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Abstract

Background: There are an estimated 25.9 million refugees worldwide, who require health
services while living in host countries. To effectively treat refugee patients, nurses must document
their history which requires hearing about their traumatic journeys. Listening to trauma has been
shown to cause vicarious traumatisation.

Aims: To identify the risk and protective factors involved in the development of vicarious
traumatisation.

Methods: After searching four databases, nine studies were selected for review. Key words
‘vicarious trauma’, ‘refugee’ and ‘nurse’ formed the search. Articles were appraised using the
Critical Appraisal Skills Program and Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool.

Results: Vicarious traumatisation is common amongst nurses working with refugees. Aspects of
culture formed the principal risk and protective factors. Differences between cultures made for
strained communication while similarities created better understanding. Some cultures provided
more resilience than others. Vicarious resilience, a feeling of personal growth resulting from hearing
about and helping patients overcome trauma, was also highlighted. The development of vicarious
resilience was a protective factor.

Conclusions: Further investigation into how to minimise risk and establish protective factors is
required. Some coping recommendations include personal reflection, comprehensive training and
better access to counselling.

Corresponding author:
David J Hunter, School of Health and Life Sciences, University of the West of Scotland, Technology Avenue, Blantyre,
South Lanarkshire, G72 0LH.
Email: david.hunter@uws.ac.uk.uk

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/17449871221085863
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jrn
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0400-8205
mailto:david.hunter@uws.ac.uk.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F17449871221085863&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-08


Keywords
culture, literature review, refugees, vicarious resilience, vicarious traumatisation

Introduction

Following the Vietnam War, there was an emergence of trauma literature studying the impact of
traumatic events on individuals (Figley, 1995). In 1980, Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) was
first recognised as a medical condition which started an in-depth investigation into people’s ex-
periences of trauma (Figley, 1995). From this, there developed an interest in those psychologically
and physically affected by hearing of people’s trauma rather than personally experiencing it. Their
clinical presentation was principally referred to as compassion fatigue (Figley, 1995).

Instances of compassion fatigue amongst nurses are well documented, particularly in emergency
departments, intensive care units and oncology centres (Hooper et al., 2010). These fields represent
some of the most emotive areas in healthcare due to the life and death scenarios they give rise to and
intensity of emotions involved. For nurses working in more extreme and less studied areas, such as
in warzones and relief work, the most appropriate term for what they experience is vicarious
traumatisation (Dunkley and Whelan, 2006). This is due to the traumatic descriptions given by
those they are helping to treat which is out with the norm of what a nurse generally encounters.

There are currently an estimated 25.9 million refugees worldwide (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2019), in 2018 alone there were 1.1 million new refu-
gees (Amnesty International, 2019). To put that figure into perspective, one person is displaced from
their home due to conflict or persecution every 2 seconds (United Nations (UN), 2019). People do
not choose to become refugees; they are forced to leave their homes due to war, violence or natural
disaster. As a result, people are compelled to seek a safer and more secure life (Action Against
Hunger, 2019).

The worldwide nature, and number, of refugees means they encompass people from many
distinct cultures, beliefs, religions and with varying health states. It has been noted that many
refugees arrive in host countries with undiagnosed or untreated health problems including lack of
vaccination, nutritional deficiencies and infectious diseases, which creates a disparity between the
physical and mental health of refugees and the host population and which is exacerbated by
language, cultural barriers and inadequate health literacy (Suurmond et al., 2013). A successful first
contact with the healthcare system is vital to ensure continued involvement in refugees’ own
wellbeing to promote better ongoing health (Suurmond et al., 2013). As a result, nurses are in a
prime position to be able to help refugees with both their physical and mental health.

