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Sentenced to Shame: Moral Injury Exposure in Former Lifers

Joanne B. DeCaro1, Kelci Straka2, 3, Nadia Malek2, and Alyson K. Zalta2
1 Department of Criminology, Law and Society, University of California, Irvine

2 Department of Psychological Science, University of California, Irvine
3 School of Nursing, Johns Hopkins Medical Center

Objective: A significant increase in the release of individuals who served life sentences (i.e., lifers) in
California has created the opportunity to study aspects of their psychological wellness for the first time.
Moral injury may be a particularly relevant factor to consider in this population but has not been previ-
ously studied. This study is the first to explore the concept of moral injury within a currently or formerly
incarcerated population. Method: Former lifers currently in reentry in California (N = 41) completed a
survey that measured their moral injury exposure (MIE), MIE-related guilt, MIE-related shame, MIE-
related rumination, religiosity, attempts at making amends, and flourishing. Results: As expected, a high
rate of lifetime MIEs was endorsed (97.6%). Events linked to life sentence crimes (75.6%) and time in
prison (56.1%) were very common. Lower levels of MIE-related shame (r = �.58, p , .01) and higher
levels of religiosity (r = .35, p , .05) were significantly associated with greater flourishing. By contrast,
degree of MIE exposure, MIE-related guilt, and MIE-related rumination, and making amends were all
weakly associated with flourishing. Conclusion: Our results highlight that MIE is pervasive in this pop-
ulation and extends beyond life sentence crimes. Moreover, our findings suggest that it is lifers’ self-
concept following MIEs that appears to affect well-being upon release, rather than the extent and nature
of moral injury exposure. Further research exploring moral injury in incarcerated and formerly incarcer-
ated populations is needed to improve their well-being and chances of successful reentry.

Clinical Impact Statement
This study is the first to explore the concept of moral injury within a currently or formerly incarcer-
ated population. The study suggests that the incarcerated experience high levels of moral injury ex-
posure and that shame related to moral injury exposure may affect a person’s ability to succeed
postrelease. The high likelihood of moral injury exposure should be considered in treatment plans
and goals for patients who have experienced long-term incarceration.

Keywords: moral injury, shame, flourishing, incarceration, prisoner
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In 2011, Brown v. Plata initiated a shift in state parole policy
that resulted in a significant increase in the release of “lifers”1

(i.e., those sentenced to a life term in prison) in California.
Between 1990 and 2010, a lifer in California had only a six per-
cent chance of leaving prison alive (Weisberg et al., 2011). From
1991 to July, 2013, 2,373 lifers were paroled from California pris-
ons (Levin, 2014), whereas between 2014 and 2018, 4,759 lifers
were paroled (California Department of Corrections and Rehabili-
tation, Office of Research, Division of Internal Oversight and
Research, 2016, 2017, 2018). This policy shift has created an op-
portunity to study the well-being and experiences of “former
lifers,”1 people sentenced to what had previously amounted to
pseudodeath sentences behind bars.

Ample research in the field of criminology speaks to the impor-
tance of prosocial mentality, environments, and relationships in
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population (Appleton, 2010).
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the reentry process (i.e., period following release from prison; e.g.,
Berg & Cobbina, 2017; Berg & Huebner, 2011), with recidivism
being of particular concern. Recidivism has many definitions, but
studies commonly use composite definitions, which include recon-
viction, reincarceration, self-reported crime, technical violation,
and fresh criminal charges. Research shows that a parolee’s psy-
chological well-being is important for maintaining a prosocial
mentality, which in turn reduces the likelihood of recidivism
(Pettus-Davis et al., 2019; Link et al., 2019). Reentry scholarship
has found that social ties, particularly family relations, and a sense
of purpose and legitimacy found through employment to be crucial
well-being factors that contribute to desistance in reentry (Palmer &
Christian, 2019; Western et al., 2015). Thus, aspects of eudemonic
well-being, or “living well,” may be particularly important to study
among former lifers. Flourishing is an aspect of eudemonic well-
being that captures the social ties and social control emphasized in
reentry scholarship. Flourishing includes the concepts of having
supportive and rewarding relationships, contributing to the happi-
ness of others, being respected by others, and leading a purposeful
and meaningful life (Diener et al., 2009; Jankowski et al., 2020).
Better understanding experiences and predictors of flourishing
among former lifers may contribute to the development of better
treatment plans and health outcomes, as well as maintaining
desistance.
One factor that may play a critical role in flourishing among for-

