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ABSTRACT 

 

In the hopes of broadening our understanding of traumatic events, Litz et al. (2009) 

introduced moral injury (MI), defined  as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, or bearing 

witness to acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations” (p. 6).  

Although Drescher et al. (2011) interviewed trauma experts to identify types of events 

which could create MI, it is unknown how prevalent these themes are within a military 

context. Therefore, this qualitative study identifies the themes of traumatic events 

reported by a 100 randomly selected members of the Combat Subsample within the 

National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS), and compares these themes 

to those developed in the Drescher et al. (2011) study.  Themes of traumatic events 

included Accidents, Combat, Natural Disaster, Family Accident or Death, Fight or 

Assault, Non-combat Injuries or Death, and Psychosocial High Magnitude Stressors.  

Although MI was not identified by coders as a major theme, 15 potential MI events were 

identified by principle investigators within the data.  These findings support the concept 

of MI as related to combat veterans. 
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Introduction 

For the last 3 decades, veterans of the Vietnam War have been extensively 

studied, especially in terms of their psychological health.  The current wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan bear some similarities to the Vietnam War, particularly in terms of length 

and of the guerilla nature of the enemy combatants.  As such, there has been renewed 

interest in the psychological consequences of engaging in this type of warfare.  The 

National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS) represents a unique dataset 

which presents ample opportunity for studying issues faced by veterans both during and 

after service in the Vietnam War (Kulka et al., 1990).  

The NVVRS was a congressionally mandated epidemiological study conducted 

between 1986 and 1988 using a randomly selected, stratified, nationally representative 

sample of U.S. Vietnam era veterans (Kulka et al., 1990).  The total sample included 

3016 Vietnam era veterans drawn from the 8.2 million veterans who had been on active 

duty during the Vietnam War. African American and Hispanic men, women, and veterans 

with service connected disabilities were intentionally oversampled in the study.  The 

sample included 1200 men and 432 women who served in the Vietnam Theater (Vietnam 

Theater subsample), including Vietnam and its surrounding regions, between August 5, 

1964 and May 7, 1975.  The 1200 men who served in the Vietnam Theater are the 

Combat subsample.  All veterans were individually questioned in their homes for 

approximately 5 hours on pre-military, military and post-military variables, via both self-

report measures and clinical interviews.  The initial NVVRS results, which were 

published in 1990, revealed that the lifetime Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

prevalence rate for Vietnam Theater veterans was approximately 31% for males and 27% 
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for females, with current approximate rates of 15% and 9% respectively (Kulka et al., 

1990).  An additional 11% of male and 8% of female Vietnam veterans had significant 

stress reactions that did not meet criteria for PTSD, and PTSD was related to other post-

war readjustment problems, including other psychiatric disorders (Kulka et al., 1990).  

Poor post-war adjustment was significantly higher for veterans who had high levels of 

exposure to combat and other war-zone stressors (Kulka et al., 1990).  

However, the NVVRS results have been the source of some controversy.  The two 

main criticisms involve the reliance on self-reports of combat exposure and the rates of 

PTSD, which are significantly higher than the rates found by the Vietnam Experience 

Study (VES) conducted by the Center for Disease Control (CDC), which was published a 

few years earlier (CDC, 1988; Dohrenwend et al., 2007; McNally, 2006; McNally, 2007; 

Schlenger et al., 2007; Thompson, Gottesman, & Zalewski, 2006).  However, when 

independent sources (e.g. 201 files and reports about battles from the era) were used to 

verify combat exposure, the veterans’ self-reports were highly correlated with 

independent sources, with some tendency towards underestimation of combat exposure 

(Dohrenwend et al., 2007; Schlenger et al., 2007).  To address concerns that the PTSD 

estimates from the NVVRS are inaccurate, Dohrenwend et al. (2007) attempted to 

eliminate false positives by adjusting for documented war-related onset and exposure, as 

well as impairment in functioning (which became part of the diagnostic criteria for PTSD 

in DSM-IV), which produced rates of 9% current and 19% lifetime prevalence.  

