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Informationen über Traumatisierung 
Inhalt 

1. Etwas Theorie über Trauma

2. Mögl. traumatische Erfahrungen von Menschen mit Kriegs- und Fluchterfahrung

3. Lebensalltag der geflüchteten Menschen heute

4. Welche Symptome können die traumatisierten Menschen zeigen?

5. Wie helfen Sie Menschen aus dem traumatischen Wiedererleben heraus, zurück
in die Realität?

6. Wie können Sie helfen diese Menschen zu unterstützen und zu stabilisieren?

* Hinweis: Es wird hier bewusst auf Fachbegriffe verzichtet. Stattdessen wird versucht die

Thematik für Sie als Laien verständlich darzustellen, damit Sie in Ihrer Arbeit mit Men-

schen nach Kriegs- und Fluchterfahrung handlungsfähiger werden (nach dem Motto

“was muss man vom Auto wissen, um zu fahren“)

Was ist eigentlich ein Trauma? 

Versuch einer Definition: Eine überwältigende, lebensbedrohliche, furchtbare und ängsti-

gende Erfahrung, die außerhalb der „normalen“ menschlichen Erfahrungsbereichs liegt. 

¾ Mit dem Gefühl der Ohnmacht, des Ausgeliefertseins, des Kontrollverlustes verbunden.

¾ Mit enormen seelischen und / oder körperlichen Schmerzen verbunden.

¾ Etwas das von unserem Gehirn abgespalten, der Erinnerung nur teilweise zugänglich ist

oder ganz verdrängt wird.

¾ Was ein Mensch als traumatisch erlebt, ist auch von der subjektiven Wahrnehmung ab-

hängig. Z.B. kann es für ein Kind traumatisch sein, wenn es nur denkt, die Eltern seien

im eingestürzten Haus ums Leben gekommen, auch wenn es die Eltern nach einigen

Stunden wiedersieht.

Einteilung unterschiedlicher Trauma-Typen 
x Kurz, dauernd und einmalig oder langanhaltend, mehrfach sich wiederholend

x Schicksalhaft, zufällig oder durch Menschen verursacht

x kollektives Trauma (z. B. Krieg).

* Hinweis: Sich wiederholende von Menschen verursachte Traumen sind in ihren Auswir-

kungen auf die Opfer meist schwerer als zum Beispiel eine Naturkatastrophe.  
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Erfahrungen, die am häufigsten schwere Traumatisierungen auslösen, sind Krieg, Ver-

gewaltigung und körperliche / seelische / sexuelle Gewalt in der Kindheit! Genau dies 

kann Menschen, die Krieg und Flucht überstanden haben, betreffen!! 

Typische Lebenseinstellung NICHT-traumatisierter Menschen 
- Hat die Überzeugung „unverletzlich“ zu sein

- Nimmt die Welt als bedeutungsvoll, verständlich und kontrollierbar wahr.

- Sieht sich Selber als positiv und wertvoll

Typische Lebenseinstellung traumatisierter Menschen 
/ Sieht sich selber als verletzt und zukünftig verletzbar

/ Sieht die Welt als feindlich, unverständlich und unkontrollierbar an

/ Sieht Sich selber als beschädigt und wertlos

Fazit: Eine schwere traumatische Erfahrung kann die Sicht auf das Leben und die Welt und 

damit das eigene Handeln dramatisch verändern! 

Was passiert im Gehirn bei einer traumatischen Erfahrung? 
Ein normales Ereignis wird im „normalen“ Gedächtnisspeicher abgelegt. Man kann es dann 

selbst zeitlich einordnen und als zu sich selbst zugehörig erleben. Es kann erzählt werden, 

Gefühle und Gedanken können dabei wieder aktiviert werden („Dort und damals geschah mir 

das und das…ich dachte Folgendes und fühlte dabei…“) 

Ein traumatisches Erlebnis überflutet die normale Stressverarbeitung („Sicherung“ schaltet 

ab), die Erinnerung an das Trauma wird aufgespalten in verschiedenen Hirnarealen abgela-

gert, die Erinnerung ist nicht zeitlich eingebunden, es existiert eine Blockade zum Sprach-

zentrum. Erinnerungsfragmente können leicht „angestoßen“ und von der Person als jetzt real 

wieder erlebt werden (einzelne Gerüche, Gefühle etc.). Manchmal erleben Traumatisierte die 

schlimmen Erinnerungen als Film wieder (Flashback), als würden sie ‚Jetzt und Hier‘ wieder 

geschehen (So, als wenn man nachts einen Albtraum erlebt). 

* Unter Stress ist unsere Großhirnfunktion durch den Einfluss der Stresshormone 

stark eingeschränkt (z.B. Gedächtnisfunktionen wie das Speichern und Erinnern von 

Wissen und Erlebnissen, Lernen) 
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Das war in früheren Zeiten der menschlichen Entwicklung durchaus sinnvoll, (körperliche 

Reaktionen wie Fliehen und Kämpfen standen anfänglich im Vordergrund z.B. Kampf um 

Nahrung, Flucht vor den Bären.  

Für Kampf und Flucht sind sehr schnelle Reflexe notwendig, welche durch eine Beeinflus-

sung durch das Großhirn geringfügig verlangsamt wurden. Vielleicht ist dies heute vergleich-

bar mit einem Computer der langsamer arbeitet sofern viele Programme gleichzeitig laufen. 

So hat sich ein „Abschalten“ oder „Herunterregeln“ des Großhirns unter den damaligen Be-

dingungen als Überlebensvorteil dargestellt.  

In unserer heutigen Welt bedeutet dies jedoch oft einen Nachteil, wenn man um Entschei-

dungen zu treffen, komplexere Vorgänge berücksichtigen muss, bei denen man auf eine vol-

le Funktion des Großhirns angewiesen ist um optimal zu reagieren 

Untersuchungen weisen darauf hin, dass Mütter die während der Schwangerschaft massi-

vem Stress (Flucht, Gewalt, Angst etc.) ausgesetzt sind, durch die Nabelschnur auch ver-

mehrt Stresshormone auf das Baby übertragen! Dort regen diese dann das Wachstum des 

„Stresshormonzentrums“ an.  Dieses produziert dann seinerseits automatische im Kind mehr 

Stresshormone, möglicherweise ein Leben lang. Die betroffene Person gerät dann in seinem 

Leben selber schneller als andere in „Stress“, sie verspürt z.B. mehr und schneller Angst als 

andere oder reagiert schneller reizbarer oder explosiver als andere. 

Fazit: Hier kann direkt positiv und präventiv eingewirkt werden, indem die schwangeren ge-

flüchteten Frauen möglichst auch im „sicheren“ Gastland besondere Unterstützung erhalten! 

Körperliche Reaktionen bei extremer Belastung / Traumatisierung 
1. Flucht oder Kampf

(Kreislauffunktionen und Stresshormone etc. „laufen auf Hochtouren“)

2. Erstarren (Freeze), der sogenannte Totstellreflex,

um so eventuell doch noch eine Chance der Flucht zu bekommen

3. Unterwerfung (Submit) „inneres Aufgeben“,

die Körperfunktionen, Kreislauf etc. „fahren herunter“, inneres „Wegtreten“

Nehmen wir das Beispiel der Katze und der Maus. Eine Katze hat eine Maus entdeckt, diese 

versucht zu fliehen. Die Katze fängt die Maus hält sie zwischen ihren Pfoten. Sie wirkt wie tot 

obwohl ihr noch keine großen Verletzungen zugefügt wurden (Totstellreflex). Wie Katzen so 

sind, spielt sie mit ihrer Beute, die Maus regt sich nicht. Die Katze wird kurzzeitig von etwas 

anderem abgelenkt und plötzlich rennt die Maus davon. 
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Während der Flucht oder Kampfphase arbeiten im Körper die Stresssysteme auf Hochtou-

ren. Es wird „Energie“ bereitgestellt, um kämpfen oder fliehen zu können, der Körper ist an-

gespannt, Herz, Blutdruck und Muskelkraft sind maximal aktiviert. 

Kann weder gekämpft oder geflohen werden kommt es zur „Schreckstarre“. Der Körper wirkt 

äußerlich wie erstarrt, im Inneren sind die Stresshormone aber noch voll aktiv. Noch besteht 

innerlich die Fähigkeit zu kämpfen oder zu fliehen, sofern sich eine Möglichkeit bietet.  