mer lifers is exposure to morally injurious events. Moral injury ex-
posure (MIE) refers to perpetrating, failing to prevent, or bearing
witness to acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and
expectations (Litz et al., 2009). Studies largely conducted in mili-
tary populations have found that morally injurious events are asso-
ciated with negative physical and mental health outcomes,
including diminished well-being (Griffin et al., 2019; Williamson
et al., 2021). Moral injury exposure may be particularly relevant to
lifers because morality is deeply interwoven within law and justice
(e.g., Durkheim, 1893/1984), particularly with the typical acts
(e.g., murder) and sentences (e.g., 25 years to life) found in the
population of lifers. For those sentenced to life, the judge, justice
system, and society, have told these individuals that they have
committed such morally egregious acts that they are no longer fit
to be in their community. Consequently, lifers are very likely to
experience transgressions that would be viewed as morally injuri-
ous and it is quite likely that MIE and consequences of MIE may
affect well-being among former lifers.
There are several potential responses to MIEs that may play a

critical role in long-term well-being. Moral emotions, particularly
guilt and shame, are considered to be primary symptoms resulting
from MIE (Litz et al., 2009). Guilt refers to a feeling of responsi-
bility or remorse for actions and decisions that one perceives as
wrongdoing whereas shame refers to a global negative belief about
oneself (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Prior research has shown that
although guilt can be adaptive, shame is particularly maladaptive
and is associated with poorer well-being (Tangney & Dearing,
2002; Velotti et al., 2017). Shame may be a common experience
for former lifers given that some legal philosophers argue that
shame is the express function of incarceration (Brooks, 2014).
Lifers, in particular, are often labeled as “irredeemable,” “super-
predators,” and other terms that can create severe, long-lasting,
internalized stigma as well as societal messaging that may promote
moral emotions in response to these events. Thus, moral emotions

following MIE, and shame in particular, may diminish well-being
among former lifers.

Research on moral injury has also explored several other factors
that may serve as potential mechanisms by which MIEs affect
health outcomes. In particular, researchers have explored rumina-
tion a process that may lead to negative health outcomes following
MIEs (Bravo et al., 2020; Zalta & Held, 2020) and forgiveness as
a potential pathway toward healing from MIEs (Purcell et al.,
2018). In the context of moral injury, event-related rumination
(Cann et al., 2011) may be particularly important as individuals
attempt to make meaning of the event. Higher levels of rumination
may indicate that the individual continues to struggle with the
event and their role in it, which may be associated with poorer
well-being. With respect to forgiveness, the moral injury literature
has pointed to religiosity as a potential source of moral repair that
could help individuals to recover from MIEs (Litz et al., 2009).
The criminology literature has focused on “making amends” and
positive actions as potentially important steps for “going straight”
and establishing a prosocial identity (Burnett & Maruna, 2006).
Therefore, MIE-related rumination, religiosity, and making amends
may all be relevant predictors of flourishing in this population.

This study is the first to open dialogue between the fields of
trauma and criminology on moral injury in currently or formerly
incarcerated populations. Our study conducted a survey of 41 for-
mer lifers to understand the nature of morally injurious events and
flourishing in this population. We also sought to explore what de-
mographic and psychological factors related to MIE are associated
with flourishing among former lifers given the importance of well-
being in the reentry process. To our knowledge, this study is the
first of its kind with a formerly incarcerated population; thus, we
present primarily descriptive findings. We hypothesize that former
lifers have experienced a high degree of MIE and that high levels
of shame in response to MIE will be associated with lower levels
of flourishing.

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 41) were adults that served a life sentence or a
virtual life sentence (i.e., incarcerated for a similar length of time
as a lifer and/or committed a serious offense normally associated
with a life sentence) and had been paroled. As soon as someone is
paroled from prison following a life sentence, they are considered
to be a former lifer. All participants (N = 41) in the study were
male with an average age of 56.3 years (SD = 10.5, range = 31–
75). Participants were 44% white (n = 18) and 56% nonwhite (n =
23). The majority were never married (n = 19; 46%) or were
divorced or separated (n = 13; 32%). Over half of participants
were employed either full-time (n = 12; 29%) or part-time (n = 12;
29%), and the majority had at least some college (n = 31; 76%).
Most participants were imprisoned based on a charge of murder
(n = 32; 78%). Participants reported, on average, spending 28.4
years (SD = 8.8, range = 13–47) in prison and being out on parole
for an average of 1.1 years (SD = 1.2, range = 0–5). The majority
of participants described themselves as fairly religious with a
mean score of 6.5 on a 10-point scale (SD = 3.0, median = 7,
range = 0–10). On average, participants reported spending 57.3%
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of their free time trying to make amends for their morally injurious
index event (SD = 36.4, range = 0–100%). See Table 1 for other
sample characteristics.