However, this rate is adjusted only for false positives, not false negatives, which suggests 

that it may be an absolute lowest bound for PTSD, and the lowered rates of PTSD may be 

attributed to changing the criteria for diagnosis rather than any indication that the original 
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rates were inaccurate or based on dishonesty by the veterans (Dohrenwend et al., 2007; 

Schlenger et al., 2007).  Additional research attempting to reconcile the findings of the 

VES with the NVVRS found that the differences in prevalence rates of PTSD could be 

explained by different instrumentation and by the CDC’s emphasis on specificity, thus 

increasing false negatives, while the NVVRS emphasized sensitivity, thus increasing 

false positives (Thompson et al., 2006).  This study also confirmed that the NVVRS 

provided more accurate estimates of the PTSD rates because they used more probes into 

symptoms of PTSD (Thompson et al., 2006).  Taken together, these studies suggest that 

the NVVRS estimates of PTSD rates are likely to be accurate when using DSM-III-R 

criteria for diagnosis, but somewhat elevated when DSM-IV criteria are used.  

Since the initial results of the NVVRS were published, the data has been 

examined for additional factors that correlate with PTSD.  PTSD has been associated 

with exposure to atrocities, combat exposure, perceived threats, perception of a harsh 

environment, minority status and having killed during the war (Dohrenwend, Turner, 

Turse, Lewis-Fernandez, & Yager, 2008; King, King, Gudanowski, & Vreven, 1995; 

Kulka et al., 1990; Laufer, Gallops, & Frey-Wouter, 1984; Lewis-Fernandez et al., 2008; 

MacNair, 2002; Maguen et al., 2009).  Additional research with other samples of veterans 

from Vietnam as well as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has supported the association 

of atrocity exposure, traumatic events which may or may not be related to military 

service, combat exposure and combat guilt with the diagnosis of PTSD (Beckham, 

Feldman, & Kirby, 1998; Clancy et al, 2006; Foy, Sipprelle, Rueger, & Carroll, 1984; 

Henning, & Frueh, 1997; Hoge et al.,  2004; Kubany, Abueg, Kilauano, Manke, & 

Kaplan, 1997; Stein et al., 2005; Yehuda, Southwick, & Giller; 1992).  These findings 
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suggest that soldiers involved in combat are exposed to events that have an impact 

beyond the scope of PTSD. 

In addition to a physical and psychological toll, war experiences have an effect on 

veterans’ spiritual and moral values and identity.  War experiences are broader than 

combat and include the various ethical and moral challenges faced during deployment 

(Drescher et al., 2011; Litz et al., 2009).  To capture the complex psychological, social 

and spiritual effects of being faced with these types of traumas, the term moral injury has 

been coined (Litz et al., 2009).  Moral injury occurs when an individual experiences 

distress due to their involvement in, observation of, hearing of or failing to prevent acts 

that transgress their deeply held moral and ethical standards (Drescher et al., 2011; Litz et 

al., 2009).  This may be particularly likely to happen during warfare because of necessity 

for soldiers to disengage and behave in ways that violate their own moral codes, such as 

by killing others (Bandura, 1999; Bandura, 2002).  Wars like Vietnam which involve 

guerilla warfare make it difficult to distinguish friends from enemies, which may increase 

the likelihood of morally injurious events.  

There is limited research on the impact of inflicting injury or death on the 

psychological and spiritual functioning on the perpetrators of these events, particularly 

for those who did so while adhering to sanctioned behaviors (i.e. following military 

commands, Drescher et al., 2011).  Trauma research has traditionally focused on the 

victims of trauma, but those who commit acts that violate societal norms have been 

largely overlooked.  However, current research has found that committing atrocities and 

even sanctioned war-zone killings result in symptoms beyond the criteria for PTSD 

(Ford, 1999; Maguen et al., 2009; Singer, 2004).  Many veterans from Vietnam as well as 
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Iraq and Afghanistan also show symptoms of extreme stress beyond what is encompassed 

by PTSD, including depression, anhedonia and dysphoria, guilt, poor readjustment to 

civilian life, extreme affect and impulse dysregulation, pathological dissociation, 

somatization, marital distress, and alterations in beliefs about the self and relationships 

(Ford, 1999; Foy et al., 1984; Henning, & Frueh, 1997; Hoge et al., 2004; Kashdan, 

Elhai, & Frueh, 2006;  Kashdan, Elhai, & Frueh, 2007; Kaylor, King, & King, 1987; 

Kulka et al., 1990; Maguen et al., 2009; Martz, Bodner, & Livneh; 2009; Renshaw, 

Rodebaugh, & Rodrigues; 2010).  Additionally, some veterans may display a change in 

their spirituality and ethical attitudes and behaviors (Drescher et al., 2011).  Although 

some of these symptoms are included in the associated features for PTSD, experts in the 

trauma field agree that PTSD is not sufficient to cover these symptoms, and that the 

concept of moral injury is necessary to encompass symptoms including psychological, 

social and spiritual problems (Drescher et al., 2011).  These experts suggested that moral 

injury would occur following events which involved betrayal, inappropriate or 

disproportionate violence, incidents involving civilians, and within-rank violence 

(Drescher et al., 2011).  

