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SUMMARY

Counsellors who engage in pastoral counselling with survivors of organised
political violence suffer secondary traumatisation, which can easily stop them
from doing the work. There is need to develop contextual ways of coping
with the pressures of witnessing to traumatic experiences. This participatory
action study enabled the counsellors to shift from numbness to being coping

counsellors.



ABSTRACT

This study acknowledges the fact that compassionate witnesses working with
traumatised clients suffer from secondary traumatisation. Weingarten (2000,

2001, 2003) and Figley (1995) are some of the authors on this subject.

The study is based within the Zimbabwean context, which is going through a
period of transition involving political and economic factors. Survivors of
political violence seek assistance from counselling agencies like CONNECT and
Mopane Trust. Mopane Trust chose to specialise in this work through
counselling and research. This study explores how Mopane Trust trauma

counsellors cope with secondary trauma.

Research Curiosity

I wondered how counsellors caring with survivors and perpetrators of political

violence would:

1. Narrate their experiences as the counsellors to survivors of organised

political violence.
2. Explore ways of coping with these experiences.

3. With the purpose of developing Mopane Trust trauma training and

therapy.

Purpose of the study

The study-wanted counsellors to understand how empathic witnessing evoked
secondary trauma, and to come up with contextual ways of coping with

secondary trauma.

Methods used



This was participatory action research with three trauma counsellors engaged
in pastoral counselling as the main focus of the study. Six of their team
members were secondary participants. Debriefing sessions were held with

the participants. These were the sessions, which were analysed.

Main Study Findings
a) Effects of doing the work

The study established that the trauma counsellors were affected by

doing the work. Main themes raised were that:
1. The work was exhausting and unbearable.
2. Good counselling skills were required for the work.
3. Counsellors experienced emotions like fear and shock.

4. The counselling was for male counsellors, not empathetic female

counsellors.
5. Counsellors social life is affected, by doing the work.
6. Engaging in trauma counselling strengthens carer’s spirituality.

7. Perpetrators of violence need help and not blame.

b) The participants came up with the following as their major themes in

coping with secondary traumatisation.
8. Counselling plays a role in breaking the cycle of violence.
9. Sharing with team helps counsellors cope.
10.Small steps of resistance.
11.Safety is paramount.

12.Follow up sessions.



Recommendations

» The study suggested that Mopane Trust should adopt
participatory ethics as a major paradigm in its search for

knowledge.
» That spirituality be centralised in counselling and training.

» Counsellors make use of externalisation in conversations
with clients.
That an organisation to cater for empowerment issues like income generating

projects and processing of birth certificates and school certificates be created
to augment efforts of existing organisations.
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