The Traumatic Stress Research Consortium (TSRC)

at the Kinsey Institute, Indiana University

The rewards and challenges of
working with trauma

rauma therapists do demanding work.

They maintain a safe and steady presence
while witnessing difficult stories and attend-
ing to clients whose nervous systems are often
tuned to be in a heightened survival state. All
this is done with a conviction that healing is
possible. And, as we have learned through our
therapist survey, trauma therapists are often
trauma survivors themselves.

When we began to look at the data from the
therapist survey, we were surprised and in-
spired by the sense of satisfaction and purpose
that infuses the difficult work of trauma ther-
apy. In this newsletter, we will explore some
of the challenges and rewards of being a trau-
ma professional, as well as ways that body-
based cues may be able to help therapists bring
awareness to their own work-related stress.

We are seeking hundreds of
therapy clients for our survey. We
invite you to help your clients share

their experiences.
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https://www.traumascience.org/client-invitation-letter

TSRC Membership Update

Since launching in 2018, membership has grown to 940 trauma workers and continues to ex-
pand, with 157 new members joining in 2021. Two-thirds of our members are located in the US,
with one-third spread over more than 50 different countries. The map below shows the loca-
tions of consortium members across the globe.

Member Numbers by Continent

North America: 643 Europe: 199

South America: 8

.

¥
Africa: 7 ¥ P4

Oceania: 46

Top Member Locations:

1. United States: 568 6. Germany: 15
2. United Kingdom: 88 7. Switzerland: 9
3. Canada: 71 8. Ireland: 9

4. Australia: 41 9. Israel: 8

5. Italy: 19 10. Greece: 8
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— Therapist Survey Overview N

he goal of the therapist survey is to get to
know the clinicians who are doing trauma

work: their experiences, the clients they serve,
and the methods they use. The survey spans a
range of topics and includes questions about
practice and training, professional quality of
life, personal trauma experiences, body stress
responses, and physical health.

All members who join the consortium are invit-
ed to participate. Since its launch in November
2018, 737 trauma workers have completed the
survey. Findings are published in TSRC news-
letters, which are archived on our webpage:
https://www.traumascience.org/newsletters

We continue to explore the results as new clini-
cians complete the survey. Findings that were
described in prior newsletters have stayed con-
sistent, even as additional data have come in.
The newsletters from spring and fall 2020 share
results describing clinicians’ reasons for choos-
ing their profession, reasons leading to trauma
work, therapy types offered, experience work-
ing with trauma and complex trauma, clients’
presenting problems, clients’ traumatic experi-
ences, therapists’ own experiences of maltreat-
ment, and body stress reactions measured by
the Body Perception Questionnaire (BPQ).

Survey at a Glance

Total responses = 737

Age:

Median = 51 years
Range = 25-80 years

80.6% Female
16.9% Male
2.5% Non-Binary

Clinicians work with
these populations:

96.8% adults
58.7% adolescents
33.7% children

Clinicians provide these
types of therapy:

94% individual therapy
42.2% couples therapy
36% group therapy
33.5% family therapy
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rofessional quality of life among

trauma therapists

In the therapist survey, we use the Profes-
sional Quality of Life questionnaire (ProQoL;
Stamm, 2010) to better understand the tri-
umphs and challenges that are part of trauma
work. Below, we share some specific findings
that further illuminate therapists’ experiences.

Given that the vast majority of network mem-
bers consider themselves trauma therapists, we
were not surprised to see that many (46.7%)

are at least sometimes personally affected by
their clients’ traumatic stress. However, it was
unexpected that just over half (53.2%) said
they are never or rarely affected. As we con-
tinue to explore connections within the data,
we will be looking for factors that may make it
more or less likely for therapists to experience
secondary traumatic stress.

[ think that [ might have been affected by the traumatic stress of my client(s)

41 %

40.0%-

30.0%-

Percent

20.0%-

10.0%-

0o/ |
0.0% Never

Rarely Sometimes

Often

Very Often
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Although many clinicians said they never or with the demands of their work. In the upcom-
only rarely feel worn out by work (45.9%), ing revised version of the therapist survey, we
more than half (54%) say they at least some- will explore protective factors with new ques-
times feel that way. A greater majority (69.2%) tions about common and effective strategies for
say they never or rarely feel overwhelmed by coping and maintaining resilience in the face of
their caseload, suggesting that therapists must burn out.

have successful ways of managing or coping

[ feel worn out because of my work as a clinician/trauma worker

40.9 %

40.0%-

30.0%

Percent

20.0%

10.0%-

0.0%- .
Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very Often

[ feel overwhelmed because my caseload seems endless

43.3 %

40.0%-

30.0%-

Percent

20.0%:

10.0%-

0.0%- .
Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very Often
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Despite challenges of secondary traumatic they can make a difference through their work
stress and burnout, therapists in general pre- (92.7%), that their work brings satisfaction
sented an optimistic view of their work. Al- (92.7%), and that they are proud of what they
most all clinicians often or very often feel that  can do to help their clients (87.2%).