Suurmond et al. (2013) highlight that nurses themselves have identified that a discussion must be
had about the patient’s journey to uncover any past medical history, hidden illnesses and about
family situations to determine a patient’s level of resilience and therefore their ability to care for their
own health needs. This inevitably leads to stories of the trauma they have experienced which nurses
have been given no guidance on how to handle (Suurmond et al., 2013). In addition, there is
insufficient time to support patients through trauma so nurses may feel they have inadequately
helped ease worries and despair (Dummit and Honein-AbouHaidar, 2019). These circumstances can
leave them vulnerable to developing vicarious traumatisation which impacts upon their physical and
mental wellbeing. Nurses suffering from vicarious traumatisation can struggle to provide the best
care to their patients due to decreased compassion reserves, anxiety and depression (Hooper et al., 2010).
Nurses are known to be integral to the healthcare system,without them normal functioning is impossible,
and patient outcomes and care are compromised (Gatchel, 2018). It is therefore important to minimise
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the negative effects on nurses which could cause them to leave the profession. To gain a better un-
derstanding of the intricacies surrounding the development of vicarious traumatisation, the risk and
protective factors resulting in its’ development will be discussed.

Terminology

Within this paper there will be a focus on refugees and not asylum seekers. As defined by the United
Nations (2019), all refugees have been asylum seekers but not all asylum seekers will be granted
residence in the country they apply for. As a result, by focussing on refugees the study encompasses
everyone who has sought international protection, from the first day they arrive through all
subsequent years. Refugees also represent a larger proportion of forcibly displaced people
worldwide. According to the UNHCR (2019) only 4.94% of displaced people are asylum seekers
compared to 36.58% refugees. The remaining 58.33% are made up of internally displaced people
who have not crossed a border to find safety but are moving within their home country (UNHCR,
2019).

It has been noted that terms such as compassion fatigue, burnout, vicarious traumatisation and
secondary traumatic stress have been used synonymously by some academics while others have
chosen to define them individually (Kjellenberg et al., 2014; Phelps et al., 2009 and Puvimanasenghi
et al., 2015). Burnout is defined as physical and emotional exhaustion caused by the cumulative
impact of stress (Kjellenberg et al., 2014; Phelps et al., 2009). In comparison, compassion fatigue
encompasses those who experience too great a demand on their emotions leading them to feel a
sense of shared suffering and sorrow. Secondary traumatic stress is more specific to those working
with survivors of trauma and incorporates elements of fear due to the nature of what they are hearing
(Kjellenberg et al., 2014). Vicarious traumatisation encompasses a cognitive framework adjustment,
creating a gradual inner change in response to stimuli that affects a person’s identity, world view and
spirituality (Kjellenberg et al., 2014; Phelps et al., 2009). This means those who suffer from it
struggle to maintain healthy personal relationships and everyday functioning in a world they no
longer understand. According to Dunkley and Whelan (2006), vicarious traumatisation is the most
appropriate term to describe working with refugees as it relates specifically to trauma. Therefore,
vicarious traumatisation will be used to encompass all the above terms. Due to their similarity, it is
possible to combine them, as academics have done before, under the heading which is most
appropriate for the population being studied.

Methodology

A literature search was carried out from September to November 2019. Four databases were used:
Medline, Web of Science, PsychINFO and the Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health
Literature (CINAHL). All four databases were chosen because they are specific to healthcare. The
PICo acronym (population, interest and context) was used to determine the key words needed to
ensure the most effective literature search (Pollock and Berge, 2018). These were then combined
with Medical Subject Headings (meSH) to find the initial article pool. Truncated symbols were
placed at the end of words to include variations and ensure full coverage of the topic. The key words
were vicarious trauma*, refugee* and nurs*. Terms were combined using Boolean operator ‘and’
which ensured all search entries were included in the articles found. Most articles, however, were
found through citation searching, which Fain (2015) sees as the highest priority when researching.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were set to provide focus to the search and ensure the most
relevant material was uncovered. Both were devised from a review of the question as advised by
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Khan et al. (2003). Inclusion and exclusion criteria were decided based on population, language and
cultural limitations, outcome variables and methodological quality (Meline, 2006). They were then
evaluated on their relevance and acceptability (Robey and Dalebout, 1998). The cultural com-
petence of papers was also included in the inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure sensitive
handling of information and appropriate techniques were used when collecting research (Pelzang
and Hutchinson, 2018). Studies were excluded from analysis if they met at least one exclusion
criteria, were poor in quality or had insufficient methodology (Meline, 2006). The criteria can be
found in Table 1. A date range was not set due to there being only a small number of studies as a
result of it being an emerging field. Therefore, restricting the search to only contemporary articles
would limit findings.