Because moral injury is a new concept, associated research has been theoretical 

(Litz et al., 2009; Drescher et al., 2011).  Experts in trauma treatment and research have 

developed the construct based on what they have seen in the treatment of veterans.  

Therefore, this study sought confirmation of the moral injury concept using the NVVRS 

database.  The NVVRS included a series of questions about traumatic events, prompting 

the veterans to describe any events that they had considered traumatic.  In this study, the 

NVVRS database was used to compare veterans’ experiences with traumatic events with 
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the experts’ predictions of events that would be morally injurious.  The research 

questions for the study are as follows: 

1. What themes are present in the Vietnam Combat Veterans’ descriptions of 

traumatic events? 

2. Are there differences in themes between war-related and non-war-related 

traumatic events? 

3. How do these themes relate to the themes of moral injury described by experts 

in the trauma field? 
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Methods 

Participants 

This archival study utilized data from the NVVRS (Kulka et al., 1990).  The 

NVVRS interview lasted an average of 5 hours and covered pre-military, military and 

post-military characteristics and functioning.  The full sample was a nationally 

representative of 3016 veterans and civilians from the Vietnam era, including a 

subsample of 1632 Vietnam Theater veterans, consisting of 1200 men and 432 women.  

The 1200 men make up the Vietnam Combat subsample of the NVVRS.  Because this 

study focused on the themes of traumatic events experienced by those serving in a 

warzone, a randomly selected sample of 100 participants from the Vietnam Combat 

subsample was used.  

 The NVVRS assessed exposure to traumatic events during the initial interview. 

The interviewers read the following script:  

Now we’d like to talk about unusual events that are extraordinarily stressful or 

disturbing – things that do not happen to most people but when they do they can 

be frightening, upsetting, or distressing to almost everyone.  By that I mean things 

like being in a war or heavy combat, being physically assaulted or raped, being in 

a major earthquake or flood, or a very serious accident or fire, seeing other people 

killed or dead, or some other type of disastrous event. 

 

Interviewers were directed to emphasize the words extraordinary, unusual and disastrous 

to impress upon the participants the nature of the desired responses.  Participants were 

then asked 11 questions about specific types of events, including each of the examples in 

the introduction and encouraged to share any other ‘very stressful’ events. Those who 

answered ‘yes’ to any of the 11 questions were given follow up questions about the 

specific details of the events, such as the dates.  Participants provided an open ended 

account of each event, and no limitations were placed on the number or types of events 
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reported.  The participants were responsible for deciding whether or not an event was 

traumatic.   

 

Design and Procedures 

The study utilizes an archival research approach to explore the themes of 

traumatic experiences reported by veterans of the Vietnam War.  It is a qualitative 

investigation of the Traumatic Events portion of the NVVRS interview, particularly the 

open-ended items regarding trauma experiences.  Participants in the study included a 

subset of the Vietnam Theater subsample of the NVVRS dataset.  Participants’ informed 

consent was obtained during the interview process for the NVVRS.  Prior to gaining 

access to the de-identified data archive, approval for human subject research was 

obtained from the Pepperdine University Graduate and Professional Schools IRB.  

Because the NVVRS is a public database, the consent of the original researcher was not 

necessary before using the archive. 

 

Analysis of Data 

Responses to open-ended questions regarding traumatic events were analyzed and 

coded for themes.  The initial coding was completed by 2 coders who were blind to the 

themes from the Drescher et al. (2011) study.  The coders were both graduate students in 

Psychology.  These two coders were given Excel files with the responses of the 100 

randomly selected Combat Veterans, and were instructed to code these responses 

individually in several steps.  First, all of the responses were read and categorized into 

major themes.  Next, all responses were reviewed and coded using these major themes 
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(Hsieh, & Shannon, 2005).  Finally, all the items in each code were reviewed to ensure 

consistency in the themes (Hsieh, & Shannon, 2005).  At this point, themes were split or 

combined as appropriate.  The coders were presented their instructions in an initial letter 

(see Appendix B), and any questions were addressed by a member of the research lab.  

