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INTRODUCTION
This paper aims to explore the profound psychological impacts of 
trauma on victims within forensic psychology, emphasizing the 
necessity for trauma-informed assessments and interventions to 
enhance legal outcomes and promote holistic healing. Victim trauma is 
an important subject for forensic psychology, which focuses on the 
psychological and emotional impact experienced by individuals after 
exposure to a traumatic event like violence, abuse, or disaster (Van der 
Kolk, 2014). According to Karmen (2012), victims can be considered 
people who are negatively affected or impacted by an event or a series 
of events. Exposure to such traumatic or threatening experiences can 
impact individuals physically or psychologically. There may be a 
certain level of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral problems that 
may arise in individuals who experience any threatening or life-
altering event. A victim under stress can often experience difficulties in 
feeling, thinking, and behaving. These issues, along with symptoms 
like intrusion, avoidance, negative cognition mood, etc., can also 
denote that an individual may experience PTSD.

The paper focuses on understanding victim trauma and how it 
manifests in the lives of individuals who experience it. Various 
therapeutic approaches and the challenges faced during trauma healing 
will also be looked upon. The understanding of victim trauma and the 
role of forensic psychologists might also help us to understand the 
interventions and therapeutic approaches that work the best and may 
help us create positive interventions for the same. There is also a 
significant discrepancy between the actual number of individuals 
experiencing victim trauma and the number of cases reported. This 
underreporting can impact our data and affect our understanding of the 
impact of trauma. Since the studies focus on the short-term effects of 
trauma, the long-term impacts, recovery, and cultural and 
socioeconomic factors are also not extensively understood.

Literature Review
Trauma is the physical and emotional impact of a distressing event on 
an individual. People impacted by such events can be seen as the 
victims of those events (Bessel van der Kolk, 2014). Psychological 
trauma, according to the French psychodynamic school, consists of 
one or more events that, due to their occurrence, can alter an 
individual's psychic system, hence threatening their fragmented 
mental cohesion.

Since major stressors and life-altering events play an essential role in 
the development of these disorders, they have been classified under 
trauma and stress-related disorders in DSM-5. It consists of adjustment 
disorder, acute stress disorder, and post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD; American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

In the psychological state, trauma can manifest in various forms like 
PTSD, anxiety, depression, etc., and can be a result of a physical 
disease or abuse. According to the American Psychiatric Association 
(2013), PTSD is a common occurrence for victims of crime and abuse, 
and it is often identified by symptoms including intrusive thoughts, 
flashbacks, severe anxiety, etc. Studies have found that victims of 
violent crimes, such as assault, sexual abuse, and domestic violence, 
are particularly susceptible to developing PTSD (Kilpatrick & 
Acierno, 2003). The symptoms may begin after a month of witnessing 

trauma and present up to a later date. For it to be classified as a disorder, 
it should have a duration of more than one month.

Acute Stress Disorder is like PTSD in terms of symptomatology, and it 
includes intrusion symptoms, negative mood, dissociative symptoms, 
arousal, and avoidance symptoms. The main difference between ASD 
and PTSD is the duration of the symptoms. ASD symptoms usually 
begin after the trauma and last anywhere from three days to a month 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). While exceeding the 
threshold of a month classifies it as PTSD (Butcher, 2014). The main 
aim of diagnosing ASD is to find victims who need immediate 
professional help and provide them with evidence-based treatment.

According to Kilpatrick and Acierno (2003), victims of trauma often 
experience heightened levels of anxiety and depression. The co-
occurrence of depression and anxiety following trauma also has a 
significant overlap between PTSD and depression (Breslau, 1991). 
According to him, 36.6% of people diagnosed with PTSD also met the 
criteria for the diagnosis of major depression. Similarly, Kessler 
(1995) also found that 47.9% of men and 48.5% of women with PTSD 
also suffered from major depression. Hence, we can conclude that 
these rates reflect an elevated level of comorbidity between trauma and 
psychological issues like depression, anxiety, stress disorders, etc.

Experiences like child abuse, violence, neglect, poverty, and sexual 
molestation are some of the most frequent risk factors for post-
traumatic reactivity (Dong et al., 2004; Finkelhor, 2008; Hussey, 
Chang, & Kotch, 2006; Dziuba-Leatherman & Finkelhor, 1994). 
Hence, we can observe that there is a significant need to use trauma-
informed concepts for managing triggers and stabilizing victims who 
are affected by such incidents. Furthermore, introducing trauma-
oriented psychotherapies can assist in the rehabilitation of trauma 
victims that focus on the possible significance of unresolved traumas.