Halten die äußeren Umstände, welche diese Anspannung auslösen weiter an, kommt es zu 

einer veränderten Reaktion der Stresssysteme: Körpereigene Opiate werden freigesetzt, das 

Schmerzempfinden wird gehemmt, Blutdruck und Herzfrequenz sinken, die Muskulatur wird 

schlaff. Es kommt insgesamt zu einer Art Betäubung, die es ermöglicht eine überwältigende 

Erfahrung nicht bei vollem Bewusstsein zu erleben. Allerdings werden dann auch die Ereig-

nisse in dieser Zeit nicht genau abgespeichert. Körpergefühle, Gefühle, Gedanken und 

Handlungsabläufe können dann nicht im Zusammenhang mit dem Erlebten erinnert werden. 

* Hinweis: Einzelne Elemente dieser körperlichen Rektionen können sich im Verhalten 

der traumatisierten Menschen später plötzlich zeigen, z.B. körperliche Anspannung, 

Überwachheit, schlecht schlafen, Reizbarkeit Aggression, Verlangsamung, emotionale 

oder körperliche Erstarrung, „weggetreten“ sein, wie Roboter wirken, sich energielos und 

schlapp fühlen oder ihre Gefühle nicht mehr wahrnehmen können. Dies ist dann für die 

Betroffenen nicht steuerbar. 

* Je gefestigter ein Mensch (reifer / erwachsener die Persönlichkeit) ist, desto eher hat er 

die Chance, schlimme Erfahrungen besser einzuordnen und zu verkraften – daraus folgt: 

Kinder haben es besonders schwer (auch und gerade wenn sie unbeschwert und 

fröhlich wirken!) 

Mögliche traumatische Erfahrungen von Menschen mit Kriegs- und 
Fluchterfahrung  
� Bedrohung, Körperliche Gewalterfahrung, Folter, Schmerz, Angst

x Im familiärem Umkreis, der community oder Bedrohungen durch Täter oder im

politisch/religiösem Umfeld im Herkunftsland oder bei uns

x Sexuelle Gewalt (Vergewaltigung), Zwangsprostitution

x Vertreibung, Flucht
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� In Kriegs- oder Krisengebieten leben, Miterleben / Schilderungen (Sekundäre Trauma-

tisierung) von Bombenangriffen, Kämpfen, Gewalt, mitansehen, wie Menschen grau-

sam sterben

� Gewaltsamer Tod von Eltern, Kindern, Ehepartnern, Geschwistern, Freunden

� Selbst (freiwillig oder gezwungen) TäterIn (z.B. Kindersoldaten) gewesen zu sein

� Häufiger Umgebungswechsel / Beziehungsabbrüche (auch hier bei uns)

� Verloren gehen (Viele unbegleitete Kinder werden derzeit weltweit betreut), allein zu-

rückgelassen werden, nicht wissen wie es weitergeht

� Verlust von Sicherheit, Armut, Hunger, Durst, Kälte, Krankheit, Naturkatastrophen, Ver-

rohung

� Ohnmacht, als einer der wichtigsten Entstehungsfaktoren für eine Traumatisierung

� Schuld-oder Schamgefühle bezgl. bedrohlicher Erlebnisse, auch wenn das das Opfer

völlig unschuldig ist (z.B. „wenn ich nicht spielen gewesen wäre, hätte mein Vater mich

nicht im Keller gesucht, als eine Bombe auf das Haus fiel…“)

Lebensalltag der geflüchteten Menschen heute 
� Die Menschen sind von der Flucht und den derzeitigen Lebensbedingungen ge-

schwächt, erschöpft, möglicherweise auch krank.

� auf ‚Überleben‘ programmiert – (Gefühle müssen unterdrückt werden) möglicherweise

wie Roboter funktionieren, apathisch wirken

� oder eben genau das Gegenteil: sie können sich nicht steuern oder kontrollieren, ex-

plodieren leicht, sind dünnhäutig, leicht ablenkbar, weinen rasch

� Je nach Unterbringung / Unterbringungsland: Belastungen durch komplizierte Verfah-

ren der Behörden, keine ausreichende Versorgung mit Nahrung, sauberem Trinkwas-

ser, Kleidung, Medikamenten, Schlafgelegenheiten

� Sie sind oder fühlen sich noch nicht in Sicherheit (Zuverlässige Bezugspersonen /

Kontinuität sind wichtig!!)

� Keine Privatsphäre, keine Rückzugsmöglichkeit, oft massive räumliche Enge

� Misstrauen, Angst vor dem Fremden = Feind? (z.B. Security-Dienst, in der Heimat

waren Polizei und Behörden oft Täter…), Übersetzer aus „anderem“ Zusammenhang in

der Heimat bekannt, Homosexualität in Heimat und Community geächtet, Gefürchtete /

erlebte Fremdenfeindlichkeit z.B. in Deutschland).

� Die Geflüchteten verstehen die Sprache des Gastlandes nicht (der Übersetzer „zen-

siert“ vielleicht) und werden ausgelacht oder angefeindet wegen ihren schlechten

Sprachekenntnisse oder ihres Verhaltens
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� Für Kinder kann der Weg allein zur Schule (Trennung von der Familie) starke Ängste

auslösen

� Schlechter Schlaf in Gemeinschaftsräumen (z B. man hört die Anderen schreien, weil

sie Albträume haben)

� Weiterhin bestehende Angst – evtl. um die Familienmitglieder, Freunde in der Heimat)

� Trauerprozess wegen des Verlustes von Angehörigen (und eigentlich allem, was die

gewohnte Welt war)

� Eventuell hohe Verantwortung (auch schon bei kleinen Kindern): „Ich muss es schaf-

fen, hier zu bleiben, damit meine Familie zu Hause versorgt ist oder nachziehen darf

� Kinder und Frauen haben es in den Heimen deutlich schwerer. Es geschehen sehr

häufig sexuelle Übergriffe und Vergewaltigungen in den Heimen. Es gibt häufig keine

abschließbaren oder getrennten Duschen oder Toiletten. Die Frauen und Kinder müs-

sen oft mit fremden Männern im selben Zimmer schlafen.

� Alleinreisende Frauen mussten sich auf der Flucht und eventuell auch hier unter den

Schutz von Männern stellen („Onkel“, sich prostituieren)

� Die Flucht selber hat die Menschen auch verändert – sie haben Grausamkeiten erlebt,

mussten selber vielleicht Dinge tun, die grausam waren und nicht „moralisch“, um sel-

ber zu überleben.

� Häufig unterstützen diese Bedingungen eine weitere Traumatisierung und die Betroffe-

nen werden von den erlebten traumatischen Erinnerungen überflutet (= Flashback).

� Stress und Traumatisierung können Gedächtnis- und Konzentrationsstörungen zur

Folge haben (die Betroffenen „begreifen“ nicht, vergessen was schon erklärt wurde,

kommen nicht pünktlich oder gar nicht zu Terminen =¾GEDULDIG SEIN!

� Traumatisierte Eltern können ihre Elternfunktion nicht richtig übernehmen, bieten kei-

nen „sicheren Hafen“ (Gefahr der Vernachlässigung!!), was die Kinder stresst und

ängstigt. (Die Eltern verhalten sich depressiv oder apathisch, zeigen selber Aggressi-

onsausbrüche, die sie nicht steuern können. Als Reaktion darauf können die Kinder

aggressiv werden (häufig die Jungen) oder „überkompensieren (häufig die Mädchen)

angepasst oder sehr lebenslustig wirken, um die Eltern zu stützen und zu entlasten.