 After each coder finished these steps individually, the 2 coders met with a third 

individual who was also blind to the Drescher et al. (2011) themes to discuss final code 

list.  The coders were directed to combine or split codes until both were satisfied that they 

had created a list that was as short as possible while still being comprehensive.  They 

were instructed to individually apply this code list to the data, and then the data from 

each was sent to the principle investigator.  

The principle investigator input the data from each coder into Hyper Research 

2.8.3 for further analysis.  When the two initial coders disagreed on how to code 

individual items, or when the investigator disagreed with the code assigned by the coders, 

discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus of the principle 

investigator and the dissertation lab.  Once this process was complete, all items within 

each code were examined for consistency, and any discrepancies were resolved through 

the same process.  The principle investigator also created subcodes within each major 

code (e.g., Combat - Gunfire or Ambush) to aid with further analysis of data.  Again, 

once this process was concluded, all items within each subcode were checked for 

consistency and any discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus of 

principle investigator and the dissertation lab.  

The frequency and extensiveness of each theme were calculated.  Frequency (F) 

was defined as the total number of times a given code or subcode was used, while 
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Extensiveness (E) was the total number of participants who had at least one response 

within a code.  Because none of the codes identified by the initial coders included the 

themes from the Drescher et al. (2011) study, the principle investigator and the 

dissertation lab members identified potentially morally injurious events through 

consensus, and further analysis was conducted on these events.   
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Results 

Frequency and Extensiveness 

Of the 100 participants in this study, 12 either refused to answer the question or 

had no traumatic events to report, leaving 88 individuals who gave responses that could 

be interpreted, for a total of 385 responses.  Of those 385 responses, 6 were 

uninterpretable (e.g., “IWA”) and 5 were refusals from individuals who had given at least 

one other response, leaving 374 responses to be coded for themes.  Each response was 

given only one code and one subcode.  Table 1 summarizes the results of this coding. 

There were seven major categories of themes, each of which had several subcodes.  The 

seven major codes were: Accidents, Combat, Natural Disaster, Family Accident or Death, 

Fight or Assault, Non-combat Injuries or Death, and Psychosocial High Magnitude 

Stressors.  

The most common code, in terms of both frequency and extensiveness, was 

Combat.  Combat related traumas were reported by 66 of the 100 respondents, and there 

were a total of 129 exemplars, or 35% of the codable responses. Examples of this code 

include “A civilian killed in Vietnam,” “Being shelled – by either side,” “On patrol in 

Nam,” and “Losing my right leg.”
 1

  These were subcategorized into four areas: Others 

Injured or Killed, Self Injured, Gunfire or Ambush, or Nonspecific.  

The next most commonly reported traumas were Accidents, which included 67 

responses (18% of all codable responses) from 39 individuals.  These included “Truck 

                                                 
1
 All direct quotes were obtained from the NVVRS dataset. Kulka, R. A., Schlenger, W. E., Fairbank, J. A., 

Hough, R. L., Jordan, B. K., Marmar, C. R., ... Weiss, D. (1988). National Vietnam veterans 

readjustment study. Unpublished raw data 
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Accident,” “Construction accident,” “Hit a pier with my boat,” “Plane crashes,” and 

“Almost drowning”.  Accident subcodes were Vehicle, Work, Boat, Plane, and Other.  

Natural Disasters were the third most common trauma type, including 50 

exemplars (13% of codable responses) across 36 respondents.  This included Fires, 

Tornadoes, Floods, Hurricanes, Earthquakes and one Blizzard.  

The fourth code was Family Accident or Death, which had an F of 41 (11% of all 

codable responses) and an E of 32.  Exemplars varied from vague (e.g., “Father died”) to 

specific (e.g., “My mother passed away – Sudden heart attack”).  Many responses 

included some form of violence (e.g., “Someone murdered my brother”).  Subcodes of 

this category included Family Death due to Accident, Family Death due to Violence, 

Family Death due to Suicide, Family Death due to Health Problem, Family Death NOS, 

and Family Accidents, which lacked any clear lethality (e.g., “My sister’s accident”).  