Forensic psychologists work in various settings, including prisons, 
mental health facilities, law enforcement agencies, and courtrooms. 
Their professional insights help in psychological assessments of the 
suspects, defendants, witnesses, and victims. They might also examine 
the psychological impact of the crime on victims and provide them 
with support services. Managing these concerns based on therapeutic 
jurisprudence and trauma-informed evaluations can synergistically 
lead to significant improvements in psycho-legal practice (Goldenson 
et al., 2021).

Exposure to traumatic events is a common occurrence and can 
manifest as several trauma-related disorders (Gold, 2008). 
Psychological experts may be recruited in both civil and criminal cases 
to offer scientific testimony on pertinent psychological issues. All 
diagnoses, referrals, and expert opinions they may offer in such cases 
must follow the APA Ethics Code. The forensic assessment, which 
involves complex trauma, follows a code composed of an 
Introduction, a Preamble, General Principles A-E, and specific Ethical 
Standards (Bush, Connell, & Denney, 2020).

These guidelines aim to improve the quality of forensic psychological 
services, improve the level of quality in practice, and encourage the 
acknowledgment and respect for the rights of those they serve. When 
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evaluating complex trauma and dissociation in the context of forensic 
psychology, it includes assessment tools that are global measures of 
personality and potent cognitive functioning. These assessment tools 
are often based on the type of trauma an individual is facing (Brand, 
Schielke, Brams, & DiComo, 2017). Forensic psychologists also 
provide the expertise of a formal assessment in assessing the 
psychological injury of the victim, which determines the legal 
proceedings and actions (Melton et al., 2017). They generate 
information that helps courts witness the relationship between the 
trauma and victims' ability to testify effectively (Somer & Ross, 2003). 
Furthermore, forensic psychologists are the ones who make sure the 
courts consider the victims' psychological well-being and thus, judge 
them fairly and genuinely (American Psychological Association, 
2019).

Synthesis and Analysis
While reviewing the literature on victim trauma in forensic 
psychology, it is vital to consider the fact that very few people report 
being victimized compared to the actual numbers. The highest 
reporting rates have been found for burglary and the lowest for sexual 
assault. It is also found that one-third of the victimized people develop 
PTSD after a criminal event (Kilpatrick et al., 1987). Many victim-
specific syndromes like battered women syndrome are also not 
recognized by DSM-5 (Walker, 1984).

According to DSM-5, a victim can directly be exposed to a traumatic 
event, or they might learn about an event of violence or accident that 
has happened to someone close to the individual. This exposure 
excludes the experience of a traumatic event through electronic media 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Yılmaz, 2019).

Very few studies have investigated the relationship between 
depression and trauma in isolation. However, research also indicates 
that the risk of being traumatized increases if there is a prior personal 
experience with a traumatic event (Altınay & Arat, 2007; Zara-Page & 
İnce, 2008). It is also understood that individuals who have 
experienced trauma comprise the greatest proportion of people who 
require mental health support, forensic health drug and alcohol 
rehabilitation services, etc. (Muskett, 2014). The effects of trauma are 
also understood to be inherited and transferred to next-generation 
family members who are not even related to it (Öztürk, 2020; Wolynn, 
2017).

Case Study - Battered Woman Syndrome
The DSM-5 considers disorders like PTSD, ASD, etc., to be a form of 
stress-related disorder. However, there are many other disorders like 
the Battered Woman Syndrome, Rape trauma syndrome, and stalking 
trauma syndrome that share common points with PTSD, signifying 
they are a part or sub-type of it (Turvey, 2014). The battered women 
syndrome was first studied by Walker (1984), after interviewing 435 
women who were victims of domestic abuse. The syndrome explains 
why victims of domestic violence choose to remain in relationships 
where they experience violence. It was found that learned helplessness 
is a leading reason why women believe they cannot disrupt or change 
their ongoing cycles of abuse (Walker, 1984). Hence, Walker found it 
to be very closely related to PTSD. However, since the syndrome is not 
supported by any other theories and as Turvey (2014) proposed, rather 
than signifying the diagnosis as PTSD, the symptoms can also have 
another plausible diagnosis.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the research on victim trauma in criminal psychology 
portrays the significant impact of psychological and emotional trauma 
such as violence, abuse, and disasters. These experiences can result in 
PTSD, anxiety, and depression, which can have a significant 
detrimental effect on an individual's mental health and daily life. 
Forensic psychologists support the process by providing expert 
evaluations and interventions that are specific to the needs of trauma 
survivors. The role of forensic psychologists also includes making sure 
trauma victims can achieve justice, keeping in mind the extra 
precautions that might be needed while dealing with them
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