Fazit: Die Menschen, die Krieg und Flucht überstanden haben, sind möglicherweise trauma-

tisiert, jedoch sicherlich weiterhin in einer Ausnahmesituation, die sie verunsichert und häufig 

ängstigt und in jedem Fall massiv fordert und oft überfordert. 
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Welche Symptome können die traumatisierten Menschen zeigen? 
x Szenisches Wiedererleben eines traumaischen Ereignisses (=Flashbacks) Dies wird z.B.

durch bestimmte Geräusche (als Trigger) ausgelöst. Als Beispiel: ein Mann wirft sich

beim Mittagessen unter seinen Esstisch, weil draußen ein Flugzeug vorbeifliegt und er

mit einem Bombenangriff rechnet obwohl er seit langem in Deutschland lebt. Er wirkt wie

erstarrt, braucht sehr viel Zuspruch bis er wieder im „hier und jetzt“ ansprechbar ist und

sich wieder in Sicherheit fühlt und weiß. Mögliche Trigger-Situationen in den Wohn-
heimen: enger laute Essenausgabe, Aufenthaltsräume, emotional aufgeheizte Situatio-

nen z. B beim Sport, Schulhof, Streitigkeiten.

x Wiedererleben (von Teilen) der belastenden Erinnerung in Form von Gedanken, Alb-

träumen, Flashbacks (= plötzlich intensives Wahrnehmen von Trauma Bestandteilen),

Pseudohalluzinationen (z.B. eine dunkle Gestalt aus den Augenwinkeln wahrnehmen,

die bedrohlich auf einen zukommt etc.)

x Anhaltende Vermeidung von Reizen, die an das Trauma erinnern;

x Unfähigkeit, wichtige Aspekte des Traumas zu erinnern;

x Gefühl der Entfremdung von der Umgebung, die verändert und möglicherweise unwirk-

lich erscheint (Derealisierung) bzw.

Gefühl der Entfremdung vom Körper, der einem fremd erscheint (Depersonalisierung).

x Unfähigkeit, Gefühle zu empfinden zu sich und zu anderen,

Gefühl eine eingeschränkte Zukunft zu haben,

vermindertes Interesse am sozialen Leben,

Verlust von Spiritualität;

x Erhöhte Erregung: Schlafstörungen, Reizbarkeit, Konzentrationsstörungen,

Hypervigilanz (übermäßige Aufmerksamkeit), Schreckreaktionen,

x Aggressionsausbrüche gegen andere Menschen ohne aktuellen Grund

x Müdigkeit, Passivität, Rückzug, Erstarrung, Schüchternheit

x Ängstlichkeit, Schlafstörungen, Konzentrationsunfähigkeit

x Bei Kindern auch: häufiges Nachspielen der belastenden Szenen, ohne dass Erleichte-

rung eintritt; viele Albträume mit stark ängstigenden Inhalten

x Bei Kindern: Weinen, Schreien, Zittern auch ohne jeden aktuellen Grund, Einnässen,

Zähneknirschen, Nägel beißen, Selbstverletzung
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Wie helfe ich Menschen aus dem traumatischen Wiedererleben her-
aus, zurück in die Realität?  

* Hinweis: Auch wenn man noch so engagiert ist, den Geflüchteten maximale Unterstüt-

zung und Hilfe bieten möchte, ist es doch extrem wichtig, sich bewusst zu machen, unter 

welchen Bedingungen die Menschen derzeit leben. Auch wenn keine akute Lebensbedro-

hung mehr besteht, gibt es für meisten Geflüchteten noch kein dauerhafte, verlässlichen 

Bleibe-bzw. Zukunftsperspektive.  

Unter den Bedingungen einer unsicheren Umgebung und unklaren Zukunftsperspektiven 

kann keine Therapie stattfinden. Sie ist erst möglich, wenn jemand sich sicher fühlt, die 

Lebensbedingungen stabil sind, um die Gefühle und Erinnerungen aus den traumatischen 

Erlebnissen, die dann erneut belastend sein können, zulassen zu dürfen und verarbeiten 

zu können. (Traumatherapie braucht einen sicheren Rahmen, Zeit und speziell geschulte 

TherapeutInnen.) 

Wir können aber in dieser Zeit den Geflüchteten helfen, die schlimmen Erinnerungen und 

Gefühle „wegzupacken“, um so vorerst funktionieren und überleben zu können? 

Bei Auftreten von akuten, die Opfer massiv beeinträchtigenden, Trauma-Symptomen wie 

z.B. Flashbacks sind Sie wie bei einem Autounfall ein Notfallhelfer, der die Aufgabe hat den 

Menschen aus der (inneren) Gefahrensituation herauszuholen und (in der Gegenwart)  

Sicherheit zu geben. 

Flashbacks sind innere Notfallsituationen! Nicht alleinlassen oder nachfragen, was denn 

gerade erlebt wird.  Dies gibt den „schlimmen“ Bildern und Gefühlen die Möglichkeit aktiv zu 

bleiben oder wieder aktiv zu werden und führt abermals zu Ohmachtsgefühlen. Der Trauma-

tisierte erlebt erneut einen Kontrollverlust fühlt sich handlungsunfähig und wird damit viel-

leicht retraumatisiert.  

 
Konkrete Tipps 
1. „LOT“: Lagewechsel – Ortswechsel – Themenwechsel (durch unterschiedliche Reize / 

Anforderungen auf den Körper und das Gehirn von außen, ist es für das Gehirn leichter 

möglich, das emotionale Erleben wieder „herunterzuregeln“ und das logische Denken 

und Funktionieren im aktuellen Alltag wieder in den Vordergrund zu bringen. Das bedeu-

tet, z.B. sofern der Betroffene sitzt, ihm helfen sich hinzustellen, dann den Ort der Auslö-

sesituation verlassen und versuchen die Aufmerksamkeit der Person auf andere Dinge 

zu lenken, die nicht angsteinflößend sind. 
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2. Beim Namen ansprechen, sofern bekannt.  

(Nicht einfach anfassen, da die Person innerlich vielleicht gerade eine ganz andere Sze-

ne erlebt, wie im Alptraum. Sie könnten möglicherweise mit einem früheren Täter ver-

wechselt werden und abgewehrt und dabei verletzt werden!!)  

3. Herausnehmen aus der Auslösesituation! 

4. Beruhigende Stimme 

5. Sicherheit vermitteln 

6. Bewegung initiieren (lenkt die Gehirnaktivität um) 

7. Etwas zu trinken anbieten (lenkt die Gehirnaktivität um) 

8. Tresorübung, nach Alter und Sprachkenntnis abgewandelt (s. Imaginationsübungen) 

9. Anschließend durch andere Tätigkeit und anderes Thema ablenken 

 
Wie kann ich helfen,  
diese Menschen zu unterstützen und zu stabilisieren? 
(Wichtig: Den „GUTEN“ Grund für jedes Verhalten suchen, um zu verstehen!) 

Für den Betroffenen Verlässlichkeit schaffen 
- Dem Menschen das Gefühl geben angenommen zu werden, auch wenn er „komi-

sche“ Verhaltensweisen zeigt. 

- Wenn Schlimmes erinnert wird, erzählen lassen, ruhig zuhören, Anteilnahme zeigen 

(aber nicht aktiv nach Details fragen!) aber eventuell auch behutsam ablenken, je 

nach eigenen Möglichkeiten (habe ich Zeit und Raum dafür, habe ich gerade selber 

ausreichend innere Stabilität?) 

- Gelassenheit, Sicherheit ausstrahlen 

- Freundlichkeit, Lächeln, 

- Emotional berechenbar sein, eigene emotionale Spitzen zurücknehmen  

- konsequent (= verlässlich) sein, (was ich sage setzte ich möglichst um) 

- Hilfe geben, wenn nötig beruhigen 

- Kontinuität der Bezugspersonen, der Räumlichkeiten, der Wege 

- verlässliche Alltagsstruktur 

Und 
- Das Gefühl von Kontrolle und Wahlmöglichkeiten geben 

- Erfolgserlebnisse vermitteln 

- Möglichkeiten für Sport / Tanzen und Bewegung zum Stressabbau schaffen 

- Ablenkung (Mandalas malen, Musik machen Kreativität zulassen und fördern) 

- Möglichkeiten schaffen positive (innere) Gegenbilder zu bilden 
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 d
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 p
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ra
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ra
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 c
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t c
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, c
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 b
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 re
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 p
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r o
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t c
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s p
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 p
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 g
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 d
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 d
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 c
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ra
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ra
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 m
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 c
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ra
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 p
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w
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 p
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 t
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 d
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e 

ri
sk

 t
ha

t 
th

e 
he

lp
er

 m
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 f
ee

l n
um

b 
or

 e
m

ot
io

na
ll

y 
di

st
an

t, 
th

us
 u

na
bl

e 
to

 m
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 c
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 d
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 c
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 d
is

tu
rb

an
ce

s 
m

ig
ht

 e
xi

st
. 