The selected papers were apprised using the Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) tool and
MixedMethods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) to ensure validity to the study and consistency in appraisal
of articles. The CASP specialises in healthcare research and focuses on evaluating qualitative
research which is included in all but one of the chosen articles (CASP, 2019). The MMAT tool is
specific to mixed methods research of which there are three papers within this review. All articles are
from peer reviewed journals meaning the content within has been assessed for validity by other
academics (Manchikanti et al., 2015). The papers are from around the world and focus on different
refugee populations. It was decided that having a variety of locations was acceptable as only a few
in-depth studies on the subject have been undertaken so far. This means there is variation in
experience between groups, but the overarching themes and findings are the same. The process of
selecting papers is shown in a PRISMA diagram (Figure 1), an evidence based and globally
recognised method of displaying literature search methods (PRISMA, 2019).

Results

The search terms were input to the databases resulting in 46 articles being found. Once duplicates
were removed there were 39 sources to review. An analysis of their titles and abstracts using the
inclusion and exclusion criteria eliminated 35 articles leaving just four. The remaining articles were
read in full to ascertain usefulness before a citation search of their bibliographies was undertaken.
Twenty-two more articles were identified and had their abstracts screened, five were found to be
relevant to this study. This left a total of nine papers to be used in the literature review. Table 2
provides an overview of the key features of the included papers.

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria – this table highlights the inclusion and exclusion criteria which were
applied when undertaking the literature search.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Written or translated into English Non-English papers
Clinicians working with refugees as focus of
article with mention of nurses included

Studies focussing on therapists as their interaction is
expected to involve in-depth discussions of past
traumatic events

Demonstration of cultural competence towards
participants

Papers that only focused on the experience of refugees and
not the clinicians

— Articles about burnout rather than terms under the
vicarious traumatisation bracket.
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Discussion

Vicarious traumatisation has been shown to be present to some extent in every research study
analysed in this review. The evidence suggests vicarious traumatisation has significant clinical
implications for the individual and wider health systems. As a result, it is beneficial to consider the
risk and protective factors associated with its development. Other themes were identified during the
literature review however the scope of this paper did not allow for them to be discussed in further
detail.

Risk factors

Several studies (Guhan Liebling-Kalifani, 2011; Lusk and Terrazas, 2015; Puvimanasenghi et al.,
2015) within the literature review investigated the effects of culture on the client and caregiver. They
revealed that healthcare professionals from a different culture to their patient can sometimes fail to

Figure 1. PRIMSA diagram – this figure illustrates the stages of the selection process which allowed the
number of papers included in the review to be screened and reduced to those included in the review.
Initially, 68 papers were identified. This was reduced to 9 to be included in the review.
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contemplate cultural implications and therefore provide inappropriate treatment (Marsella, 2010).
For example, western councillors treating survivors of an earthquake in Taiwan put a heavy
emphasis on talking through problems which was ineffective as Taiwanese culture generally does
not support sharing feelings and emotions (Marsella, 2010). A lack of understanding between
patients and caregivers could have an impact on the professional due to a breakdown in com-
munication and progress leaving the caregiver feeling inadequate and as if they had failed. This can
facilitate the development of vicarious traumatisation.

Marsella (2010) discusses how individuals with a culture which has historically endured
traumatic circumstances through oppression, war and disaster are likely to have constant trauma
with little resilience or hope of recovery. Therefore, caregivers who are from cultures which have
been oppressed, such as those from Latin America working in the United States, are more at risk of
developing vicarious traumatisation since their resilience is low and suffering trauma is almost
expected.