Next, 37 responses (10% of codable responses) across 21 individuals were coded 

as Psychosocial High Magnitude Stressors.  This included events that were stressful for 

the individual, but would not be considered ‘traumatic’, such as divorces, arrests, or work 

stresses.  Exemplars included “Dad’s illness,” “Administrative headaches,” and “Sex”. 

Subcodes included Family Troubles, Work Related Stress, Arrests, Substance Abuse, 

Racism, Childhood Memories, Neighbor Problems, Post War Stresses, and an NOS 

category.  

Non-combat Injuries or Deaths were reported in 28 responses across 23 

participants, for a total of 8% of all codable responses.  These responses either included 

no clear reference to taking place during Vietnam, or were clearly civilian related.  Some 

examples include “Women burned up in house,” and “Car wreck, close friend killed, I 
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was driving”.  These responses were subcategorized as Injury or Death of Others and 

Injury of Self.  

Finally, Fights or Assaults were reported 24 times by 19 individuals, for a total of 

6% of all codable responses.  This included being assaulted and seeing others assaulted or 

in a fight.  Examples of these codes include “fight in Australia,” “friend beaten up,” and 

“I was robbed.” 

 

Moral Injury 

The two initial coders did not identify any themes of Moral Injury as either 

primary codes or subcodes.  However, when the principle investigator and the 

dissertation lab members examined the data, several responses reflected the themes 

reported in the Drescher et al. (2011) study.  The Drescher et al. themes included: 

Betrayal (including leadership failures, betrayal by peers or trusted civilians, or failing to 

live up to one’s own moral standards), Disproportionate Violence (including 

mistreatment of enemy combatants and acts of revenge), Incidents Involving Civilians 

(including destruction of civilians’ property and assault), and Within-Rank Violence 

(including military sexual trauma, friendly fire and fragging).   

In total, 15 responses from 14 individuals were identified as being possible 

morally injurious events, for a total of 4% of all codable responses.  The most common 

subcode was Civilian Deaths (F of 8, E of 7).  Examples of this code included “Working 

civilians soldiers killed,” “Mama San and Papa San killed on a bridge,” and “Killing 

civilians.”  Friendly Fire was reported 3 times by 3 separate individuals (e.g., “Walking 

in rice paddies and received ‘friendly fire’”).  Three responses were coded as betrayals, 
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including “Kid trying to steal hand grenade” and “Laughing at people being killed.”  

Finally, one person reported the death of a prisoner.  All 15 responses were from the 

major code Combat.  

 

Research Questions 

1. What themes are present in the Vietnam Combat Veterans’ descriptions of 

traumatic events? 

There were seven major categories of themes reported by Vietnam Combat 

Veterans: Accidents, Combat, Natural Disaster, Family Accident or Death, Fight or 

Assault, Non-combat Injuries or Death, and Psychosocial High Magnitude Stressors.  

 

2. Are there differences in themes between war-related and non-war-related 

traumatic events? 

Vietnam Combat veterans described both war-related and non-war-related events 

as traumatic.  War-related events made up over 1/3 of all responses, and were reported by 

2/3 of the participants.  Injuries (of self and others) and death were reported as traumatic 

both in war-related and non-war-related events, but war-related events included some 

traditional combat experiences (e.g., being shot at) as well.  Non-war-related events also 

frequently included car accidents or natural disasters, as well as events which would not 

traditionally be considered traumatic (e.g., divorce). 

 

3. How do these themes relate to the themes of moral injury described by experts in 

the trauma field? 
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Although the coders did not identify moral injury as a major code of traumatic 

events, there were 15 events reported by 14 individuals which represented possible moral 

injuries.  These events were coded as Civilian Deaths, Friendly Fire, Betrayals, and Death 

of a Prisoner, which were consistent with the Drescher et al. (2011) themes of Incidents 

Involving Civilians, Within-Rank Violence, Betrayals, and Disproportionate Violence.  

No new themes of possibly morally injurious events were identified.  
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Discussion 

The first two research questions are related to the general findings of the study, 

whereas the third addresses the question of how these findings relate to the concept of 

moral injury.  First, there were seven major categories of themes identified by the coders: 

Accidents, Combat, Natural Disaster, Family Accident or Death, Fight or Assault, Non-

combat Injuries or Death, and Psychosocial High Magnitude Stressors.  These themes 

each represented the major categories of events that Vietnam Combat Veterans reported 

as being traumatic.  Each had several subcategories as well.  

