MIKE RICHMAN: I'm Mike Richman.  And welcome to our podcast series, Voices of VA Research.  Dr. Harold Koenig is one of the top proponents in the research community for using religion as a therapy for veterans with PTSD.  The Head of the Center for Spirituality, Theology, and Health at Duke University in North Carolina, he's aligning in the spiritual approach with veterans who are victims of moral injury.  The concept of moral injury is gaining recognition in VA.  It's essentially a conflict with one's personal code of morality.  For instance, a veteran may feel guilt, shame, or self-condemnation for violating his or her moral beliefs by killing someone, witnessing death, or failing to prevent the immoral acts of others.  On this episode of Voices of VA Research, Dr. Koenig, a Psychiatrist, will discuss his work on moral injury.  He's now a co-researcher on an ambitious pilot study that is gauging the effectiveness of religion in treating PTSD-stricken veterans who are experiencing moral injury.  Dr. Koenig, welcome to Voices of VA Research.  I commend you for all of your research on moral injury.  That information is very important to veterans.  What is moral injury and how does it affect veterans?
DR. HAROLD KOENIG: Okay, Mike.  Well, I'm glad to be here.  I'm glad to talk to you about this.  Moral injury is some--you know, sometimes, it's better to call it inner conflict.  Many, many veterans are concerned about the term "moral injury" in the setting of PTSD because, you know, they've just been doing with, you know, what their job calls for most of the time.  And yet, sometimes, just even doing your job and doing your duty can have psychological consequences, especially when it occurs during the heat of battle.  So, moral injury involves emotions, such as guilt, shame, moral concerns, feelings of betrayal by commanders, and even by those at home.  It can involve a loss of meaning and purpose in life, a loss of trust in others, along with difficulty forgiving.  And in addition to all of those psychological symptoms, it can also have some religious or spiritual symptoms associated with it.  And those might involve feelings of anger at God, or feeling like God has deserted one, wasn't there at a time of need, should've prevented this if he was a loving God.  And many veterans have actually entirely lost their faith as a result of those horrific experiences that they had when they were serving our country.  So moral injury is a--is a real problem, particularly among veterans with PTSD symptoms.  And they seem to be very closely connected.  They're separate and different, but very closely connected.
RICHMAN: Well, along those lines, I did want to ask you, what are the similarities between moral injury and PTSD, and can moral injury lead to PTSD?

KOENIG: Moral injury, we think, actually stands in the way of treatment of PTSD.  We know that many veterans with PTSD suffer chronically with their symptoms, that the treatments often are not that effective, or, you know, at least in a--in a large percentage.  Many, many veterans suffer with this condition for years, for decade.  And that's despite psychotherapy, despite medications, they continue to struggle with it.  So we think that that moral injury results from the trauma itself.  Whatever the traumatic event was that occurred during the service that results in a moral injury, an injury to one's sense of what is right.  And that then interferes with the treatment of PTSD, which often occurs simultaneously.  With PTSD, you've got the four major symptom clusters, which involve nightmares, and flashbacks, these intrusive symptoms that just come up when you don't want them.  Then there are the avoidance symptoms, where you do everything you can to try to avoid thinking about these traumatic events.  Then there are the emotional symptoms, the numbing and emotional symptoms lead the anger, you know, the sadness, the depression, the loss of interest, and social withdrawal that accompanies, you know, that are part of the PTSD syndrome.  And then finally there's hyperarousal.  There's this sense of just tension that is with the person all the time.  And it--these are irritable.  And they blow up, and they have--they're startled, you know, you come up behind them and they jump.  So, those are the core symptoms of PTSD.  Again, moral injury is different.  It has more of this emotional kind of sense that once moral standards have been violated by what one did or what one saw, or what one couldn't prevent.  So, they are distinct syndromes, but they tend to occur very closely together.
RICHMAN: You've written extensively on mental health geriatrics and religion, why did you decide to pursue religion as a therapy for veterans who are victims of moral injury and are struggling with PTSD?