Procedures

Participants were recruited by three methods: from a pool of
participants who had previously conducted an oral history with the
Restorative Justice Fund nonprofit, through events at a local reen-
try facility, and from word-of-mouth recruitment from other study
participants. Twenty of the participants were recruited from the
oral history pool, and the rest were recruited by the other two
methods. A person had to be over the age of 18 and a former lifer
or virtual lifer to be eligible for inclusion in the study. Participants
were given the option of completing an online survey via Qualtrics
or completing a paper-and-pencil survey. For those participating
online via Qualtrics, participants viewed an online consent form
and indicated their agreement before being directed to the online
survey. For those who completed the paper-and-pencil survey, a
paper consent was included in their packet and they were asked to
sign and return the consent along with their survey. The survey
took approximately 30 minutes and participants were compensated
$15 for their participation. For participants who had completed an

oral history with the Restorative Justice Fund, they had an option
to consent for their oral history interview to be included as data in
this study. Nineteen of the twenty participants who had completed
an oral history consented to including their data.

Measures

Demographics

Participants were asked to report their age, gender, marital sta-
tus, education level, race/ethnicity, total time spent in prison, life
sentence start and end dates, life sentence crime, and employment
status. We also asked participants to rate how religious they are on
a scale of 0 to 10.

Moral Injury Events Scale (MIES; Nash et al., 2013)

The MIES is a nine-item, commonly used measure of exposure
to morally injurious events in the context of the military. For the
current study, participants were asked to rate the extent to which
they have experienced or been troubled by morally injurious
events “based on the experiences you’ve had over the course of
your life” on a six-point Likert-type scale from Strongly Disagree
(1) to Strongly Agree (6). In addition to capturing overall exposure
to morally injurious events, a three-factor structure of the MIES
(Bryan et al., 2016) is widely used reflecting Transgressions of
Self, Transgressions of Others, and Betrayal. The Betrayal items
originally designed for military populations were modified for
those who experienced incarceration (see Supplement Table S1).
After completing the MIES, participants were asked to report what
types of events they were thinking about when completing the
MIES by selecting all that applied: their life sentence crime, other
events that happened prior to imprisonment, events that happened
during imprisonment, and events that happened after imprisonment.

To evaluate the percent of participants in our sample with expo-
sure to moral injury, we calculated whether individuals endorsed
Transgressions by Self, Transgressions by Others, and Betrayal
based on whether the individual responded either “moderately agree”
or “strongly agree” to at least one of the items in the subscale (Wisco
et al., 2017). We also calculated whether individuals endorsed any
moral injury exposure based on responding “moderately agree” or
“strongly agree” to any one of the items on the measure.

We calculated two different MIES scaled scores to evaluate
whether degree of morally injury exposure related to other varia-
bles. We created an average of the first six items that comprised
Transgressions of Self and Transgressions of Others (MIES-6)
given that these items did not require modification from the origi-
nal MIES. We also calculated a nine-item average (MIES-9) using
the modified versions of the three Betrayal items. In the current
study, the MIES-6 (a = .86) and MIES-9 (a = .80) exhibited good
internal consistency.

Morally Injurious Index Event(s)

Participants were asked to: “describe the event that most deeply
violated your morals or values AND caused you the most distress
below (it can be something you witnessed or something you did).”
Although participants were asked to report a single event, many
participants described multiple events in response to this question
(M = 1.53, SD = .98, range = 0–5). Participants were then asked to
report whether the event(s) referred to their life sentence crime, an

Table 1
Sample Characteristics

Variable n (%)

Male 41 (100)
Race/ethnicity
White 18 (43.9)
Black/African-American 9 (22.0)
Hispanic or Latino/a 5 (12.2)
Asian/Pacific Islander 3 (7.3)
Native American 2 (4.9)
Other/mixed race 4 (9.8)