In terms of the second question, both war-related and non-war-related events were 

reported by the veterans.  War-related events were reported by 2/3 of the participants and 

made up 1/3 of all responses.  It is notable that injuries and death were included in the 

Accidents, Family Accident or Death, Non-combat Injuries or Death and Combat themes, 

suggesting that death and loss are widely considered traumatic no matter the 

circumstances (e.g., due to an accident, combat or illness).  The data for this study was 

collected many years after the end of the Vietnam War, and yet these combat veterans 

still felt that many of these traditional warzone experiences were extraordinarily stressful 

events, suggesting that these merit clinical attention in their own right.  

Both war-related and non-war-related themes included events which are not 

traditionally considered as meeting Criterion A for PTSD, such as traditional combat 

experiences (e.g., being shot at) and interpersonal problems (e.g., divorce, discrimination, 

etc).  This supports the need for the broader conceptualization of trauma, including moral 

injury, because these events would not necessarily qualify for a PTSD diagnosis but were 

nevertheless experienced as highly traumatic.  These combat veterans described these 
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events as being ‘extraordinarily stressful or disturbing,’ which suggests that they have 

had a long term impact on the veteran’s life despite not being a Criterion A event.  For 

instance, some of the soldiers described experiences of discrimination in the US, and 

these events were frequently reported by the same individuals who reported combat-

related events.  This suggests that the events had some significant impact on the 

individual, and yet these sorts of events would not be captured by the PTSD diagnosis.  

The final question related to moral injury, and specifically whether or not the 

coders identified themes of moral injury as major codes.  It should be noted that the 

original coders did not identify any themes of moral injury within the data.  There are 

several potential explanations for this finding.  Firstly, the coders were encouraged to 

create as few categories as possible when coding the responses.  Given the low 

prevalence of potentially morally injurious events reported by the sample (approximately 

4% of all responses), these events may have been more logically folded in to other 

categories.  All 15 events were actually identified as being part of the major code 

Combat, which was a very common and very broad categorization.  Secondly, the coders 

were all blind to the concept of moral injury, but not to PTSD diagnostic criteria.  The 

original data was collected with the intention of identifying Criterion A events, and it 

may be that such events stand out as organizational themes when coding the data.  

Finally, it may be that because the coders were blind to the concept of moral injury and 

were not trauma experts, they had little reason to identify these specific types of events as 

being significant or similar.  On the surface, the events may look rather different (e.g., 

being under friendly fire versus killing civilians), and the similarities may not be apparent 
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to those without previous exposure to this conceptualization and/or trauma treatment 

experience.  

Although the coders did not identify any themes of moral injury, the principle 

investigator and the dissertation lab were able to identify 15 events reported by 14 

individuals as being possible moral injuries.  These events were all combat-related, and 

were coded as Civilian Deaths, Friendly Fire, Betrayals, and Death of a Prisoner, which 

were consistent with the Drescher et al. (2011) themes of Incidents Involving Civilians, 

Within-Rank Violence, Betrayals, and Disproportionate Violence.  Thus, the findings 

within the NVVRS were consistent with the experiences of experts in the field.  While 

many of these events would qualify as Criterion A events for a PTSD diagnosis, not all of 

them would.  This further supports the need for the concept of moral injury as something 

broader than PTSD.  Although this study did not examine the psychological complaints 

associated with any of these events, the identification of these types of events as 

traumatic supports the idea that they have a lasting impact on the individual, and that 

there may be significant moral struggles for these individuals lasting for years.  It is 

notable that all 15 events were combat related.  This suggests that there may be 

something particular to combat exposure which makes moral injury more likely to occur; 

possibly due to the continuous life threats, deprivation, or even the lack of control over 

choices in daily life (e.g., where to go, when and whom to shoot at, etc).  

The findings of this study support the concept that moral and ethical violations 

can be long lastingly injurious to war veterans, even when they do not fit into traditional 

conceptualizations of trauma.  Traditionally, trauma research and treatment has focused 

on the consequences of being the victim of violence, but during the course of their 
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military service, these men were required to perform acts in conflict with their own 

deeply ingrained sense of right and wrong.  Many of the traumatic events reported by 

these veterans included traditional combat experiences, such as being involved in a 

firefight, which supports the idea that even sanctioned killings have a long term impact 

on the perpetrators.  While these were not coded as moral injuries, other experiences 

were, including being under friendly fire, or personal betrayal, such as laughing while 