Fo
r 

ex
am

pl
e,

 t
he

ra
pi

st
s 

fo
r 

w
ho

m
 

sa
fe

ty
 s

ch
em

as
 a

re
 s

al
ie

nt
 o

r 
di

st
ur

be
d 

m
ay

 f
in

d 
it 

ve
ry

 a
nx

ie
ty

-p
ro

vo
ki

ng
 

to
 w

or
k 

w
ith

 c
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 t
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 p
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 f
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 b
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 b
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 p
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 p
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 p
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 c
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e 

m
aj

or
 i

ss
ue

s:
 n

or
m

al
iz

in
g 

th
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 f
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l f
re

e 
to

 s
ha

re
 a

nd
 w

or
k 

th
ro

ug
h 

re
ac

tio
ns

 t
ha

t 
ar

e 
pa

in
fu

l 
or

 d
is

ru
pt

iv
e.

 
In

 o
ur

 t
w

o-
ho

ur
 w

ee
kl

y 
ca

se
 c

on
fe

re
nc

e,
 w

e 
sp

en
d 

th
e 

fi
rs

t 
ho

ur
 d
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 d
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 o
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 t
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ra
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at
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 c
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 d
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is

e 
fr

om
 th
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at
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 o
f p
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Working with refugees and
asylum seekers
Stuart W Turner

Jane Herlihy

Abstract
This is not an article about a psychiatric condition, but rather one about

a particular population of people, some of whom may present with

special needs whereas others may have no psychiatric problems at all.

This article begins with the legal definition of a refugee, an account of

the scale of the problem worldwide and in the UK, and proceeds to

consider mental health and cultural implications. Assessment and diag-

nosis should be undertaken in the usual way, but there may be a need

to learn more about diverse cultural backgrounds and to work with inter-

preters in assessment and treatment. In the intervention, a phased

approach is often appropriate, engaging different professionals at

different stages of treatment.

Keywords assessment; asylum; culture; depression; phased interventions;

PTSD; refugees; reports; torture; treatment

Introduction

A refugee is someone who, ‘.owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of
a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country
of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling
to avail himself of the protection of that country.’.1 Their fear
usually derives from personal experiences or threats of persecution
(including torture) by officials of their own state.

Worldwide, the numbers are staggering. The United Nations
High Commission for Refugees in its most recent statistical
report2 indicates that at the start of 2007 there were 32.9 million
people of concern worldwide, comprising 9.9 million refugees,
12.8 million internally displaced people (IDPs), 5.8 million
stateless people, 2.6 million returned refugees and IDPs, 740,000
asylum seekers, and 1 million others of concern. Afghanistan
(more than 2.1 million) and Iraq (estimated at over 2 million by

September 2007) were the two largest source countries for
refugees, whereas Pakistan (estimated at over 1 million) and Iran
(968,000) were the two largest host countries.

In the UK between 1990 and 1998, around 33,700 people
applied for asylum each year; this number then increased,
peaking at 84,130 in 2002, before falling off again to an average
of 24,250 between 2005 and 2007. It is hard to estimate the
cumulative total number of refugees remaining in the UK. (For
more statistical information, see the Information Centre about
Asylum and Refugees: http://www.icar.org.uk).

Mental health implications

Because refugees may have been tortured, sexually assaulted,
threatened, or harmed in some other way, they are at increased
risk of a number of physical and psychiatric conditions. However,
it would be quite wrong to make the assumption that all refugees,
even those newly arrived, have mental health problems.

It is especially important not to over-simplify what is often
a very complex history of fear and escape. Different aspects will
assume greater importance in some than others. It has been sug-
gested that post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is probably most
likely to be a result of specific trauma (including torture);
depression a result of the many consequential loss events; soma-
tization phenomena a result of the use of physical violence for its
psychological effects; and, importantly, the ‘existential dilemma’
a result of facing a world in which torture is demonstrably real.3

PTSD and depression are the two most common conditions
identified in surveys. However, care is required in the interpreta-
tion of this evidence, especially if based on self-report measures. In
a 2003 study of 842 adult Kosovan newly arrived programme
refugees in the UK, Turner and colleagues4 included interviews for
a subset of participants. They found that self-report measures
tended to over-estimate the prevalence of PTSD compared with
interview assessments. When this effect was taken into account,
fewer than 50% probably had a diagnosis of PTSD; all but one of
the 16% with major depressive episode at interview also had co-
morbid PTSD. The effects of trauma may persist over the long
term. In 2002, Steel et al.5 reported an investigation of a commu-
nity sample in Australia of 1413 Vietnamese adults, 82%
completing the interview. The sample had a mean length of resi-
dence in Australia of 11.2 years; the mean time since the most
severe traumatic event was 14.8 years. Absolute rates of psychi-
atric disorder had declined, but trauma exposure was still found to
be the most important predictor of mental health status.

These data, emphasizing the importance of emotional reac-
tions, are supported in an open survey of the main concern(s)
identified by refugees themselves.4 Grouping together responses
using the words ‘anxiety’, ‘tension’, ‘nervous’, ‘stress’ and
‘trembling’ as indicating likely anxiety symptoms, these were the
most frequent of the first priority problems and overall were
reported by 21% (of 509 people who responded). Sleep distur-
bance was reported by 16%, and a combination of the words
‘depression’, ‘hopeless’, ‘sadness’, ‘mental problems’, and
(concern about) ‘concentration’ by 8%. Headaches were repor-
ted by 13%. Worries about family and friends were reported by
17%. (By contrast, concern about immigration status was
reported by fewer than 11%, practical concerns about work/
economy by 6%, and concern about school/language by 3%).
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Assessment and diagnosis

Refugees presenting to mental health services should receive
exactly the same assessment as anyone else. There should be
careful attention to common problems such as PTSD and
depression, but equally these should not be over-diagnosed
(possibly an increasing problem over recent years). Further work
to evaluate and implement the routine screening of new arrival
refugee populations is required.6

Despite suggestions that PTSD is limited to Western commu-
nities,7 there is increasing epidemiological evidence of PTSD
across cultures. For example, de Jong and co-workers8 studied
community samples in four low-income countries that had
recently been experiencing internal conflict and reported preva-
lence rates for PTSD of 37.4% in Algeria, 28.4% in Cambodia,
15.8% in Ethiopia, and 17.8% in Gaza. In all cases, a history of
torture was significantly related to risk of PTSD.

Nonetheless there are cultural variations in the experience
and expression of reactions to adversity. These range from
obvious differences, such as occur in patterns of use of alcohol as
a way of coping with painful emotions in different cultures, to
more subtle cultural variation, such as variations in the use of
physical symptoms to express emotions. The National Institute
for Clinical Excellence (NICE) also points out that ‘In all cases,
healthcare professionals must familiarise themselves with the
cultural background’.6 It is essential that those working regularly
with refugees seek to gain an awareness of cultures in their local
refugee communities, especially an understanding of the differ-
ences between neighbouring communities in conflict areas, and
the ways in which it is usual for them to respond to violence,
including sexual assault.

Usually diagnosis is reasonably straightforward, using stan-
dard approaches. However, there are some areas that may
occasionally prove difficult. For example, there is at least
a potential overlap between marked hypervigilance to danger on
the one hand (a PTSD symptom) and the possibility of persecu-
tory delusions, based on descriptions of continued persecution
by others within their own community or by local security
services. As always, in such situations, it is important to seek
culturally informed background information. Other problems
may arise in drawing out the distinctions between dissociative
and hallucinatory phenomena, or in considering the effects of
multiple head injuries or other physical sequelae of torture
(including sexual torture). This calls for an informed multi-
professional response, considering physical, emotional, social,
and legal aspects of the presentation and how they interact.

Management

This should typically involve a multiprofessional approach. The
emphasis should always be on accurate assessment of physical,
emotional, social, and legal aspects, and the application of
appropriate guidelines as far as possible.

Usually an appropriate model to use to explain emotional
symptoms to refugees is the injury paradigm. Just as a range of
adverse events may cause physical harm or injury, they may also
cause emotional injury. Treatment can be framed in that context.
However, this is a matter for each clinician to consider. Often
a phased treatment approach is required, such as that of
Herman9 (Box 1).

Safety, trust, and stabilization: when refugees first arrive, they
may face substantial periods of uncertainty and family separation
as their asylum claims are considered. During this period, the
main focus is often on safety for themselves and their families. It
may be too difficult to contemplate a difficult trauma-focused
psychological intervention for PTSD, for example.

