been deployed, and a hierarchy of values which places service before the
family or the self, as uniquely morally injurious. Such cultural norms were seen as not only
impacting the serving member but also the family as a unit. Notably, many participants in this
study also associated military culture with delayed help-seeking behaviours in the Veteran
parents, citing self-stigma, perceptions of weakness, and adverse institutional attitudes towards
mental health. These findings highlight the importance of the CAF critically examining the ways
in which military cultural values and institutional practices may both foster the conditions for
moral injury and create barriers to timely interventions.

In addition, the findings from this study also strongly support that adult children from
military families may feel overlooked by the military institution. Participants in this study
recounted a variety of ways in which they devoted their childhood experiences to the needs of
the CAF, including relocating, adopting responsibilities at their developmental level to support

their family well-being, and supporting their parents’ service and post-service well-being.
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Despite the magnitude of sacrifices the participants in this study made, no participant reflected
the CAF as supporting them independently from their parents. This absence of direct institutional
recognition or assistance left many with the impression that their well-being was secondary to
operational demands. These findings point to an urgent need for the CAF to develop policies and
programs that acknowledge and directly address the experiences of children in military families,

particularly those affected by a parent’s moral injury.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Poster

Take part in a research project to help us learn about

The intergenerational
experiences of military
service related Moral Injury

Are you
¢ 18 years or older . .
e Have a Veteran parent from the post-Gulf War period » . "

Have a Veteran parent with a deployment or non-
deployment related military service related Moral Injury
Not currently serving in the CAF

Fluent in English

What you can expect

Participation in this study includes taking part in an online
qualitative interview lasting 60 to 90 minutes about your
experience of growing up in a household with a parent who has
experienced a military service related moral injury.

&) RNTVINGENT i
@ c.MVHRDC.c‘RSM‘v‘ Leg@Q

NOVA SCOTIA

REB [XXX]

~
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For further information or to take part in this research project
please contact Kathryn Reeves at Kathryn.Reeves@msvu.ca
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Appendix B: Information Letter for Participants

QUNT

/ ¢ 1."~. nee « Innovation « L
Title of Study: The Intergenerational Impacts of Military Service Related Moral Injury

| am a Master of Arts Student at Mount Saint Vincent University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, in the
Department of Family Studies and Gerontology. You are invited to take part in a research project
that I am conducting in partial fulfillment of my graduation requirements for the Master of Arts
in Family Studies and Gerontology program. The purpose of this study is to explore the
experiences of those who grew up in military families where at least one parent is perceived to
have been impacted by a military service related Moral Injury. In particular, | am interested in
how adult children of post-Gulf war Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) Veterans reflect on the
experiences of their childhood as it relates to a parent’s moral injury. The results of this research
may be published in academic journals, shared at academic conferences, and/or shared with
interest professionals working within the military and psychology communities.

You are invited to participate in this study because you identify as an adult child of a CAF
Veteran, who served in the post-Gulf war era and you perceive your parent to have been
impacted by a military service related moral injury. Both deployment- and non-deployment-
related moral injuries are of interest to this project. Examples of a morally injurious event may
include but are not limited to, combat deployments, large-scale human suffering, institutional
betrayal, military sexual assault, or inability to provide medical aid. This project will involve you
discussing your experiences and perceptions with me in response to interview questions.
Questions will focus on your experience of military culture, the presentation of a parent’s moral
injury, the influence of said moral injury on your childhood experiences and/or development,
perceived emotional, physical, and social changes in you and/or your family members, and
avenues of support that you and your family members may have utilized or would have utilized
had they been available.

You should meet the following eligibility criteria:
- You speak fluent English,
- You are at least 18 years of age,
- You self-define as a child to CAF Veteran who has served in the post-Gulf war era,
- You perceive your parent to have been impacted by at least one military service related
morally injurious event,
- You have access to a stable internet connection

If you are eligible and you choose to participate in this study the interview will last about one
hour to one hour and thirty minutes in length. You may choose to not answer any question if you
wish, without penalty. You will also be given the opportunity to offer additional opinions or
insights that was not raised by me, but that you believe to be important to your experience. With
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your permission, the interview will be recorded and later transcribed verbatim. After it is
transcribed all recording will be deleted.