people are getting killed.  The lasting impact of these events on these veterans speaks to 

the importance of addressing moral and ethical dilemmas faced by combat veterans 

during psychological treatment, and to the importance of considering a bio-psycho-

social-spiritual model of mental health functioning.  Because this study did not include 

any mental health outcome measures, it is difficult to speak to the long term impact of 

these morally injurious events.  However, the events were clearly considered significant 

to the veterans even years later, which supported the assertions of the trauma experts 

interviewed in the Drescher et al. (2011) study.  It is important to note that this study was 

conducted as one of three related studies within one research lab, and the studies are best 

interpreted together.  The first was a study utilizing the same procedures, but with the Era 

veteran population (Hanson, 2012) and the second examined the same combat veterans as 

this study but explored psychological and spiritual outcomes (Kraus, 2012). More 

information about the relationship between the studies can be found in Appendix B.  

This study serves as a preliminary investigation of the types of events reported as 

traumatic by male Vietnam combat veterans, including a discussion and exploration of 

those events consistent with the concept of moral injury.  There is little empirical 

research on moral injury, and this study serves to support the viability of the concept as 
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applied to veterans of the Vietnam War.  This study also opens avenues for further 

exploration.  Future research should focus on veterans of other wars, female veterans, and 

civilians to expand and refine our conceptualization of moral injury.  Additionally, an 

objective measure of moral injury, including both the causes and the sequelae, is 

necessary for more in depth future quantitative research.   

Several methodological issues may have potentially influenced the findings of this 

study, particularly due to the use of archival data.  Firstly, the investigator was unable to 

ask study participants additional questions to clarify any questions about their responses, 

fill in missing data, or gather more details about the traumatic events. Secondly, the 

original investigators transcribed the audiotaped interviews, and it is not possible for the 

investigator to verify the accuracy of these responses.  While there were some critiques of 

the original NVVRS methodology, most of those concerns revolved around the diagnosis 

of PTSD, which is unlikely to have impacted this study.  However, the NVVRS study did 

rely on retrospective reports given during an interview close to a decade after the end of 

the war.  Thus, the data is vulnerable to intentional or unintentional retrospective recall 

bias which would result in inaccurate reporting of traumatic events.  It is unknown how 

reliable the participants’ accounts are in the study.  Additionally, the Traumatic Event 

section of the NVVRS interview relied on the participant to volunteer information about 

traumatic events.  Participants may not have included certain experiences due to 

embarrassment, or because they did not recognize that the event could be considered 

traumatic.  Finally, since the study focused on war-related traumatic events experienced 

by the Vietnam Theater Veteran males from the NVVRS, the results cannot be 
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generalized to other populations such as female veterans, veterans from other wars, or 

civilians. 
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APPENDIX A 

Instructions to Coders 
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Directions for Coding 

 

1. In the excel files, all the respondents are separated into sheets. There are multiple 

responses but just one question.  

 

2. Start on the sheet labeled 1-20. Read through all the responses.   

 

3. Begin categorizing all responses into major themes. Start by generating as many 

themes as is possible.  In excel, assign each theme a color and highlight the responses 

within each theme. Continue until all responses on the first sheet have been added to a 

theme. Create new themes or combine themes as necessary until all items are coded and 

you feel that there are as few themes as possible to capture each unique theme. 

 

4. Move to the next sheet of 20 participants (21-40). Read through all of these responses. 

Assign themes, again highlighting all responses that belong in a single theme.  Repeat 

this process with all the remaining sheets (participants 41-60, 61-80, 81-100, etc...); 

however, it is important that you:  

 

Keep track of the themes from sheet to sheet, and make a note of which sheet you 

are on when you fail to develop new themes.  

 

5. When you’ve coded everything, read through all the responses to a single theme, and 

make sure they are consistent.  At this point, you may again choose to add or combine 

themes as necessary until you are satisfied that every item within a theme captures its 

meaning. 

 

6. E-mail all your coding to Alison C.  A meeting will be set up through Alison C. to 

discuss the codings, and address any discrepancies in themes between the group 

members.  

 

If you have any questions, email Alison C or Alison Flipse Vargas.   

 

Please let us know if there are any significant questions or concerns, and we can meet 

individually to make sure everyone is comfortable with the instructions for the task. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Statement of Related Dissertation Studies 
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Military combat involves a diversity of stressors that can affect service members 

in varying ways. To broaden the understanding of moral aspects of combat trauma 

experiences, Litz et al. (2009) introduced moral injury (MI), defined as acts that 

transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations. Drescher et al. (2011) recently 

conducted a qualitative examination of relationships between frequent combat 

experiences and expected moral consequences through military experts’ judgments. 