Thus, one of the first priorities for many newly arrived refugees
is to achieve asylum. They need good legal advice. Mental health
professionals may be asked to present evidence to the courts in
relation to these applications. In a brief review such as this, there
are probably two key points to emphasize. First, it is important to
recognize the differences between a professional report (prepared
by a practitioner engaged in treatment) and an independent expert
report. Second, especially in the independent expert reports, there
should be a familiarity with current evidence concerning issues
likely to be relevant to the judicial determination.10

Regardless of any diagnosis, refugees find themselves in a new
country and face issues to do with adaptation. In one survey, the
quality of social support networks of refugees in London was
found to be a more important predictor of current depressive
morbidity than past trauma history.11 Policies that lead to relo-
cation of refugees on arrival to other parts of the country, away
from family members or friends, may lead to increased mental
health problems. Social interventions designed to help achieve
social support may have positive therapeutic value.

Unfortunately, many asylum seekers still report difficulties regis-
tering with a general practitioner. They are also vulnerable to
unstable or unsuitable housing, particularly those who have been
placed in hostels. Noisy or frightening home environments may
exacerbate symptoms of PTSD or depression. The system of benefits
is often, understandably, poorly understood by people unfamiliar
with it. In particular at times of change, for example when gaining
recognitionasa refugee, specialistwelfareadvicemaybeappropriate.

Especially where there is marked depression or where
a psychological approach, beyond supportive therapy, is too
difficult, there may be a place for pharmacological approaches.
For the treatment of co-morbid PTSD and depression, the focus
will usually be on the antidepressants, possibly with adjunctive
low-dose olanzapine if hyperarousal and/or agitation are serious
problems. Potentially addictive drugs such as the benzodiaze-
pines should be avoided.

Admission of a newly arrived refugee to hospital should be
undertaken with special care. It can be frightening for anyone to
find themselves on an admission ward, but if the refugee has
little common language with other patients or staff it may be
particularly disturbing. The emphasis should be on social
support within their own setting as far as possible.

Example of a three-phase intervention model for
refugees with mental health problems
(Herman 1997)9

C Safety, trust, and stabilization
C Specific therapies (as appropriate)
C Support with integration in a new social world

Box 1

SPECIFIC POPULATIONS
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Specific therapies: once people have achieved a sufficient sense of
safety and security, the work of applying a psychological therapy
may be possible, using one of the standard techniques.6 This
shouldbe undertaken in conjunction withattempts to habilitate the
refugee in their new world. Recently, there has been considerable
interest in the use of narrative exposure therapy in this pop-
ulation,12 drawing on some of the work on testimony therapy.13

Support with integration into a new social world: finally, the
third phase of intervention may be longer term and draw on
support from other agencies. The focus is on integration into
a new social and cultural environment. For some refugees this is
a very long-term process and may never be completed as they
may remain torn between missing their country of origin, hoping
it will change and they may return, and endeavouring to adjust to
and settle in their new host country.

Follow-up in mental health services depends on the nature of
the diagnosis, theoutcome of treatment, and the assessment of risk.

There is often a need to work with an interpreter. NICE
includes the following advice: ‘People with PTSD treated in the
NHS come from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds and
some have no or limited English, but all should be offered the
opportunity to benefit from psychological interventions. This can
be achieved by the use of interpreters and bicultural therapists’.6

There is no reason why complex therapies should be denied to
refugees who wish to receive these treatments on the basis of
differences of language or culture. Clinicians should be prepared
to advocate for the provision of appropriate interpreter and
bicultural services. Guidelines are available for working with
interpreters, and clinicians should follow these.14

Prognosis

Realistically, many refugees with mental health problems present
with complex symptoms in the setting of cultural and family
dislocation and uncertainty about status, which may persist for
many years. It is hardly surprising that in such cases there is no
quick fix. Both for the individual refugee and for the practitioner,
it is helpful to identify which problem to focus on at different
phases of the intervention. This also guides the decision about
the most appropriate professional to take the lead role. However,
in treatment, it is certainly reasonable to expect useful symp-
tomatic relief and ultimately better adaptation or recovery.

Prevention

The avoidance of the need for people to move as refugees rests on
changes to the world order and is beyond this article. Clinicians,
who hear accounts of events that others never do, however, may
have a special role to communicate their knowledge, although of
course in ways that respect confidentiality. A
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Practice points

C Refugees are at increased risk of a number of physical and

psychiatric disorders, although many survive without any

psychiatric diagnosis
C It is important to understand the complexity of the experience

for many refugees
C Self-report measures may over-estimate the prevalence of

psychiatric disorders
C It is important for practitioners to familiarize themselves with

the cultural background
C Multiprofessional interventions (social, legal, medical, and

therapeutic) are appropriate
C Phased interventions, geared to the needs of the refugee at

the time, are appropriate
C Practitioners should be aware of the issues involved in

preparing reports
C All refugees, regardless of language skills, should be offered

the opportunity to benefit from psychological interventions
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potential to affect health-care workers. The review begins with an introduction to post-
traumatic stress disorder as being one of the possible negative consequences of exposure
to traumatic events. The report proceeds with examining the concepts of vicarious trau-
matization, secondary traumatic stress, traumatic countertransference, burnout and
compassion fatigue, as potential adverse consequences for workers who strive to help
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The notion of compassion satisfaction is examined as findings have demonstrated that it
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different types of trauma.
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Introduction

Vicarious traumatization has been identified in individuals
who, in the course of working with victims of traumatic
events, themselves fall victim to secondary traumatic stress
reactions brought on by helping, or wanting to help, a trau-
matized person. As early as 1990, McCann & Pearlman
(1990, p. 145) described vicarious traumatization as:

 . . . the transformation in the inner experience of the
therapist that comes about as a result of empathetic
engagement with clients’ trauma material.

Five years later, Pearlman & Saakvitne (1995, p. 31)
stated:

. . . vicarious traumatization refers to the cumulative
effect . . . of working with survivors of traumatic life
events. Anyone who engages empathetically with vic-
tims or survivors is vulnerable.

Other writers added to the debate and coined their own
terms to describe the phenomenon known as vicarious
traumatization. For example, Herman (1992) conceived
the term ‘traumatic countertransference’. Pines (1993)
viewed the problems faced by workers simply as ‘burnout’.
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Figley (1995) uses the phrase ‘compassion fatigue’, and
Munroe 

 

et al

 

. (1995) uses ‘secondary traumatic stress dis-
order’. Regardless of the labels, which at times are used
interchangeably, the consequences of working with trauma
victims across time appear to be the same. However, all of
these ideas warrant closer inspection. Therefore, a synthe-
sis of vicarious traumatization, traumatic countertrans-
ference, burnout, compassion fatigue and secondary
traumatic stress follows.

 

Vicarious traumatization

 

McCann & Pearlman (1990) introduced the concept of
vicarious traumatization and provided a theoretical frame-
work for understanding the complex and distressing effects
of trauma work on therapists (Pearlman & Saakvitne
1995, p. 152):

 

The concept is based in constructivist self-development
theory, a developmental, interpersonal theory explicat-
ing the impact on an individual’s psychological develop-
ment, adaptation and identity.

 

Schauben & Frazier (1995) used a sample of counsellors
(

 

n

 

 

 

=

 

 148), who worked with sexual violence survivors, to
assess the psychological consequences of such work. The
researchers (Schauben & Frazier 1995, p. 51) defined vicar-
ious traumatization as:

 

. . . the enduring psychological consequences for thera-
pists of exposure to the traumatic experiences of victim
clients.

 

Although this study revealed important information
about the effects of working with trauma survivors, it was
limited in that all of the sample group were female coun-
sellors and it only examined the effects of working with
sexual abuse.

Pearlman & MacIan (1995) used a sample of self-
identified trauma therapists (

 

n

 

 

 

=

 

 188), of whom 136 were
female and 52 male, to examine the concept of vicarious
traumatization, and found that the newest therapists, espe-
cially those with a personal trauma history, experienced the
most difficulties. Their findings were consistent with previ-
ous work on ‘burnout’, which showed that being younger
or newer to the work was correlated significantly with the
highest levels of ‘burnout’ (Ackerley 

 

et al

 

. 1988) and with
the most negative reactions to providing therapy (Rodolfa

 

et al

 

. 1988). However, these findings need to be interpreted
with caution as the sample was a self-selected group of self-
identified ‘trauma therapists’, and represented only a 24%
response rate of the initial number of therapists
approached. Therefore, it is argued that the findings should
be generalized with great care.