Marital Status
Single (never married) 19 (46.3)
Divorced/separated 13 (31.7)
Married/committed relationship 7 (17.1)
Widowed 2 (4.9)

Employment status
Employed - full-time 12 (29.3)
Employed - part-time 12 (29.3)
Unemployed - job-seeking 11 (26.8)
Unemployed - not job-seeking 6 (14.6)

Education
9th to 11th grade 3 (7.3)
12th grade 7 (17.1)
Some college - no degree 22 (53.7)
Associate’s degree 6 (14.6)
Bachelor’s degree 3 (7.3)

Life sentence crime
Murder 32 (78.0)
Robbery/kidnapping 5 (12.2)
Sexual crime 4 (9.8)

MIES endorsement
Self transgressions 36 (87.8)
Other transgressions 37 (90.2)
Betrayal 32 (78.0)
Self and other transgressions 40 (97.6)
All items 40 (97.6)

Note. MIES Endorsement refers to whether the participant endorsed one
of the items as “moderately agree” or “strongly agree” based on the
approach by Wisco and colleagues (2017).
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event that happened before imprisonment, during imprisonment,
or after imprisonment. They were also asked to report what per-
centage of their free time they spent engaging in activities as an
attempt to make amends for their morally injurious index event
(from 0–100%).

Event-Related Rumination Inventory (ERRI; Cann et al.,
2011)

The ERRI is a 20-item self-rated measure that assesses event-
provoked repetitive thinking about a highly stressful event.
Respondents rate the frequency of their intrusive and deliberate
ruminative thoughts scored on a scale from not at all (0) to often
(3). For the current study, participants were asked to respond to
the items with respect to their morally injurious index event(s).
Ten items focus on intrusive rumination (ERRI-I) which involves
involuntary thoughts about a traumatic event immediately follow-
ing the event. The other ten items focus on deliberate rumination
(ERRI-D) which involves intentional thought about the event in
the weeks following it. Subscale scores are calculated by summing
the responses, with higher scores indicating higher levels of rumi-
nation. In the current study, the ERRI subscales exhibited excel-
lent internal consistency (Intrusive a = .95, Deliberate a = .89).

Trauma-Related Guilt Inventory (TRGI; Kubany et al.,
1996)

The TRGI is a 32-item questionnaire that assesses trauma-
related guilt and cognitions about a specified traumatic event. In
the current study, participants were asked to answer the questions
with respect to their morally injurious index event(s). The ques-
tionnaire contains 3 scales and 3 subscales. The current study only
used the 4-item Global Guilt scale which captures the frequency
and intensity of guilt (e.g., “I experienced intense guilt that relates
to what happened”), the 6-item Distress scale which assesses the
amount of distress experienced when thinking about the event
(e.g., “What happened causes me emotional pain”), and the 7-item
Hindsight-Bias/Responsibility subscale which assesses beliefs
regarding the respondents’ guilt (e.g., “I was responsible for caus-
ing what happened”). In this study, the TRGI scales exhibited
good internal consistency (Global Guilt a = .92, Distress a = .88,
Hindsight-Bias a = .92).

Trauma-Related Shame Inventory (TRSI; Øktedalen et al.,
2014)

The TRSI is a 24-item inventory that assesses trauma-related
shame and associated cognitions about a specified traumatic event.
For the current study, participants were asked to respond to the
items with respect to their morally injurious index event(s). The
items consist of 12 internalizing and 12 externalizing dimensions of
trauma-related shame scored on a Likert-type scale (0 = “not true of
me” to 3 = “completely true of me”). The current study only
assessed the internalizing subscale (TRSI-I) which captures self-
condemnation (i.e., judgmental stance of oneself) and affective/
behavioral aspects of shame (i.e., hiding and withdrawal behavior).
The total score is formed by summing responses, with higher scores
indicating greater internalizing shame. In the current study, the
TRSI-I exhibited excellent internal consistency (a = .93).

Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al., 2009)

The FS scale is an 8-item questionnaire assessing subjective
well-being, as measured by an individual’s perception of their
relationships, self-esteem, meaning, purpose, and optimism. A 7-
point Likert-type scale is used for each item from Strongly Dis-
agree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). The items are summed to create a
total score with scores ranging from 8 (languishing) to 56 (highest
possible flourishing). In the current study, the FS scale exhibited
excellent internal consistency (a = .93).