Overall, Drescher et al. identified four major themes of potentially morally injurious 

events, including betrayal, disproportionate violence, incidents involving civilians, and 

with-in rank violence.  In addition, social problems, trust issues, spiritual/existential 

issues, psychological symptoms, and self-deprecation were identified as thematic 

categories that may be signs or symptoms of MI.   

The present dissertation was conducted as one of three related studies within a 

research lab in order to provide further empirical support for the MI construct.  Therefore, 

it is recommended that the three studies be considered as a set and that the findings be 

interpreted together.  The present study examined traumatic events reported by 100 

Vietnam combat veterans from the NVVRS. Each participant was asked about any 

extraordinarily stressful events that they may have experienced, and their responses were 

coded for themes. Although the initial coding did not identify MI as a major theme, 15 

responses from 14 individuals were identified as being potentially morally injurious 

events.  To compare MI in combat versus non-combat veterans, a second study entitled 

“Themes of Trauma and Morally Injurious Events among Non Combat Veterans: A 

Qualitative Examination of the NVVRS” was completed by Thomas Hanson (2012).  

Hanson followed the same methodology as the current study with the exception of 



 

47 

utilizing the non combat veterans and twice as many participants (N=200).  Consistent 

with this study, MI was not identified as a major theme following the initial coding.  

Conversely, only two responses from two participants were indicative of potentially 

morally injurious events.  

The third study, entitled “Morally Injurious Symptomatology: A qualitative 

examination for themes found in the NVVRS” by Douglas Kraus (2012), examined the 

same sample of combat veterans as the current study but explored signs and symptoms of 

MI. Kraus focused on coding themes of participants responses to the questions: “In what 

ways has the Vietnam War affected your everyday life?” and “And, what were some of 

the negative things?”  Although MI was not identified as a major theme during the initial 

coding, 43 signs and symptoms of MI were reported.  The findings of the three studies 

extend the operational understanding and provide validation for the construct of MI.   

Most significantly, no additional themes of MI were identified suggesting that Drescher 

et al. (2011) provided a comprehensive list of themes associated with MI.     
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APPENDIX C 

 

Literature Table Summary and Spreadsheets 
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Literature Table Summary 

 

Although there are many studies on PTSD in veterans, the literature review focused on 

those studies looking at PTSD and depression, PTSD and associated features, and moral 

injury. This included: one meta-analysis, one qualitative study, three theoretical studies, 

22 qualitative studies (11 from the NVVRS), and four literature reviews/critiques.  

 

Of the 11 non-NVVRS quantitative studies, three focused on PTSD and related features 

in veterans of more recent wars, and nine focused on PTSD and related features in 

Vietnam veterans. Of these, three were published before the NVVRS, and were part of 

the driving force behind that study. The meta-analysis focused on PTSD rates in Vietnam 

veterans as reported across 67 studies, all published before the NVVRS.  

 

There were 11 studies published directly from the NVVRS, including the initial 

publication of the general findings, plus four critiques. Most focused on PTSD rates with 

different sub-groups (e.g., Theater vets, Hispanics, etc), or under different circumstances 

(e.g., those exposed to atrocities).  One looked at marital distress and PTSD symptom 

severity based on reports of both the veterans and their spouses. Two of the four critiques 

focused on the PTSD rates from the NVVRS, arguing that they were too high, especially 

when compared with the significantly lower rates reported by the CDC study from a few 

years earlier. The other two critiques addressed these concerns and ultimately reconciled 

the findings from the two studies as being due to differences in instrumentation and 

specificity versus sensitivity.   

 

In terms of moral injury, there were only two published studies. The first was theoretical, 

and the second was qualitative. The other two theoretical studies focused on how a 

soldier could or would shut off their moral compass in order to survive.  
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APPENDIX D 

 

Coded Data
2
 

                                                 
2
 All data was obtained from the NVVRS dataset: Kulka, R. A., Schlenger, W. E., Fairbank, J. A., Hough, 

R. L., Jordan, B. K., Marmar, C. R., ... Weiss, D. (1988). National Vietnam veterans readjustment 

study. Unpublished raw data 
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