Examination of a phenomenological study of vicarious
traumatization amongst psychologists and professional

counsellors (

 

n

 

 

 

=

 

 12) working in the field of sexual abuse/
assault, demonstrated that many of the therapists experi-
enced positive changes in their sense of identity and beliefs
about their self and others (Steed & Downing 1998). The
concept of vicarious traumatization specifically refers to
negative changes in therapists’ frame of reference and
therefore it is inadequate as a conceptual framework for
understanding the full range of effects on workers who
carry out trauma counselling. It has been recommended
that investigation into the positive and negative effects of
trauma therapy on therapists would constitute a more
comprehensive and holistic approach to the phenomenon
(Steed & Downing 1998).

 

Secondary traumatic stress

 

Secondary traumatic stress has been defined by Figley
(1995, p. 7) as:

 

The natural consequent behaviours and emotions result-
ing from knowing about a traumatizing event experi-
enced by a significant other – the stress resulting from
helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering
person.

 

Basically, secondary traumatic stress is the presence of
post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms in caregivers,
which are probably connected to the patient’s experience
rather than the caregivers’ (Figley 1995, Pearlman &
Saakvitne 1995, Stamm 1995).

Secondary traumatic stress reactions can be consid-
ered inevitable in trauma workers (Herman 1992), and
may occur regardless of race, gender, age or level of
training (Rudolph 

 

et al

 

. 1997). Other researchers have
found a positive correlation between secondary trau-
matic stress reactions and reduced longevity of career,
large caseloads, increased contact with clients and long
working hours (Beaton & Murphy 1995). In tandem
with these findings, the increased longevity and severity
of secondary traumatic stress symptoms has also been
found (Chrestman 1995, Bryant & Harvey 1996, Har-
vey 1996). Indeed, trauma workers may experience an
array of reactions in their work with trauma victims/sur-
vivors. Figley (1995) carried out a meta-analysis of the
literature and categorized these reactions into three key
areas. They are:
1. Indicators of psychological distress or dysfunction.
2. Cognitive shifts.
3. Relational disturbances.
These key areas are discussed below.

 

Indicators of psychological distress or dysfunction

 

Indicators of psychological distress or dysfunction include:
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•

 

distressing emotions, including sadness or grief,
depression, anxiety, dread and horror, fear, rage, or
shame (McCann & Pearlman 1990, Harbert &
Hunsinger 1991, Clark & Gioro 1998);

 

•

 

intensive imagery by the trauma worker of the client’s
traumatic material, such as nightmares, flashbacks
and images (McCann & Pearlman 1990, Herman
1992, Figley 1995, Stamm 1995);

 

•

 

numbing or avoidance of efforts to elicit or work
with traumatic material from the client (McCann &
Pearlman 1990, Herman 1992, Figley 1995);

 

•

 

somatic complaints, including sleep difficulty, head-
aches or gastrointestinal distress (Herman 1992, Fig-
ley 1995);

 

•

 

addiction or compulsive behaviours, including sub-
stance abuse, workaholism and compulsive eating
(Dutton & Rubinstein 1995);

 

•

 

physiological arousal, such as palpitations and
hypervigilance (Davis 1996, Clark & Gioro 1998);
and/or

 

•

 

impairment of day-to-day functioning in social and
personal roles, including missed or cancelled
appointments, decreased use of supervision, chronic
lateness, and feelings of isolation, alienation, or lack
of appreciation (Dutton & Rubinstein 1995).

 

Cognitive shifts

 

The second category of secondary traumatic stress reac-
tions experienced by trauma workers refers to shifts in the
beliefs, expectations and assumptions that therapists hold
(McCann & Pearlman 1990, Janoff-Bulman 1992). Exam-
ples of these shifts in cognitive schemata include changes
along the dimensions of:

 

•

 

dependence/trust to reveal a chronic suspicion of
others;

 

•

 

safety to a heightened sense of vulnerability;

 

•

 

power to an extreme sense of helplessness; and

 

•

 

independence to a loss of personal control and
freedom.

Herman (1992) speaks of the notion of ‘witness guilt’,
which sometimes plagues trauma workers who have not
been directly traumatized. A later study demonstrated that
trauma workers felt guilty for enjoying life while they
observed survivors struggling. Dutton & Rubinstein (1995,
p. 86) state:

 

The novice trauma worker may feel especially guilty
when the survivor re-experiences the trauma through
necessary interview or therapeutic procedures.

 

Moreover, Herman (1992) advances his argument by
describing a type of victim-blaming that sometimes
occurred in trauma workers because they themselves began

to feel victimized by their clients whom they perceived to be
threatening, manipulative, or exploitative. Clearly, this
would have detrimental effects on the therapeutic process.

 

Relational disturbances

 

Findings have demonstrated that secondary exposure to
trauma may have an impact on the relationships, both per-
sonal and professional, of trauma workers. Findings have
shown that personal relationships can suffer as a result of
increased stress or difficulties related to trust and intimacy
(Clark & Gioro 1998; White 1998).

Research has shown that the professional relationship
between the therapist and the client may be affected when
the workers experience secondary traumatic stress and
respond to their clients by either the relationship dynamics
of detachment or overidentification (Dutton & Rubinstein
1995).

Detachment or distancing oneself emotionally from
trauma survivors is used consciously or unconsciously to
enable trauma workers to deal with their feelings of being
overwhelmed or rendered vulnerable by the traumatic
material, hence blocking out such emotional reactions.
However, the use of these defence mechanisms may leave
clients feeling isolated emotionally and detached once
again, even from those people who are aspiring to help
them (Dutton & Rubinstein 1995).

The use of the dynamic of detachment or distancing by
trauma workers as a secondary response to trauma may
also take the form of withdrawal from family, friends, or
colleagues, perhaps out of the belief that no-one under-
stands their distressed response to their work (Harbert &
Hunsinger 1991). Trauma workers may feel isolated emo-
tionally in their working environment as they may perceive
that they are the only one who feels traumatized by such
difficult and painful work and this contributes further to
the trauma workers’ problems (Dutton & Rubinstein
1995).

Trauma workers sometimes use the relationship
dynamic of overidentification with the client, either con-
sciously or unconsciously, to the point that they may react
with ‘paralysis’ or numbness to the clients’ traumatic expe-
riences. Alternatively, they might take on excessive respon-
sibility for the clients’ life, perhaps in an attempt to gain
control over overwhelming situations. Trauma workers
who become overloaded by the traumatic material are, at
best, ineffective and, at worst, place survivors in a position
of taking care of the helper. This role reversal in ‘caregiv-
ing’ and ‘caretaking’ involves clients withholding details
about the trauma in order to ‘protect’ the worker (Dutton
& Rubinstein 1995). The collective term for unconscious
relationship dynamics is traumatic countertransference.
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Traumatic countertransference

 

The notion of countertransference as an unconscious
defence mechanism rests within the psychodynamic psy-
chotherapy school of thought and it has been defined as
an emotional reaction to a client by the therapist
(Kapur 1999). Corey (1991) defined countertransfer-
ence as the process of the therapist seeing oneself in the
client, overidentifying with the client, or meeting his/her
own needs through the client. Kapur (1999, p.221)
described countertransference from the therapist’s point
of view as:

 

An awareness and legitimate recognition of our emo-
tional reactions to events which can increase the reper-
toire of data we have to understand the reactions that
are stirred up within us when we are interacting with
others.

 

This definition reveals that countertransference was
once viewed as the therapist’s conscious and unconscious
response to the patient’s transference, especially if the
transference was associated with the therapist’s past expe-
riences. Johansen (1993) argues that all of the emotional
reactions of the therapist towards the patient – regardless
of their sources – are countertransference. For example,
therapists bring their own unresolved, painful life experi-
ences (past and present) to the therapeutic encounter. How-
ever, countertransference also includes the therapist
absorbing the traumatic feeling being explored by the client
(Figley 1995). This means that it is important for the ther-
apist to locate the source of these feelings, and to explore
what it is that is being stirred up, in order to gain new
insights. Figley (1995) claims that secondary traumatic
stress includes, but is not limited to, what is viewed as
countertransference. Moreover, it is sometimes assumed
that countertransference happens only within the context
of psychotherapy and that this reaction by the therapist to
the client’s transference is a negative consequence of
therapy, which should be prevented or eliminated. Kapur
(1999), however, argues ardently that countertransference
should be acknowledged honestly and explored in
supervision.