Analysis Plan

For the morally injurious index event(s), open ended responses
were coded by the lead author and a team of three qualitative
coders. For respondents who listed multiple index events, each
event was coded separately. All coders conducted their ratings in-
dependently; these ratings were then compared and discrepancies
were addressed through discussions to reach consensus. The fol-
lowing variables were coded for each event described by the par-
ticipant: event timing (preprison, prison, postprison), age of the
participant when the event occurred (child, adult), event kind (act
of perpetration nonlife sentence crime, act of perpetration life sen-
tence crime, witness, victimization), whether the participant had
intervened for witnessed events (yes, no), who caused the harm
(self, guard, unknown other, family, friend, prisoners), who was
harmed (self, vulnerable other, nonvulnerable other, other unknown),
event duration (singular, multiple discrete events, prolonged series of
events), and event nature (murder, assault, emotional abuse, sexual
offense, domestic violence, system betrayal, property crime, and
kidnapping).

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS Version 26. To
evaluate the nature of moral injury exposure in the sample, descrip-
tive analyses were conducted examining the variable distributions.
Specifically, using the MIES, we evaluated rates of endorsement of
moral injury exposure as well as participant ratings of the types of
events they were thinking about when answering the MIES. To
evaluate the nature of morally injurious index events experienced
by participants, we analyzed frequencies of the coded variables.
Because participants often reported multiple events and each event
was reported separately, participants could be represented in multi-
ple categories within a given variable.

To evaluate the degree of flourishing in the sample, we first con-
ducted descriptive analyses examining the variable distribution.
Pearson correlations were then used to examine the relationship
between participants’ age, total years spent in prison, years since
parole, religiosity, the percentage of time spent making amends,
exposure to morally injurious events (MIES-6, MIES-9), responses
to index event(s) (ERRI-I, ERRI-D, TRGI, TRSI-I), and flourishing
(FS). For correlational analyses, missing data was handled with
pairwise deletion.

Exploratory analyses were also conducted examining whether
characteristics of morally injurious index events were associated
with flourishing. For these analyses, we conducted a series of inde-
pendent samples t-tests evaluating whether there were differences
in flourishing between individuals who described index events in
which a particular characteristic was present compared to individ-
uals who did not describe any index events with that particular
characteristic present. For example, one of the analyses examined
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whether levels of flourishing differed between those who reported
at least one index event that occurred during prison compared to
those who did not report any index events that occurred during
prison. For these analyses, two participants with missing flourish-
ing scores were excluded from the analyses.

Results

Moral Injury Exposure

The majority of participants endorsed moral injury exposure:
90.2% of participants (n = 37) endorsed transgressions by others,
87.8% (n = 36) endorsed transgressions by self, and 78.0% (n =
32) endorsed betrayal. In aggregate, 97.6% of participants (n = 40)
had a positive endorsement of one or more MIES-9 items (see
Supplement Table S1 for frequencies of ratings for each MIES
item). When asked about what events they were thinking of when
answering the MIES, 82.9% (n = 34) endorsed thinking of their
life sentence crime, 70.7% (n = 29) endorsed thinking about other
events that happened prior to imprisonment, 85.4% (n = 35)
endorsed thinking about events that happened during imprison-
ment, and 34.1% (n = 14) endorsed thinking about events that hap-
pened after imprisonment. Because participants were asked to
respond to the MIES based on experiences they had over the
course of their life, they were allowed to select as many options as
applied; these results show that most participants were thinking
about multiple events across different stages of life when respond-
ing to the MIES.
Table 2 describes characteristics of participants’ morally injuri-

ous index events. The majority of individuals described index
events that included their life sentence crime (75.6%); however,
this was not universal. Other common index events that partici-
pants described included events before (51.2%) and during impris-
onment (56.1%). The most common type of index event described
involved murder (41.5%). Participants largely described index
events that were single time events (61.0%) and where they were
the ones that caused harm (63.4%). In the qualitative coding, the
respondents in each category represent the number of individuals
that reported an index event falling in that category. Given that
most participants reported multiple events that were coded inde-
pendently, the categories are not mutually exclusive.

