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Graduate Certificate in Narrative Therapy in Psychology

Narrative Approaches to Trauma

Narrative Approaches to Trauma:
Narrative therapy is a form of psychotherapy that views people as the experts of their own lives, with the
therapist acting as a collaborator in helping individuals re-author their stories. When it comes to trauma,
narrative approaches focus on how individuals make sense of their traumatic experiences and how these
experiences shape their identity and worldview.

Trauma:
Trauma refers to an emotional response to a terrible event like an accident, rape, or natural disaster. While
everyone reacts to trauma differently, it can have a lasting impact on an individual's mental and emotional
well-being. Traumatic experiences can disrupt a person's sense of safety, trust, and self-worth, leading to
symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD.

Narrative Therapy:
Narrative therapy is a collaborative and non-pathologizing approach to therapy that views problems as
separate from individuals. Therapists work with clients to help them externalize their issues, explore
alternative narratives, and identify strengths and resources to overcome challenges. This approach
emphasizes the importance of storytelling and how it shapes our understanding of the world.

Identity:
Identity refers to the characteristics, beliefs, and values that make up who we are as individuals. Trauma can
significantly impact one's sense of identity by challenging existing beliefs and disrupting the narrative of
one's life story. Narrative approaches to trauma focus on helping individuals reconstruct their identity in a
way that acknowledges their experiences but also empowers them to move forward.

Re-authoring:
Re-authoring is a key concept in narrative therapy that involves rewriting or reframing one's story to create
a more empowering narrative. When working with trauma survivors, therapists help clients reconstruct their
experiences in a way that validates their emotions, challenges negative self-perceptions, and promotes
resilience. By re-authoring their stories, individuals can reclaim agency and control over their lives.

Externalizing:
Externalizing is a technique used in narrative therapy to separate problems from the individual's identity. By
externalizing the issue, clients can view it as something separate from themselves, which can help reduce
feelings of shame and self-blame. For example, instead of saying "I am depressed," a client might say "I am
experiencing depression," which creates distance between the person and the problem.

Storytelling:
Storytelling is central to narrative approaches to trauma, as it allows individuals to make sense of their
experiences and create meaning out of chaos. By telling their stories, clients can explore the impact of
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trauma on their lives, identify patterns or themes, and uncover hidden strengths or resources. Therapists
often use storytelling techniques to help clients reframe their narratives in a way that promotes healing and
growth.

Alternative Narratives:
Alternative narratives are new, more empowering stories that individuals can create to challenge dominant
narratives of trauma and victimhood. By exploring alternative perspectives and reframing their experiences,
clients can shift from a position of powerlessness to one of agency and resilience. Alternative narratives can
help individuals break free from the constraints of their trauma and envision a more hopeful future.

Strengths-Based Approach:
A strengths-based approach focuses on identifying and leveraging an individual's strengths, skills, and
resources to promote healing and growth. In the context of trauma, this approach emphasizes resilience,
coping strategies, and the ability to overcome adversity. By highlighting strengths, therapists can help
clients build confidence, self-esteem, and a sense of agency in their recovery journey.

Co-authoring:
Co-authoring refers to the collaborative nature of narrative therapy, where therapists and clients work
together to co-create new narratives and possibilities. Through a process of mutual respect, curiosity, and
exploration, therapists help clients navigate their trauma stories, challenge limiting beliefs, and co-author
new, more empowering narratives. Co-authoring emphasizes the importance of shared decision-making
and co-creation in the therapeutic process.

Re-membering:
Re-membering involves piecing together fragmented parts of one's story to create a coherent and
integrated narrative. Trauma can often lead to disconnection or dissociation from certain aspects of one's
experience, making it challenging to make sense of the whole story. Through re-membering, individuals can
reconnect with their past, reclaim lost memories, and integrate their trauma experiences into a more
cohesive sense of self.

Deconstruction:
Deconstruction is a process in narrative therapy that involves breaking down dominant narratives or beliefs
that contribute to a sense of disempowerment or hopelessness. By deconstructing these narratives, clients
can challenge fixed or limiting perspectives, explore alternative interpretations, and create space for new
possibilities and meanings. Deconstruction is essential in helping individuals move beyond the constraints
of their trauma stories.