Should you choose to participate in this study, your personal information will be only known to
the researcher, and your names and other identifying information (e.g., names of family
members, schools, neighbourhoods, workplaces) will be changed to protect your identity.
Identifying information will also be removed from the transcript of your interview. All material
collected (informed consent letters, transcripts, recordings, and interview notes) will be kept on a
secure external hard drive. Access to the original data will be limited to me and my thesis
supervisor, Dr. Deborah Norris. All transcripts, notes, and letters of informed consent will be
retained for two years in the event that information is required for further analysis or an audit.

Although every effort will be made to keep your identity and responses confidential throughout
the research process, given you belong to a relatively small military community, you should be
aware that total anonymity might be difficult to guarantee.

There is no expectation that any distress will be experienced as a result of these interviews. It
should be noted, however, that the personal nature of the questions may lead to unanticipated
emotional recollections. You may stop or pause the interview at any time if the process creates
any discomfort. If you experience significant emotional or psychological discomfort, I will
provide contact information for confidential services that will be able to support you.

If you meet the above eligibility criteria, and you are interested in taking part in the study, please
contact me directly by email. At that time, | will provide you with further details about my study
by way of an informed consent letter. You should make sure that you know the details of this
project prior to giving your consent to participate. You will have the opportunity to ask questions
or seek clarification about my study prior to your involvement. You may contact me (see below),
or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Deborah Norris (Deborah.Norris@msvu.ca with any questions
regarding this study. Whether or not you decide to participate in this study is entirely up to you,
and you may withdraw your interest at any time.

In the event that you have any problems, or wish to voice concern, about any part of this study
you may contact the Chair of the Mount Saint Vincent University Research Ethics Board at
(902)457-6350 or by email at research@msvu.ca

Sincerely,

Kathryn Reeves

Department of Family Studies and Gerontology
Mount Saint Vincent University
Kathryn.Reeves@msvu.ca
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Appendix C: Letter of Informed Consent

OUNT

Excellence « Innovatior

Title of Study: The Intergenerational Impacts of Military Service Related Moral Injuries
What is this project about?

This project will explore the perspectives of adult child of Canadian Armed Forces Veterans who
you perceive to have been impacted by a military service related moral injury. Examples of these
events may include, but are not limited to, the use of deadly force in combat, causing harm to
civilians, giving orders that may result in death or harm, failing to provide medical aid, military
sexual assault, or feeling as though the military institution has betrayed moral expectations. This
project will involve you discussing your experiences and perceptions with me in response to a
series of interview questions in order to better understand how a parent’s military service related
moral injury influenced childhood experiences and resulting recommendations to improve the
health and well-being of military families where moral injury may be present.

What will you do as part of this project?

| want to talk to you in a one-on-one interview lasting approximately one to one-and-and- a-half
hours. You may choose to schedule the interview for a time of your choosing, and it will take
place over a secure virtual platform. With your permission, the interview will be recorded for the
purpose of generating a transcript, after which the recording will be securely deleted. Questions |
ask you will focus on your experiences of military culture, questions related to the presence of
moral injury in your parent, how a military service related moral injury influenced you and your
family, and recommendations for support and/or services. During the interview you may refuse
to answer any questions, pause the interview, or you may choose to withdraw from the project in
its entirety at any time. Any identifying information will be removed from all of your responses,
and every effort will be made to ensure your confidentiality.

Who can participate in this project?

| invite participants who are aged 18 or older, are fluent English speakers, have a parent who was
served in the Canadian Armed Forces where potentially morally injurious events may have and
perceive a moral injury to have been present. For this project you will be unable to participate if
your parent is currently serving in the CAF or if you yourself are serving. As our project is
conducting qualitative interviews, we additionally ask that participants have access to a stable
internet connection and are willing to have their audio recorded.