Flourishing

Participants reported an average flourishing score of 48.1 (SD =
8.2, median = 49, range = 27–56). In a large sample of U.S. col-
lege students, the average flourishing score was a 44.97 (Diener
et al., 2010), and in a nationally representative study of adults in
New Zealand, scores from 8 to 45 represented individuals in the
lower 50th percentile and scores from 46 to 56 represented indi-
viduals in the top 50th percentile (Hone et al., 2014). Thus, on av-
erage, lifers in reentry appeared to report relatively high levels of
flourishing.
Bivariate correlations between demographic variables, degree of

lifetime exposure to morally injurious events (MIES-6 and MIES-
9), responses to morally injurious index event(s) (ERRI-I, ERRI-D,
TRGI, TRSI-I), and flourishing (FS) are reported in Table 3. Greater
levels of MIE-related shame (TRSI-I) were significantly associated
with lower levels flourishing with a large effect size (r = �.58,

p , .01). Additionally, greater religiosity was significantly associ-
ated with greater flourishing, though with a moderate effect size (r =
.35, p , .05). With respect to guilt (TRGI), the global guilt scale
had the strongest correlation with flourishing with a moderate effect
size, though this correlation was only marginally significant (r =
�.31, p = .055). By contrast, the TRGI distress subscale and hind-
sight bias subscale had weak associations with flourishing that were
nonsignificant (rs: �.18 to �.24). Similarly, degree of exposure to
morally injurious events (MIES-6, MIES-9), event-related rumina-
tion (ERRI-I, ERRI-D), and making amends were weakly and non-
significantly associated with flourishing (all jrj , .28).

We also explored whether different features of morally injurious
index event(s) (e.g., event timing, age of the individual at the time
of the event, nature of the event) were associated with flourishing
(see Supplement Table S2). None of these analyses were statisti-
cally significant and the effect sizes were generally weak, though
some analyses revealed medium to large effect sizes. Specifically,
individuals who described morally injurious index events that
occurred when they were a child reported higher flourishing than

Table 2
Characteristics of Morally Injurious Index Events

Variable n (%)

Index event timing
Life sentence crime 31 (75.6)
Events prior to imprisonment 21 (51.2)
Events during imprisonment 23 (56.1)
Events after imprisonment 6 (14.6)

Age when event occurred
Childhood 8 (19.5)
Adulthood 31 (75.6)

Event kind
Act of perpetration 27 (65.9)
Witnessing 17 (41.5)
Victimization 9 (22.0)

Nature of event
Murder 17 (41.5)
Assault 9 (22.0)
Emotional abuse 6 (14.6)
Sexual offense 6 (14.6)
Domestic violence 5 (12.2)
Act of system betrayal 5 (12.2)
Kidnapping 2 (4.9)

Who caused harm
Self 26 (63.4)
Guard 7 (17.1)
Stranger 5 (12.2)
Family member 4 (9.8)
Friend 1 (2.4)
Other incarcerated person 7 (17.1)

Who was harmed
Self 8 (19.5)
Vulnerable person harmed 14 (34.1)
Vulnerable person not harmed 17 (41.5)

Event duration
Singular event 25 (61.0)
Multiple discrete events 2 (4.9)
Prolonged events 20 (48.8)

Note. Participants often reported more than one morally injurious index
event. All events were rated; the percentages in the table reflect the per-
cent of individuals that experienced an index event falling into that cate-
gory. Therefore, categories are not mutually exclusive and can add up to
over 100%.
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those who did not report a morally injurious index event that
occurred during childhood (d = �.60, p = .143). Additionally,
individuals who described an index event that involved the per-
petration of a nonlife sentence crime reported higher flourishing
than those who did not describe an index event that involved the
perpetration of a nonlife sentence crime. Given the small sample
sizes in some groups, these analyses should be interpreted with
caution.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study is the first to explore MIE within a
formerly incarcerated population. As expected, our findings dem-
onstrated an extremely high degree of MIE within our sample.
Although life sentence crimes were a common source of MIE, our
results indicate that other experiences before and during prison are
also critical sources of exposure. This is not surprising given that
incarcerated individuals experience higher rates of childhood vic-
timization and community violence (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
1999; Huculak et al., 2011), which could be sources of moral
injury exposure. Moreover, it is well-documented that violence
occurs in prison, with assault victimization 18 times higher for
males in prison than the general population (Wolff et al., 2007).
Indeed, in terms of who caused harm during morally injurious
index events, guards and other incarcerated persons ranked highest
after self. It is also notable that when asked about which morally
injurious event bothered them the most, many lifers reported more
than one event. These findings suggest that studies of moral injury
among lifers should not focus exclusively on life sentence crimes
and should consider the impact of cumulative exposure to morally
injurious events in this population.
Interestingly, our results revealed relatively high rates of flourish-