Stamm (1997) contrasts countertransference with sec-
ondary traumatic stress. Stamm (1997) argues that coun-
tertransference refers to the reactions of trauma workers
to clients, and their material and secondary traumatic
stress results from working with trauma victims. Unlike
the former, the latter induces more trait-like changes to
the values, beliefs and behaviours of trauma workers.
This differentiation, while possibly academic, is cer-
tainly elusive. Stamm (1997), however, attempts to
unravel the elusiveness by emphasizing that countertrans-
ference can occur outside the context of exposure to

traumatic material, and secondary traumatic stress
always arises as the result of exposure to a client’s trau-
matic material.

Figley (1995) states that secondary traumatic stress is a
natural consequence of the dynamic of caring that happens
between two people, one of whom has been initially trau-
matized and the other of whom is affected by the first’s
traumatic experiences. These effects are not necessarily a
problem, but more a natural by-product of caring for trau-
matized people. Explicating the difference between the
notions of traumatic countertransference and secondary
traumatic stress is complicated. However, our attempt to
do this demonstrates that the former recounts more to how
the care offered by trauma workers is affected by clients
and their traumatic material. The latter relates more to
how trauma workers’ lives, personal relationships and
social networks, as well as their work, are affected by the
trauma.

 

Burnout

 

As early as 1978, Pines & Maslach found that health-care
workers often had high levels of burnout and that the
major factors associated with burnout were low morale,
absenteeism, high job turnover and other indices of job
stress. A decade later, Pines & Aronson (1988, p. 9) defined
burnout as:

 

 . . . a state of physical, emotional and mental exhaus-
tion caused by long-term involvement in emotionally
demanding situations.

 

In a comprehensive review of the empirical research on
the symptoms of burnout, Kahill (1988) identified five cat-
egories of symptoms, as follows:

 

•

 

physical symptoms, such as fatigue, sleep difficulties,
somatic problems, gastrointestinal disturbances,
colds and flu;

 

•

 

emotional symptoms, such as irritability, anxiety,
depression, guilt;

 

•

 

behavioural symptoms, such as aggression, callous-
ness, pessimism, substance abuse;

 

•

 

work-related symptoms, such as resigning from
work, poor work performance, absenteeism, tardi-
ness, misuse of work breaks; and

 

•

 

interpersonal symptoms, such as the inability to con-
centrate/focus on communication, withdrawal from
clients/co-workers, followed by dehumanized, intel-
lectualized interactions.

Later, Figley (1995) described burnout as a process
(rather than a fixed condition) that begins gradually and
progresses in intensity across time. This process includes a
gradual exposure to job strain, erosion of idealism and a
void in achievement.
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However, a search of the literature by Edwards 

 

et al

 

.
(2000) shows that there is no standard definition of burn-
out. Our own search demonstrates that much of the
research focuses on the theoretical perspective of Maslach

 

et al

 

. (1996, p.4), in which burnout was defined as having
three dimensions:

 

A syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization
and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur
among individuals who work with people.

 

Findings demonstrate that emotional exhaustion is the
central feature of burnout (Maslach 2001). However,
Maslach (2001) argues that if researchers focus simply on
the exhaustion dimension, they could lose sight of the com-
plex phenomena of burnout altogether.

The depersonalization dimension includes the compo-
nent of cynicism. It is described as the interpersonal context
of burnout and refers to negative, callous or exceedingly
detached responses to various aspects of the job (Maslach
2001). Distancing is an immediate reaction to exhaustion
and depersonalization, and has been found consistently in
burnout research, across a wide range of occupational set-
tings (Maslach 2001).

The reduced personal accomplishment dimension
refers to feelings of incompetence and lack of achieve-
ment and productivity at work (Maslach 2001). The
relationship of reduced personal accomplishment to the
other two dimensions of burnout is somewhat complex.
Attempting to interpret the complexity shows that a
work situation with chronic overwhelming demands con-
tributes to exhaustion or depersonalization and this is
likely to erode the therapist’s sense of accomplishment.
Furthermore, exhaustion coupled with depersonalization
also impacts on accomplishment. Therefore, the lack of
personal accomplishment seems to arise more from a
deficit in relevant resources, whereas exhaustion and
depersonalization emerge from the presence of work
overload in addition to internal and external personal
conflict.

The argument, however, remains unresolved as to
whether emotional exhaustion causes depersonalization,
which in turn creates diminished personal accomplish-
ment, or whether the three dimensions interact dynami-
cally in some way. The current authors support the latter
proposition.

 

Compassion fatigue

 

The concepts of secondary traumatic stress and burnout
have evolved. Joinson (1992) investigated the nature of
burnout in nurses and, from the findings, coined the term
‘compassion fatigue’. As this term has its roots in the
abstract notion of compassion, an exploration of compas-

sion follows. Webster’s Encyclopedia (Unabridged Dictio-
nary) (1989, p. 299) defines compassion as:

 

A feeling of deep sympathy and sorrow for another
who is stricken by suffering or misfortune, accompa-
nied by a strong desire to alleviate the pain or remove
its cause.

 

According to Tummino (2000), virtually all religions
endorse the virtue of compassion. For example, the belief
that life is suffering lies at the core of Mahayana Buddhist
teachings, and therefore all human beings need to embrace
the axiom of compassion. They define compassion as the
wish that each and every being be freed from suffering. The
Buddha of Compassion is represented flawlessly in Tibetan
iconography as having:

 

A thousand eyes that see the pain in all corners of the
universe and a thousand arms to reach out to all corners
of the universe to extend help.

 

Christians, are also exhorted to emulate the compassion
of Jesus who felt solidarity with the poor, the blind, the sick
and the imprisoned (Tummino 2000).

Using this term as a foundation to build upon, Figley
(1995) argued that compassion fatigue is a natural conse-
quence of working with people who have experienced
extremely stressful events. In mental health care, compas-
sion fatigue develops as a result of the exposure of helpers
to experiences of patients, in tandem with the empathy that
they experience for their patients. A synthesis of these
descriptions demonstrates that the term ‘compassionate
fatigue’ can be used interchangeably with the term ‘second-
ary traumatic stress’. Some authors appear to feel more
comfortable using the term ‘compassion fatigue’, and Fig-
ley (1995) argues that authors might feel uncomfortable
using the term ‘secondary traumatic stress’ because they are
concerned that such labels are derogatory.

Compassion fatigue, like burnout, can challenge the
helpers’ ability to provide effective services and maintain
personal and professional therapeutic relationships. Com-
passion fatigue is sudden and acute, while burnout is a
gradual wearing down of helpers who feel overwhelmed by
their work and incapable of facilitating positive change
(Figley 1995). While different from compassion fatigue,
burnout might also be an important risk factor or precur-
sor to compassion fatigue (Weiner 1989, Beaton & Mur-
phy 1995, Cerney 1995; Chrestman 1995, Dutton &
Rubinstein 1995; Pearlman & Saakvitne 1995, Stamm
1995, Rudolph 

 

et al

 

. 1997). Moreover, Figley (1995)
devised a compassion fatigue self-report instrument for
trauma workers to help them differentiate between burn-
out and secondary traumatic stress. However, Stamm
(1997) counter-argued that this instrument focused only on
asking negative questions. She continues by stating that the
symptom-focused format could create a negative response
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bias and produce a response set that artifically inflates neg-
ative reporting (Stamm 1997).

 

Stressful life events

 

Highly stressful events affect people in a myriad of ways.
Some people experience no change and some develop
severe psychological difficulties. Findings have shown that
workers with a history of personal trauma are at risk of
developing secondary traumatic stress (Pearlman &
Saakvitne 1995, Williams & Sommer 1995, Cornille &
Meyers 1999). Rudolph 

 

et al

 

. (1997) investigated compas-
sion fatigue in health personnel working with trauma vic-
tims. Results showed that 100% of the participants
(

 

n

 

 

 

=

 

 179) reported that they had suffered previous personal
traumatic events, thus fulfilling criterion A1 of the DSM-IV
(APA 1994). This raises a number of empirical and admin-
istrative questions.

Further research is needed to discover if workers with
histories of previous traumatic experiences are at higher
risk of developing secondary traumatic stress than those
without a previous history. Secondary traumatic stress the-
ory suggests that workers with a personal history would be
at a higher risk owing to increased and prolonged exposure
(Williams & Sommer 1995). This finding supports other
research carried out by Figley (1995), Pearlman & MacIan
(1995), Pearlman & Saakvitne (1995) and Cornille &
Meyers (1999). Alternatively, however, Schauben & Fra-
zier (1995), using multiple regression analyses, found that
counsellors with a history of victimization were not more
distressed, compared to those without a history of victim-
ization, as a result of working with survivors. This study
was limited in that a small, single-gender (female) sample
group (

 

n

 

 

 

=

 

 148) was used and it only examined the effects
of working with sexual abuse.