What will happen to your information? What if you want to withdrawal from participation?
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You maintain full control over your information and responses. You may decide at any time to

withdraw from the project with no adverse consequences. To withdraw you simply can inform

our research team verbally or electronically (i.e., e-mail) and your data will be securely deleted.
After the project has been released to the public, all personally identifiable information will be

securely destroyed. Every effort will be made to keep your information secure and confidential.
If you have any concerns about being identified, don't hesitate to get in touch with the research

team at any time.

Please note that researchers are legally required to report information to relevant authorities if
you disclose child or elder abuse as well as intentions to harm yourself or others.

What are the risks to participating?

Although every effort will be made to keep your identity and responses confidential throughout
the research process, given you belong to a relatively small military community, you should be
aware that total anonymity might be difficult to guarantee. If in reviewing the results you
encounter contextual information that you believe could inadvertently lead to your identification,
you may request the information be excluded in final reports or publications.

There is no expectation that any distress will be experienced as a result of these interviews above
or beyond daily experiences. It should be noted, however, that the personal nature of the
questions may lead to unanticipated emotional recollections. You may stop the interview at any
time if the process creates any discomfort. If you experience emotional discomfort as a result of
the questions or your recollections and wish to speak to someone about it, | will provide contact
information for confidential services that will be able to support you.

Participants will have the opportunity to enter a draw for one of two $50.00 Amazon gift cards as
a thank-you for participation.

If you would like to take part in this project, please sign and return the attached form via email to
the primary investigator (see below). You may sign the form with an electronic signature, scan
the form, or take a photo of the signed form.

If you have questions or concerns please contact the primary investigator Kathryn Reeves at
Kathryn.Reeves@msvu.ca or XXX XXX-XXXX or the project supervisor Dr. Deborah Norris at
Deborah.Norris@msvu.ca

This research study's ethical components have been reviewed by the Psychology Departmental
Research Ethics Board (DREB) and University Research Ethics Board (UREB) and comply with
Mount Saint Vincent University's Research Ethics Policy. Any guestions or concerns about how
this study is being conducted can be directed to the MSVU Research Office at 457-6350, or via
email at ethics@msvu.ca. These contacts do not have any personal affiliation with the research
study.
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Would you like to take part in this interview?

____Yes, | agree to participate

____lam 18 years of age or older

____lam not currently serving in the Canadian Armed Forces
If so, do we have permission to audio record it?

__Yes, | give my permission for the interview to be recorded

__No, I do not give my permission to be recorded

Would you like a copy of the findings or publications?

Yes

No

If yes, please provide email address here for secure emailed link:

Signature:

Date:
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Appendix D: Demographic and Screening Survey

OUNT
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Eligibility to participate

Yes or No

a. Areyou 18 or older?

b. Are you a fluent English speaker?

c. Isyou parent a Veteran of the Canadian Armed
Forces?

d. Did your parent serve in the post-Gulf war era?

e. Are you yourself currently a member of the Canadian
Armed Forces?

f. Do you believe your parent has been impacted by a
military service related moral injury?

Demographic

g. Age

h. Gender

i. Current residence
(province/city, country)

J.  Veteran parent’s military
environment
i. Army
ii. Navy
lii. Air Force

Veteran parent’s military trade

Veteran parent’s gender

. Has your parent deployed?

23T

Did you experience relocations
or postings growing up?

o

Parent’s deployment
location/code(s)

Would you be willing to be contacted at a later date to validate findings related to

recommendations for support and services?

YES NO

Would you like to receive a copy of our findings upon competition of the project?
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YES NO

If eligible to participant, would you like to be entered into a draw to receive one of two $50.00
cnd Amazon gift cards?

YES NO

If yes, please provide an email address:
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Appendix E: Interview Guide

Thank you for your interest in this project. My hope is to explore the intergenerational impacts of
military service related moral injuries in order to understand how to best support those who have
moral injuries and their families.

As a reminder, you may choose to skip a question, pause, or stop the interview at any time.

Do you have any questions before we start?