My work makes me feel satisfied

60%1
40%1
=
S
3
=N
20%
7.3 %
0% 0% 0%
’ Never Rarely Sometimes Very Often
[ believe I can make a difference through my work
60%
2 40%
2
o}
ol
20%1
6.8 %
00, 0.2 % 0.3 %
()

Never Rarely Sometimes Very Often
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[ am proud of what I can do to help my clients

60%

— 40%

Percen

20%

02% L1%
Never Rarely Sometimes Very Often

0%

Above, we looked at what therapists said inre- tion and sense of purpose. Next, we will ex-
sponse to questions about burnout and work plore how these measures of professional qual-
satisfaction, and learned that in spite of the ity of life might show up in the level of body
challenges associated with doing trauma work, stress experienced by trauma therapists.
trauma therapists report high levels of satisfac-
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Clinician experiences and

autonomic symptoms

As part of the survey, clinicians were asked
about their body’s response to stress
through the Body Perception Questionnaire.**
The BPQ is a standardized self-report measure
that assesses how frequently they feel spe-
cific body stress reactions such as shortness
of breath and digestive issues. Though each
unique part of the body may have its own rea-
son for activation, the parts are linked by the
autonomic nervous system, a brain-body net-
work that responds to everyday stress.

Combined scores from organs throughout the
body provide a measure of autonomic stress re-
sponse patterns. In our other studies, we have
found that more autonomic symptoms report-
ed on the Body Perception Questionnaire are
associated with trauma history*>, post trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms’ and
with sensor-based measures of autonomic
function assessed in our laboratory at Indiana
University.°

Example autonomic symptom questions on the Body Perception Questionnaire (BPQ):

e .
\
< ) Never  Occasionally Sometimes Usually  Always
\\. 37.1 gag when I eat 1 2 3 4 3
38. When I talk, I often 1 2 3 4 5
feel I should cough or
swallow the saliva in
my mouth.
39. When 1 breathe, I 1 2 3 4 5
feel like I cannot get
v enough oxygen .
Never  Occasionally Sometimes Usually  Always
43.1 am constipated. 1 2 3 4 5
44. T have indigestion 1 2 3 4 5
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In our analysis from the therapist survey, we In Summary

found that more autonomic symptoms were In general, professional quality of life is high

among trauma workers in our survey. Al-
most all survey participants believe that their
work can make a difference, feel their work
brings satisfaction, and are proud of what they
do. Many therapists are not overwhelmed by
their caseloads. More than half said they are
never or only rarely affected by their clients’
traumatic stress.

related to greater levels of burnout and second-
ary traumatic stress. However, clinicians with
a stronger sense of purpose reported fewer au-
tonomic symptoms.” These findings support
the idea that mental experiences of burnout,
secondary traumatic stress, and purpose in life
are intertwined with the physical action of the
body’s stress responses.

100 1 ST . .
z These findings highlight that trauma thera-
g é} 75 pists, many of whom have experienced trauma
£ themselves, feel a strong sense of purpose. In
g% 50 spite of the occupational risks of secondary
o .
S S traumatic stress and burn out, there appear
= 257 to be rich rewards that are part of helping to
< 0. heal trauma. This suggests that many trauma
1131517 19 21 23 25 27 therapists may have found effective ways to
Burn Out approach their work, set healthy boundar-
1004 ies, manage their workloads, and take care of
z themselves.
S50 75 : :
£ We can see in the data that higher levels of
o~
22 s0- burnout s‘how up as more body stress symp-
£ g toms, while fewer body stress symptoms ac-
c Y .
g5 25 company a greater sense of purpose. This sug-
= gests that body stress symptoms can operate
o as a barometer for the stress load experienced
131517 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 by t th ist idi tool that
Secondary Traumatic Stress y trauma therapists, providing a too a
therapists can use to gauge when adjustments
. 1007 are needed to invigorate professional resilience
£ 5 75 and return to a balanced internal state. We aim
EE to learn more about how self-care strategies
7E 50 are used in practice by adding new questions
£S5 to our therapist survey, which will be available
g2 251 to new network members later this year.
=
O -

13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31
Purpose in Life
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_ About the Consortium _

he TSRC is an international group of clini-

cians and researchers studying the science Help grow our membership!
of safety and connection. We are committed
to furthering our understanding of the person- Invite your colleagues to join the TSRC
al trajectories of trauma survivors, including network. Register at

mental and physical health, social wellbeing, e e col
resilience, and personal meaning.

The TSRC is an international group of clinicians and researchers
exploring the science of safety and connection

Stephen W. Porges, Ph.D.  Jacek Kolacz, Ph.D. Erika Bjorum, LCSW Deb Dana, LCSW Gregory F. Lewis, Ph.D.
Founding Director Managing Director & Consortium Coordinator Clinical Advisor Scientist
Chief Scientist

Thank You to Our Donors Subscription Information
The consortium is grateful to the U.S. Associ- You are receiving this newsletter because you
ation for Body Psychotherapy (USABP), the are an active member of the Traumatic Stress
Dillon Fund, the Chaja Foundation, Dr. Chris- Research Consortium (TSRC). If you wish
topher Walling, and two anonymous donors to unsubscribe, please follow the link at the
for generous gifts in support of our research bottom of the email you received from us.

and outreach mission.

Contact Information

Email us at trauma®@indiana.edu or learn more at https://www.traumascience.org/
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Newsletter Team

Jacek Kolacz: Writing & Analysis
Erika Bjorum: Writing
Evan Nix: Analysis

Olivia Roath: Design
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