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Critically explore how Emotion Focused Therapy can be applied to Trauma

Trauma can be defined as emotional damage caused to an individual brought on by exposure to a traumatically disturbing event (Badour, Resnick and Kilpatrick, 2017: Boals, 2018). Trauma can be caused in various ways such as bereavement, a serious accident, threat of serious harm such as physical, emotional or sexual abuse, often resulting in posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Boals, 2018). Schalinski et al.  (2017) state that the effects of trauma can last a lifetime and may cause disturbances within the brain and the onset of mental disorders such as schizophrenia and psychosis. According to Ferrante et al. (2020), emotional turmoil due to feelings of shame, rage, anger and guilt may cause anxiety and depression and makes up to 80% of counselling clientele. Trauma impacts many individuals’ life’s and is often linked intrinsically to shame and sex (Badour, Resnick and Kilpatrick, 2017: Boals, 2018: Ferrante, 2020). The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines trauma as exposure to actual or threatened death, sexual violence or serious injury as opposed to psychosocial stressors such as divorce or loss of employment (Badour, Resnick and Kilpatrick, 2017: Carmassi et al., 2017). The definition of trauma within the DSM-5 is divided into three distinct categories pertaining to individuals who have been directly exposed, those who have witnessed others traumatic event and those who are indirectly exposed to trauma via a family member or close associate (Badour, Resnick and Kilpatrick, 2017: Mikolajewski, Scheeringa and Weems, 2017: Moller, et al., 2020). However, a fourth category has recently been added to include individuals whose employment forces them to deal with the consequences of trauma such as those working forensically with child abuse victims (Moller, 2020). According to Moller et al. (2020), although the definition of trauma included being ‘confronted with’ a traumatic event, this has now been discarded as it led to inaccuracies of estimates of those effected by trauma. The term ‘confronted with’ was not definitive enough and allowed vicarious trauma such as via media to be used (Moller, et al., 2020). This definition related to  over 4% of the American population, 11 million people, who witnessed the terrorist attacks on September 11th, 2001, therefore exaggerating the prevalence of trauma among large populations (Mikolajewski, Scheeringa and Weems, 2017: Moller, et al., 2020). 

The occurrence of trauma has the potential to induce feelings of one’s personal safety being lost or compromised; however, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs states that safety is an innate human requirement (Popovic, et al., 2019: Saraiya and Lopez-Castro, 2016). According to Popovic, (2019 and Sinclair, et al.,( 2017), 60% to 80% of individuals in Europe and America suffer a life-threatening event during their life, yet, there are many difficulties in identifying those individuals affected by trauma as the indicators coincide with other mental health and emotional issues. Children and young people affected by traumatic experiences may display a variation of symptoms, such as anger and rage, making it difficult for those working closely with children to ascertain the primary root of their troubled behaviour (Popovic, et al., 2019: Wolf and Pruitt, 2019). Likewise, therapists may not be aware of their clients’ original cause of pain until a trusting relationship is established, based on empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (UPR) (May,2018: Palmer, Williams and Harrington, 2020). Symptoms present in a variety of ways such as depression, anger, anxiety, bipolar disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), the underlying causes of which are challenging to decipher (Palmer, Williams and Harrington, 2020: Wolf and Pruitt, 2019). Behaviour displayed such as hypervigilance and an inability to focus are common signs of behaviour disorders, anxiety and depression but also common to trauma (Steuwe, et al., 2015: Wolf and Pruitt, 2019). Victims of trauma can be affected in many ways, particularly regarding how they view the world (Palmer, Williams and Harrington, 2020: Steinmann, et al., 2017). The perpetrators of threats of sexual or violent acts can influence the victims perception of similar individuals, whether by gender, race or ethnicity and negatively impact on their feelings of safety within their home, community and the world (Steinmann, et al., 2017: Steuwe, et al. 2015).  Triggers such as similar sounds, smells or voices connected to the perpetrator can cause the victim to suffer memories or flashbacks of the traumatic incident impinging on the individuals mental and emotional well-bring (Pirelli, Formon and Maloney, 2020: Wolf and Pruitt, 2019). According to Schalinski, et al. (2017), Steuwe, et al. (2015) and Veer, et al. (2015), whilst traumatic experiences can negatively affect individuals usual way of life and impact on relationships, trauma can also have a damaging effect on the development of the brain. 

According to Schalinski, et al. (2017) and Veer, et al. (2015), the brain development of a child is positively enhanced if the individual grows up feeling safe, secure and has positive experiences. The circuitry aspect of the brain continues to create new neural pathways, whilst emotions, intelligence and behaviour are balanced and established (Schalinski, et al., 2017: Veer, et al. 2015). Steuwe, et al. (2015) and Schalinski, et al. (2017) state that brain development is adversely affected in children who are subjected to chronic abuse and maltreatment, particularly those below the age of seven as brain development is interrupted, resulting in functional impairments within attention and memory. Brain imaging studies clearly indicate a difference in brain structure and functionality between those affected by trauma compared to children brought up in a nurturing environment (Schalinski, et al., 2017: Steuwe, et al.2015: Veer, et al. 2015)
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