ing in our sample, suggesting that it is possible for former lifers to
achieve well-being in reentry. Our results also showed that higher
levels of shame due to MIE were associated with a decrease in
flourishing postrelease with a large effect. By contrast, event-related

guilt was not strongly associated with flourishing. This pattern of
findings was expected given previous research demonstrating that
shame is a maladaptive moral emotion whereas guilt has adaptive
qualities which support positive behavior change (Dorahy, 2010;
Tangney et al., 2007). Expressions of guilt are required in the parole
process. To receive parole, a lifer must demonstrate to the parole
board that they have taken full responsibility for their past actions
and demonstrate high levels of guilt over those actions (In re Sha-
putis, 2008). However, societal stigma experienced postrelease,
such as an “ex-con” identity and parole restrictions, has been shown
to lower self-esteem and perceived ability to go “straight”—most
likely through the mechanism of shame (LeBel & Richie, 2020).
Future research on the impact of the parole and reentry process on
moral emotions and trajectories of MIE-related shame would be an
important line of inquiry.

Surprisingly, degree of MIE and rumination about morally inju-
rious events were not associated with flourishing. Given the high
rates of MIE in our sample, it is possible that a restriction of range
in the degree of moral injury exposure may have led to a weak cor-
relation with flourishing. Exploring the relationship between the
extent of MIE and flourishing in a broader population of incarcer-
ated individuals may reveal a stronger relationship. It is also possi-
ble that it’s not the experience of MIE but how MIEs affect one’s
concept of self that impacts well-being. It was also surprising that
MIE-related rumination was not associated with flourishing in our
sample, particularly since intrusive rumination was moderately to
strongly correlated with shame. Notably, our participants had
spent an average of 28 years in prison, giving them extensive time
to think about and make meaning of their experiences. It is possi-
ble that rumination may be more important in predicting well-
being in the period soon after exposure to MIEs. Indeed, Zalta and
Held (2020) hypothesize that the rumination process following
MIEs will ultimately resolve with either external explanations of
the event (leading to guilt) or internal explanations of the event
(leading to shame). It is also worth noting that most aspects of

Table 3
Bivariate Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Age
2. Years in prison .494**
3. Years since parole .208 .271
4. Religiosity �.080 �.115 �.272
5. Amends (%) .060 �.186 �.040 .127
6. MIES-6 �.522** �.435** �.048 .035 .104
7. MIES-9 �.430** �.314* �.026 .110 .098 .891***
8. ERRI-I �.277 �.401* �.060 .095 .123 .569*** .605***
9. ERRI-D �.193 �.371* .034 .125 .168 .229 .201 .560***

10. TRGI global .180 �.076 .119 .110 .269 .181 .353* .435** .420**
11. TRGI distress .131 �.197 �.010 .191 .164 .158 .323* .451** .432** .904***
12. TRGI hindsight .184 .016 .373* �.225 .062 .002 �.002 .165 .381* .594*** .556***
13. TRSI-I .116 .056 .044 �.197 �.028 .187 .294 .452** .257 .717*** .563*** .541***
14. FS �.187 �.110 �.241 .346* .275 �.142 �.224 �.230 .049 �.314 �.237 �.183 �.577***

Note. N ranged from 35-41 based on missing data. MIES-6 = Moral Injury Events Scale-Six-Item Scale (two MIES subscales-other and self only); MIES-9 =
Moral Injury Events Scale-Nine-Item Scale (all MIES subscales-other, self, and betrayal); TRGI-Global = Trauma-Related Guilt Inventory-Global Guilt Scale;
TRGI-Hindsight = Trauma-Related Guilt Inventory-Hindsight Bias/Responsibility Subscale; TRGI-Distress = Trauma-Related Guilt Inventory-Distress Scale;
TRSI-I = Trauma-Related Shame Inventory - Internalizing Subscale; ERRI-I = Event-Related Rumination Index-Intrusive Rumination Subscale; ERRI-D =
Event-Related Rumination Index-Deliberate Rumination Subscale; FS = Flourishing Scale.
* p, .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.
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individuals’ index MIEs were not associated with flourishing post-
release, including the nature of the event experienced, who was
harmed, and who caused harm during the moral injury event. Col-
lectively, these findings further suggest that it is lifers’ interpreta-
tion of MIEs, rather than the extent or nature of the events
themselves, that appear to affect well-being upon release.
Higher levels of religiosity were moderately associated with

