
Vicarious Trauma – A Few Notes for Archives’ Staff on How to Deal With It 

What do we mean by “vicarious trauma”? 

Dictionary definition: “the emotional residue of exposure to traumatic stories.” 

It is an unwelcome, intrusive, and distressing emotional reaction to documents, 

photographs, witness statements and other historic sources, which archives’ 

customers may encounter. You can find a useful set of FAQs for customers here: 

https://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/archives/starting-your-research/what-can-i-

see/vicarious-trauma-faq-s/  

Vicarious trauma is not a psychiatric disorder but can lead to psychiatric disorders if 

the impact is long-term, or when cumulative in nature, most commonly PTSD (post-

traumatic stress disorder).  

Why should we be concerned about it? 

Archives’ staff, volunteers and customers may encounter distressing documents as 

part of their research. In particular, people accessing their records as part of a SAR 

(Subject Access Request) may be affected by vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma is 

not merely about feeling sad, upset or disturbed; by its very nature, it is more than 

this. It is a distressing and extreme emotional reaction – intrusive, unwelcome and 

(in some cases) long-lasting. It is not about empathy, but is an extreme reaction to 

horrific or extremely distressing records.  

How can I help someone who experiences vicarious trauma? 

The first (and most important) thing is to simply be aware that it exists. Do not 

dismiss their reaction. It is right to acknowledge an individual’s extreme distress, and 

seek ways to help and support them. You will not be the best person to do this in the 

long-term, but you can deal with their immediate reaction. Acknowledge someone’s 

distress – ask them what you can do, immediately, to help. These would be very 

practical means of help and support – having a quiet chat, taking the person to a 

quiet space to reflect, offering a cup of tea, asking them if there is anyone at home 

(or elsewhere) that they would feel able to talk to. 

What key points should I be aware of? 

You need to be aware of the impact of historic language that was once used. And be 

aware of things like power, identity, sense of self, personal integrity (the truth 

according to me, whatever may be written about me). Let’s explore these issues in 

more detail… 

In the case of a SAR (for example, someone looking at their care records, from when 

they were living in a children’s home) warn them beforehand that they may find what 

they read upsetting. This is a judgement call that only you can make, and will depend 

on your knowledge of the records, and whether or not you feel comfortable raising 
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this with the individual. If you do not, but they become distressed as a result of 

reading their records, the most important thing you can do and say is to validate 

their feelings. Simply say: “It’s OK to feel this way” or “it’s not unusual to feel this 

way”. The second most important thing you can say and do is to be reassuring. 

Talk about the use of language – some of the historic terms that were used to 

describe children, or those incarcerated in institutions, or people of colour – may well 

be discriminatory or offensive, and fall far below the inclusive language we would 

expect today. This is not the individual’s fault – if they were described in what we 

would regard, now, as a derogatory way, this was often down to ignorance, a lack of 

awareness, cultural norms in place at the time, administrative protocols or simply 

written with no thought as to the impact on individuals reading the records many 

decades from the date they were written. Language used then will not necessarily 

mirror the language we deem acceptable and inclusive today.  

The person’s sense of self may well be under duress from reading documents 

written on and about them; reinforce that this is part of their identity, but not all of 

their identity. In other words, the records show “The Record” from the institution’s 

point of view, not from the individual subject’s point of view. The two “realities” may 

well be extremely different narratives.  

The individual may feel they want a “right of reply” or to “redress the balance”. Of 

course, the opportunity for doing this may well have passed, or may be impossible to 

carry through. But we can allow the individual to write something from their point of 

view, and add this to the record (this is allowed under DPA legislation). It would need 

to be a physical addition to the record, and sit alongside it, not an amendment to the 

existing record. You may also want to tell the person concerned that much research 

has recently been done on “participative record keeping” so that the individual’s 

voice is well and truly heard, and is present. This cannot right the wrongs of the past, 

but is a much needed step forward. 

Our emotions – whether they make us happy or sad – have an integrity that belongs 

to us (however, and whatever, others may write about us, in the “official” record). 

Mention the fact that institutions will create their memory, the “official line”, the 

institutional record, which may well appear unfeeling, oppressive or far from what the 

individuals recall as their truthful experience. It is important to convey that what may 

be recorded about us is not necessarily a true reflection of us, and of who we are, 

either then or today. The disability movement in the UK, in the last 2 decades, has 

had a particularly relevant mantra in regard to this: “Nothing about us, without us.”  

Talk about power, if you feel you can. Very often, vicarious trauma will come about 

as a result of someone being “done unto” by an institution. Lots of research has been 

done, since the 1960’s, on what we would call the effects of the institution on 

individuals who may come into contact with them.   

 



What else can I do when supporting someone experiencing vicarious trauma? 

 Listen. 

 Validate the individual’s thoughts and feelings. 

 Understand the impact that original, historic records can have on someone – 

make yourself aware of the key issues outlined above. 

 Ask them if they want to write something to sit alongside the official record 

(see above). 

 Be patient – give the person your time.  

 Accept the integrity of what you are being told – and don’t dismiss it.  

 Show empathy. 

 Communicate effectively. 

 Be reassuring. 

 Signpost the person to other, more appropriate, sources of support – you 

don’t need to know what these sources are, but ask the open question, “Who 

can you talk to about how you feel?” so that the individual can start thinking 

about who they might want to talk to, and about who could offer ongoing 

emotional support. 

 Remember – you are there to deal with the immediate crisis only.  

 A golden rule, in situations like this, is to think how you would like to be 

treated, and what you would like someone to say, if you experienced vicarious 

trauma. Then act accordingly.  

 Ask your line manager about attending a Mental Health First Aid training 

course (usually 1 or 2 days) – these are excellent at giving you the practical 

skills to deal well with people in distress, and much of the training is based on 

real life scenarios.  