Re-authoring Conversations:
Re-authoring conversations are therapeutic dialogues that focus on helping clients reconstruct their
narratives in a more empowering and hopeful way. Therapists use open-ended questions, reflections, and
externalizing techniques to guide clients in exploring their trauma stories, identifying strengths, and co-
creating new possibilities. Re-authoring conversations provide a safe space for clients to reimagine their
lives beyond trauma and create a sense of agency in their recovery journey.
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Double-Listening:
Double-listening is a foundational practice in narrative therapy that involves simultaneously listening to the
client's trauma story while also attending to the strengths, resources, and exceptions within the narrative. By
holding both the pain and the potential for growth, therapists can create a balanced and compassionate
space for clients to explore their experiences and envision new possibilities. Double-listening helps validate
the client's pain while also nurturing hope and resilience.

Therapeutic Documents:
Therapeutic documents are tangible artifacts created in therapy sessions that capture and externalize the
client's narrative. These documents can take various forms, such as letters, drawings, timelines, or journals,
and serve as a visual representation of the client's journey, insights, and aspirations. Therapeutic documents
help clients externalize their experiences, track progress, and reflect on their growth throughout the
therapeutic process.

Re-authoring Practices:
Re-authoring practices are therapeutic techniques used to help clients reconstruct their narratives in a way
that promotes healing, resilience, and empowerment. These practices can include externalizing, re-
membering, deconstruction, alternative storytelling, and strengths-based exploration. By engaging in re-
authoring practices, clients can challenge dominant trauma narratives, cultivate new meanings, and envision
a more hopeful future for themselves.

Post-traumatic Growth:
Post-traumatic growth refers to the positive psychological changes that can occur as a result of struggling
with trauma. While trauma can be devastating, it can also spark personal growth, resilience, and a deeper
sense of meaning in life. Narrative approaches to trauma focus on fostering post-traumatic growth by
helping clients re-author their stories, identify strengths, and create new narratives of resilience and
empowerment.

Empowerment:
Empowerment is a central goal of narrative approaches to trauma, as it involves helping clients reclaim
agency, autonomy, and control over their lives. By empowering individuals to re-author their stories,
challenge limiting beliefs, and cultivate strengths, therapists can support clients in moving from a position
of victimhood to one of empowerment and resilience. Empowerment is essential in promoting healing,
growth, and a sense of hope in the face of trauma.

Challenges in Narrative Approaches to Trauma:
While narrative approaches to trauma offer a strengths-based and empowering framework for healing,
there are several challenges that therapists may encounter in practice. Some challenges include:

1. Resistance: Clients may resist externalizing their trauma or exploring alternative narratives due to fear,
shame, or a strong attachment to their existing story.
2. Overwhelm: Trauma survivors may feel overwhelmed by the process of re-authoring their stories,
especially if they are revisiting painful memories or exploring unfamiliar perspectives.
3. Fragmentation: Trauma can lead to fragmented or disorganized narratives, making it challenging to
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create a coherent and integrated story.
4. Cultural Considerations: Therapists must consider the cultural, social, and systemic factors that influence
how individuals experience and respond to trauma.
5. Ethical Concerns: Therapists must navigate ethical dilemmas related to confidentiality, consent, and the
sharing of traumatic material in therapy.

Navigating these challenges requires therapists to be attuned to the unique needs and experiences of each
client, practice cultural humility and sensitivity, and collaborate with clients in a respectful and empowering
way.

Conclusion:
In conclusion, narrative approaches to trauma offer a powerful and empowering framework for helping
individuals make sense of their experiences, reclaim their agency, and create new narratives of resilience
and hope. By engaging in re-authoring practices, externalizing techniques, and co-authoring conversations,
therapists can support clients in navigating their trauma stories, challenging limiting beliefs, and fostering
post-traumatic growth. Despite the challenges that may arise, narrative therapy provides a compassionate
and strengths-based approach to healing that honors the complexity and resilience of the human spirit.
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