higher levels of flourishing in our sample. This is consistent with
prior research showing that religiosity is associated with enhanced
well-being (Ellison & Levin, 1998). There are many possible mech-
anisms by which religiosity would enhance well-being among
former lifers (e.g., social ties, self-esteem). One possibility is
that religiosity may offer a pathway to forgiveness (Lutjen et al.,
2012), which could be significant for lifers given their high rates
of MIEs. Studies have shown that religion in prisons offers a
means to atone for past acts and receive forgiveness to reestab-
lish a sense of self-worth (Clear et al., 2000). Further research is
needed to explore whether the benefits of religiosity are related
to or independent from MIEs in this population. Interestingly,
making amends, which has been discussed more consistently in
the criminology literature as a mechanism for atonement, was
not significantly associated with flourishing. This is notable
given that participants reported a relatively high amount of free
time spent making amends. This may suggest that former lifers
still place high value in this process, though it may not directly
impact their own well-being.
The limitations of this study should be considered when inter-

preting the results. This study uses cross-sectional data and has a
relatively small sample size. Participants self-selected for the study
and were recruited through specific organizations; thus, it is possi-
ble that the sample is not representative of the population of for-
mer lifers. However, it is worth noting that the majority of former
lifers must parole to a transitional reentry home and the majority
of our sample was drawn from a reentry home. Additionally, this
study does not capture the experiences of people still incarcerated.
It is possible that sampling from people who have been recently
released from prison causes a higher degree of hope and overall
sense of flourishing than would be found for people still incarcer-
ated and those who have been out of prison for a longer period of
time. Longitudinal studies exploring the impact of moral injury ex-
posure from incarceration to reentry would be valuable in under-
standing how factors such as shame and well-being might change
during this critical transition period.
There are several reasons why it is important to consider the

well-being of people who have harmed others in serious ways.
The vast majority of incarcerated people (� 95%) will be released
from prison at some point (James, 2015). Their well-being has an
effect on their success in reentry and likelihood of reoffending. On
a more basic level is the question of whether a person can be more
than the worst thing they have done. Notably, participants in our
sample reported that they currently spent 57.3% of their free time
trying to make amends for their morally injurious index event. Our
findings suggest that while it is rational to strongly condemn
crimes like murder and sexual assaults as acts (and encourage guilt
for these acts), it is counterproductive and potentially harmful to
both the individual and society to continually shame people who
have in the past committed these acts.
Our study has several important implications for professionals

who work with incarcerated people or people with histories of

incarceration, especially those who have harmed others in their
past. Specifically, health care and other professionals working with
these populations could benefit from training on moral injury and
on the harm of stigmatizing language that may increase shame.
Language such as “offender,” “inmate,” “sexual predator,” and
“convict” can be replaced with “incarcerated person” or “formerly
incarcerated person,” which makes no judgment on their guilt or
innocence and does not replicate the language used to dehumanize
them in prison. In general, when members of this population are
discussed in medical and behavioral health spaces, it can be benefi-
cial to the client to de-center the crime and their incarceration as a
primary feature of their identity, while at the same time being con-
siderate of this population’s higher levels of trauma and moral
injury. More specifically, it is important for professionals to recog-
nize that MI exposures beyond life sentence crimes may contribute
to experiences of moral injury in this population, including events
that occur during incarceration. On a larger societal level, a better
understanding of the high levels of guilt and shame experienced by
lifers and the strong desire to make amends could help breakdown
some of stigmata of “coldness” and “heartlessness” associated with
this population.

This study offers a first look into moral injury exposure in a for-
merly incarcerated population. Due to this, the study is primarily
descriptive and exploratory in nature. These limitations notwith-
standing, our findings indicate that this population has experienced
a high degree of MIE and that MIE-related shame and religiosity
are associated with flourishing postrelease. There is a need for fur-
ther research exploring moral injury in incarcerated and formerly
incarcerated populations, such as currently incarcerated lifers,
incarcerated juveniles, incarcerated women, people incarcerated
for shorter sentences, and the equivalent paroled populations. A
better understanding of the challenges these populations face due
to MIE would support the development of services to improve
their well-being, which could improve their chances of successful
reentry.
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