Alternatively, when workers have explored and worked
through their own life histories of traumatic events, they
may come to the therapeutic encounter feeling less naïve
and may bring some positive coping strategies with them,
which they have learned. These could be utilized in the
future when working with trauma victims (Rudolph 

 

et al

 

.
1997). Thus, the literature suggests that knowing about the
history of workers’ stressful life experiences, and discover-
ing whether or not they have worked through them, are
important variables in assessing their reaction to working
with survivors of traumatic events.

 

Compassion satisfaction

 

Stamm (1998) argued that not all trauma workers succumb
to secondary traumatic stress and that some workers must
have a protective mechanism that helps maintain their well-

being. She advanced her argument (Stamm 1998, p. 3) by
defining compassion as:

 

A feeling and acting with deep empathy and sorrow for
those who suffer. It is a necessary, though not sufficient,
ingredient in human services.

 

Clearly, the motivation of trauma workers to help is
shaped, in part, by the satisfaction derived from the work
of helping others. Thus, compassion satisfaction plays a
vital role in the equation of working in the human services.
The paradox remains, however, that helping people who
have been traumatized can have a deleterious effect on
workers and can also be viewed as an act of compassion.
The consequences of this human paradox can be heroic,
tragic, or even dangerous (Figley 1995, Pearlman &
Saakvitne 1995, Stamm 1995, 1997). Yet, people persist
working in this area and continue to do it well. This raises
the question: what are the protective factors that trauma
workers use?

Despite the risks associated with working with trauma,
which can include direct personal exposure and the risk of
work-related secondary exposure, it would seem that the
human spirit, while clearly breakable, is remarkably resil-
ient (Stamm 1998). According to Kessler 

 

et al

 

. (1995),
being exposed to a traumatic stressor is not a guarantee
that individuals will develop prolonged psychological dif-
ficulties. The original question deepens and changes, to ask:
what is it that protects humans as they steer the path
between helping people heal following a traumatic event
and developing prolonged psychological difficulties them-
selves? According to King 

 

et al

 

. (1998), it is hardiness and
social support. Findings from the King study showed a cor-
relation among hardiness, good social support (functional
and structural) and psychological difficulties, whereby har-
diness and good social support were associated with fewer
psychological problems.

King et al. (1998) claimed that hardiness was character-
ized by feelings of control, commitment and change as
challenge. This supports findings from a previous study,
which found that caregivers were at risk of developing neg-
ative reactions to their patients’ difficulties when their com-
petency and control were at risk (Stamm & Pearce 1995).
These researchers suggested that questions of competency,
at least in part, arise from the professionals’ feelings of lack
of control of traumatic material. Moreover, Stamm &
Pearce (1995) proposed that these factors could be allevi-
ated by positive collegiate support systems, which are
important elements of structural and functional social
support.

Given the current findings from empirical research, it is
evident that staff working with the victims of trauma
should be provided with the support required to enable
them to process more effectively the outpourings of painful
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emotions from clients. During their education and training,
self-awareness programmes should be the core theme that
threads the tapestry of their training together. On-the-job
staff should be assured of, and provided with, access to
confidential counselling services that help them to resolve
their own conflicts. Furthermore, it is essential that clinical
supervision is part and parcel of their working lives, pro-
moting both their personal and professional development.
Most of all, a culture that values staff and promotes their
care should be cultivated in working environments where
staff know that they are supported and feel comfortable in
accesssing these services. Given time, all levels of staff
might come to believe that it is a sign of strength, rather
than weakness, to know their own ‘self’ and acknowledge
and own their unique thoughts and feelings.

Conclusion

Health-care workers who work with trauma victims are
subject to significant stress and are vulnerable to what is
now known as ‘secondary traumatic stress’. Secondary
traumatic stress theory forecasts that professionals affected
by secondary traumatic stress are at a higher risk of making
poor professional judgements than those professionals
who are not affected (Munroe et al. 1995; Pearlman &
Saakvitne 1995, Stamm 1997). Conversely, secondary trau-
matic stress theory predicts that personal, professional and
organizational support may provide protective factors to
mediate against some of the risks relating to the develop-
ment of secondary traumatic stress.

Finally, the findings in this review should be treated with
caution, as there is a dearth of longitudinal studies explor-
ing the issues raised. Furthermore, the effects of working
with different types of trauma require further investigation.
However, this does not preclude managers and employers
designing strategies that will protect nurses from develop-
ing a stress-related illness.
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Falls Sie Hilfe benötigen, kontaktieren Sie bitte die folgenden 
Notrufnummern.

Psychologische Studierendenberatung Universität Wien
Tel.: 01 / 4023091
Lederergasse 35/4
www.studentenberatung.at/angebote/beratungsstellen

Beratungsstelle für sexuelle Belästigung und Mobbing 
Universität Wien
Um die Anonymität gewährleisten zu können, erfolgen die Beratungsgespräche nur 
nach Terminvereinbarung.
Telefon: +43-1-4277-184 84 
Dienstag und Donnerstag 16:00 - 17:00 Uhr
http://personalwesen.univie.ac.at/frauenfoerderung/beratungsstelle/

Telefonseelsorge
Tel.: 142
(Mo–So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos vom Festnetz und allen Handyanbietern
Gesprächsunterstützung in Krisen, bei Problemen, zur Entlastung
www.telefonseelsorge.at
Online Beratung: http://www.erzdioezese-wien.at/telefonseelsorge 
Antwort sobald wie möglich (spätestens nach 48 Stunden)

Rat auf Draht Teenager-Hotline des ORF
Tel.: 147
(Mo-So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos
Telefonberatung
Österreichweite Notrufnummer für Kinder & Jugendliche. Hier stehen dir rund um 
die Uhr professionelle BeraterInnen (PsychologInnen, PsychotherapeutInnen, 
Lebens-& SozialberaterInnen) zur Verfügung. Über jedes Problem kann man 
sprechen – oft ist eine Situation gar nicht so ausweglos, wie sie scheint!
Online Beratung: www.rataufdraht.orf.at
 
Polizei
Tel.: 133
(Mo-So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos EU-weit vom Handy und Festnetz
Ansprechstelle für Kriminalitätsbekämpfung, Hilfeleistung, Gefahrenabwehr und 
Prävention und bei Selbst- oder Fremdgefährdung.
www.bundespolizei.gv.at



Rotes Kreuz
Tel.: 144
(Mo-So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos
Rettung und Krankentransport
www.roteskreuz.at
 
FrauenHelpLine gegen Männergewalt
Tel.: 0800 / 222 555
(Mo-So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos
Beratungseinrichtung für Frauen/Migrantinnen, die von (familiärer) Gewalt betroffen 
sind.
www.frauenhelpline.at

Vergiftungszentrale in Wien
Tel.: 01 / 406 43 43
(Mo-So 0–24 Uhr), kostenlos
Für alle Personen in Situationen mit vermeintlicher oder tatsächlicher Vergiftung; 
Risikoabschätzung
www.meduniwien.ac.at/viz

Sorgentelefon für Kinder, Jugendliche und Erwachsene 
Tel.: 0800 / 201 440
(Mo-Fr 13-20 Uhr, Samstag 13-17 Uhr), kostenlos
Sorgentelefon für Kinder, Jugendliche und Erwachsene; Beratung bei persönlichen 
Schwierigkeiten, Familienproblemen, Gewalt und Suchtmittelmissbrauch
 
PsychotherapeutInnen
Psychotherapeuten sind (lt. Gesetz), neben Ärzten, dazu da, Menschen bei 
seelischen (psychischen) Problemen zu unterstützen, sodass eine Heilung möglich 
werden kann.

Hier finden sie PsychotherapeutInnen mittels
https://www.psychotherapie.at/psychotherapeutinnen 

Drogen-Hotline
Tel.: 0810 / 20 88 77
(Mo, Fr 9.30–12 Uhr, Di, Do 9.30–13 und 14–16 Uhr), zum Ortstarif aus ganz 
Österreich
professionelle Beratung, Behandlung und Betreuung bei psychischen, 
gesundheitlichen, sozialen, familiären oder anderen Problemen durch bestehende 
Substanzabhängigkeit
http://api.or.at