KOENIG Well, Mike, you know, it just seemed logical and rational given that, you know, when you talk about a person's morals, how do morals come into existence to begin with?  A lot of times, they, you know, they're based on the religious beliefs and values of a culture in a society.  And here in America, religion is very important to the vast majority of people in this country.  And so veterans have been raised within a lot of times within a religious environment with high moral standards and values.  And so that, in many respects, can even predispose to the development of moral injury.  But religions have, for thousands of years, been dealing with exactly this problem among people, because, you know, every religion has involved going to war, being involved in battle.  I mean, you think of the Jewish religion.  Think of Joshua, and, you know, and Moses, and all of the war that went on there.  You think of Islam, how the prophet Muhammad had to lead armies in spreading the Islamic religion, and many people experienced severe trauma during those times.  And religions--each religion has a way of dealing with moral injuries from combat and from war.  They have rituals, they have belief systems that directly address these issues in terms of forgiveness, in terms of being cleansed from whatever, you know, the wartime experience was, or there are rituals cleansing that many religions have.  And so here's this incredible source of wisdom that has lasted literally for millennia, has gone down through ages and ages, and ages, generation.  There's wisdom.  Why not utilize some of these wisdoms to help veterans deal with this trauma from PTSD?  It just seemed natural to me.
RICHMAN: Speaking of the importance of religion, particularly in veterans, I understand you're a co-investigator on an upcoming pilot study that is centered on using religion to treat former military members with PTSD, who are experiencing moral injury, and about 60 veterans will be involved.  Please explain the methodology for this study, and what you expect to learn.
KOENIG: This is a very exciting study.  It involves three groups.  We're going to randomize veterans who both indicate religion is important to them, and to have high level of moral injury and PTSD symptoms.  We're going to recruit veterans with those characteristic, and we're going to then randomize them to three different treatment.  The first treatment is Standard Cognitive Processing Therapy.  So, it's CPT.  It's--and this is what is one of the most common treatments for PTSD.  It just--is this thing called Cognitive Processing Therapy where the traumas are processed through psychotherapy, individual psychotherapy, and work through.  So that's one group.  Another group is going to get Spiritually Integrated CPT.  So, this is a formal cognitive processing therapy that utilizes the religious and spiritual beliefs of the veteran to cope with, deal with, and process these traumatic experiences and memory.  Again, you know, there are these religious beliefs, these religious rituals that are designed specifically to do that that have been ignored by standard secular psychotherapy.  So, we want to introduce that, along with the standard psychotherapy, we think the bringing them together will boost the effects of both.  And then the third group will be veterans who are seen by a chaplain who will be doing a structured pastoral care intervention that will focus on the moral injury.  And we've developed five different religious forms of pastoral care, depending on the veteran's religious belief, that will directly target each of the different dimensions of moral injury.  And so we think we're going to learn a lot from this study, you know.  It would be fascinating to see whether integrating the veteran's spiritual and religious beliefs, whether that really--among religious veterans, whether that really boosts the effects of cognitive processing therapy, both on the moral injury and on PTSD symptoms.  We think that--that it--you know, whether to see whether or not that improved just regular standard CPT, or, you know, standard psychotherapy.  We think it will.  And we're also interested in seeing whether or not this chaplain intervention might also have benefits that might be equivalent to or maybe even better than the standard cognitive processing therapy.  We don't know.  It's never been tested.  So, we think that this is going to be--this is going to be a lot of fun.  Now, in terms of what I'm anticipating, you can never tell results beforehand.  I mean, that's part of the reason you do the research, but just thinking about it, I would say that if you combine the best of psychotherapy and the best of religious beliefs and rituals, the wisdom from the ages, together with the wisdom from the present, that you're going to have the best result.  It just seems to be logical.
RICHMAN: Fascinating work, Dr. Koenig.  And I want to thank you very much for explaining it to me in detail on Voices of VA Research.  Best of luck with all of your work.
KOENIG: Thanks so much, Mike.

RICHMAN: We appreciate Dr. Koenig discussing his research on moral injury.  And we look forward to learning the results of his pilot study.  You've been listening to Voices of VA Research.  I hope you enjoyed it and please tune in again.  I'm Mike Richman.  To learn more about VA Research, go to research.va.gov.  That's research.va.gov.  You can also follow us on Facebook and Twitter.