Culture as a protective factor

In the study conducted by Lusk and Terrazas (2015), there is an emphasis on cultural similarities and
their impact. They state that a major protective factor for the Hispanic professionals working with
Mexican refugees was that they shared cultural beliefs that helped to overcome trauma. These
included kinship and familial support systems, faith and cultural conceptions. Similarly, Guhan and
Leibling-Kalifani (2011) found that healthcare professionals with the same culture or religion as the
refugee population were more protected against the effects of vicarious traumatisation. According to
Southwick et al. (2011) culture determines how an individual copes with trauma and that the
methods for doing so vary widely between cultures. Therefore, shared culture provides greater
understanding between the two and allows for solutions specifically tailored towards the common
culture to be employed by both parties. Almost 70% of caregivers working with the Mexican
refugees in the Lusk and Terrazas (2015) study were also of Hispanic origin and all spoke fluent
Spanish. The results showed that 90% of the caregivers reported satisfaction with their job. In
comparison, a sample from the UK showed over 65% had a different cultural identity to the refugees
they were caring for. Within the sample there were only moderate levels of vicarious resilience but
on average workers were at risk of developing vicarious traumatisation, with 42% possibly already
experiencing it (Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani, 2011). This suggests that having a shared culture can
help protect healthcare professionals from being as afflicted by vicarious traumatisation.

Ethnocultural variations exist in presentations of PTSD (Marsella, 2010). Marsella (2010)
suggests that culture constructs our reality and therefore influences the way we interact with and
view the world. Many professionals believe almost every element of trauma-related mental health
illness is influenced by culture which creates a template for how an individual experiences it
(Marsella, 2010). These effects would be the same for victims of vicarious traumatisation. Some
cultures appear to be more resilient to trauma than others, in particular Latino cultures because of the
reasons mentioned above (Marsella, 2010). Consequently, caregivers from certain ethnocultural
backgrounds are more protected from vicarious traumatisation due to the way culture has con-
structed their reality.

Shared experience as a protective factor

It has been identified that caregivers who themselves have a migrant past, either directly or as a
recent descendant, are better equipped to assist refugees (Lusk and Terrazas, 2015). They have
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experienced accumulative stress and adjustment to a dominant culture themselves and can therefore
empathise and provide tried and tested solutions to problems non-migrants may not consider (Lusk
and Terrazas, 2015). Those who had been refugees before becoming involved in supporting them
reported higher levels of vicarious resilience than those who had not experienced the reality of being
a refugee (Kjellenberg et al., 2014). Kjellenberg et al. (2014) link this with finding meaning in
trauma. They note that it has positive psychological implications which protect against the negative
impact of trauma. Those who have experienced trauma before have higher levels of post-traumatic
growth throughmeaning making as they have been able to reflect upon their experiences and chose a
field of work where they can help others do the same (Helgeson et al., 2006). Therefore, previous
trauma and the subsequent ability to find meaning within it is a protective factor against, not
vicarious trauma itself as it is needed to allow growth, but the everyday effects it can have.

Vicarious resilience

The term vicarious resilience encompasses the positive outcomes of working with trauma survivors
(Puvimanasenghi et al., 2015). It emerges once individuals can make sense of trauma and can result
in positive cognitive changes such as altered views of themselves and of the world (Barrington and
Shakespeare-Finch, 2014). These changes include gained knowledge and insight into the world due
to an enriched perspective which bolsters their appreciation for their life in comparison to the
refugees they interact with (Posselt et al., 2019). Every participant in the Barrington and
Shakespeare-Finch (2014) research reported philosophical transformation relating to the world
and the impact their job can have. These positive consequences have been shown to reduce
symptoms of vicarious traumatisation (Posselt et al., 2019).

Vicarious traumatisation causes stress, among other symptoms. Cultural resilience has been
identified as an effective stress management technique (Lusk and Terrazas, 2015). This is due to the
amount people are supported within their cultural support system which influences an individual’s
ability to handle adversity (Lusk and Terrazas, 2015). In Latino culture, caregiving is regarded as a
duty and not a burden (Lusk and Terrezas, 2015). Therefore, it is unsurprising that caregivers of
refugees who are Latino experienced high levels of vicarious resilience in the Lusk and Terrazas
(2015) study. In comparison, Anglo-American caregivers felt their culture had a detrimental effect
on the situation and their feelings (Lusk and Terrazas, 2015). Many even felt more removed from
their values as, since they were part of the dominant culture, they could see the harmful effects it was
having. They felt detached from their own upbringing but in many cases, this prompted them to
develop a new cultural identity for themselves which provided them with some protection for
combating vicarious traumatisation (Lusk and Terrazas, 2015).