Demographic Questions:

1.

2.

8.

9.

What is your current age?

Do you have any siblings?
a. How many?
b. What are their ages?

How old were you when your parents retired or left the military?

Regarding your childhood, did you grow up in a
a. Single parent household
b. Two-parent household
c. Divorced parents
d. Other

Did you experience military related life stressors
a. A parent's deployment or extended absence due to training?
b. Relocations or Postings
c. [Fear about your parents duties
i. If yes to any of the above; can you tell me about that?

What branch of the CAF did your parents serve in?
a. Army
b. Air
c. Navy
What was your parent’s rank, trade, and/or roles within the CAF?

If you can remember, what was your parent’s transition out of the military like?

What was your perception of military culture?

10. What does the military mean to you?

11. Are there curiosities you have about your parent’s military experiences?
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CORE QUESTIONS & POSSIBLE PROBES

\What can you tell me about how you see or
understand MI to be present in your parent?

\What was your relationship like with your Ml
parent?

Does this differ to your non-morally injured
parent? Why or why not?

Has this relationship changed over time?

Do you have any knowledge about what
influenced the moral injury in your parent?

Did you parent talk to you about their morally
injurious incidents?

Do you feel like you have enough information
about your parent’s moral injury?

Was there information that you needed or would
have benefited from as a child?

\When you think back to your childhood, how
did you see Ml in your parent?

Did these perceptions change over time?

How did you see your parent handling moral
emotions like anger, guilt or shame?

How did your parent perceive spirituality?

Has your parent ever received formal support
(e.g., psychological, medical, spiritual) to
support their moral injuries?

Are there supports you believe your parent
would have benefited from?

Did you see the military organization as helpful
regarding your parents moral injury?

Did your non-serving parent access supports or
resources?

Have you ever received formal support to assist
you with your parent’s moral injury?

Are there services or resources that would have
benefited you growing up?

Did you perceive civilian organizations (e.g.,
schools) to be helpful regarding your parent’s
moral injury? Why/why not?

Did you perceive the military institution as
helpful during your childhood? Why/why not?

Thinking about your childhood, what domains
do you think were impacted by your parents
moral injury?

Are there specific memories or examples of
when your noticed their moral injury?

How do you make sense of these experiences as

an adult?
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Are there ways you think your childhood was
similar or disimmilar to those whose parent did
not have a moral injury?

During your childhood, what, if any, strategies
or resources helped you most?

Thinking about your childhood, is there any
advice you would give yourself knowing what
you know now?

What, if any, recommendations might you give
to the CAF when considering moral injury and
families?

What, if any, recommendations might you give
to military parents about moral injury?

What, if any, policies may be helpful for when
parents have moral injury?

What, if any, resources may be helpful for
children whose parents have moral injury?

If your experience with your parents moral
injury was a movie or a book, what might the
title be?

Can you tell me more about that?

Is there a specific memory that comes to mind
when you think about this?

Is there current media that you feel resonates
with your experience of a parents moral injury?

Is there anything else you were hoping to share today?

184
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Appendix F: Summary of Themes

Theme

Subthemes

Description

Perceptions of Moral Injury

Participants’ understandings
of moral injury, includes
difficulties in identifying
moral injury during
childhood, often due to lack
of awareness or terminology.

Morally Injurious Events and
Precipitation Factors

- Deployments

- Exposure to Children

- Non-Deployment
Related Events

- Release from the
Military

- Chain of Command

- Military Culture

Types of morally injurious
events parents experienced,
often involving betrayal,
moral transgressions, or
operational stress

Moral Injury Related Impacts
and Outcomes

- Impacts and
Outcomes for the
Veteran

- Impacts and
Outcomes for the
Children

Observable behavioral,
emotional, and relational
changes in parents that
affected the family dynamic
across the life course.

Life-Course Impacts of
Parental Moral Injury

- Connection to
Military Identity

- Institutional Betrayal

- Mental Health

Long-term developmental,
relational, and psychological
effects on participants across
their lifespan