According to Barrington and Shakespeare-Finch (2014) vicarious trauma is the natural initial
response to hearing about refugee trauma followed by the development of vicarious resilience
through meaning making of the situation and subsequent personal growth. They argue that pre-
occupation with vicarious traumatisation obstructs the reality of an overall positive outcome that
manifests as vicarious post-traumatic growth. The opposite, however, could also be argued. Some
studies (Kjellenberg et al., 2014; Posselt et al., 2019) showed lower levels of vicarious trauma-
tisation symptoms in their self-reported questionnaire research than expected. This could be due to
the overall effect of vicarious resilience. Within the transcripts and data collected it is clear everyone
was negatively affected by hearing about refugee trauma. It can therefore be hypothesised that
because of the positive effects of post-traumatic growth and vicarious resilience, caregivers do not
necessarily self-report vicarious trauma. Instead, they subconsciously focus on the positives until
encouraged to consider their feelings more closely.
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Limitations

Only four databases were used to conduct the literature search, allowing for potential research
papers to be missed if they were not on the selected databases. Additionally, the review was only
conducted by one researcher, as an undergraduate nursing dissertation, which leaves room for
unintentional bias and a lack of alternative perspectives.

Conclusion

The aim of this review was to determine the risk and protective factors surrounding the development
of vicarious traumatisation amongst those working with refugees. Culture has emerged as the key
element in both features. Although culture has been shown through numerous studies to be a risk
factor for vicarious traumatisation, its crucial role in encouraging vicarious resilience helps to
counteract the fact it can expose people to more trauma.

As mentioned, this study has its limitations however it creates an overview of current literature in
the area which can be used as a base for further study into the subject with the aim of finding a
solution to minimising vicarious traumatisation.

Recommendations

As stated by Posselt et al. (2019), the wellbeing of clinicians has a direct impact on patients. To
allow nurses to continue to be emotionally available and responsive to refugees, certain measures
need to be implemented to reduce vicarious traumatisation.

Many of the risk and protective factors uncovered from the literature review are non-changeable
as they are engrained in culture and history. Since recruitment based upon cultural identity is
unethical, alternative risk and protective factors need to be explored.

Recommendations for practice

The following changes to practice are recommended to reduce the instances of vicarious trauma
amongst nurses working with refugees:

· Greater availability of counselling for nurses working with refugees. This would facilitate
discussion around the subject of trauma to relieve feelings of isolation and to provide helpful
coping mechanisms.

· Facilitation of time for reflection that can enhance the instances of meaning making which has
been shown to encourage post-traumatic growth as part of vicarious resilience to overcome
the effects of vicarious traumatisation.

· Provide comprehensive training to nurses prior to entering a position which will require
interaction with refugee patients. If they are made aware of the signs for developing vicarious
traumatisation they can take responsibility for their own mental health and seek help when
necessary.

· Ongoing monitoring of all nursing staff working with refugees using a combination of the
questionnaires such as the ProQOL (Stamm, 2010) to determine those at a higher risk of, or
those who have already developed, vicarious traumatisation.
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Recommendation for future research

The following areas require investigation to learn how to reduce the instances of vicarious trau-
matisation amongst nurses working with refugees:

· Further research into changeable risk factors to discover how to reduce the development of
vicarious traumatisation. This includes risk and protective factors out with culture that can be
applied to the whole workforce.

Key points for policy, practice and/or research
· Vicarious traumatisation affects almost every healthcare professional who interacts

extensively with refugees and consequently requires investigation to minimise the
impact on caregivers and their patients.

· Culture is both a risk and protective factor for vicarious traumatisation and can
therefore potentially be manipulated into promoting resilience over traumatisation
with further research.

· Vicarious resilience has been shown to have a positive impact for almost everyone and
so ongoing investigations into combating vicarious traumatisation should focus
around encouraging quicker and more sustainable development of vicarious
resilience.

· More training on the subject to provide awareness and enable caregivers to recognise
its development in themselves is an important next step in its treatment.
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