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Abstract
The term “wounded healer” was originally coined by psychologist Carl Jung (1951), who
believed that individuals are compelled to treat clients because of the “wounds” they carry from
their own earlier experiences. This paper will explore Jung’s wounded healer concept through
a trauma-informed lens, situated within a Cambodian context. Findings presented in this paper
emerged from a larger body of work on the study of trauma and resilience, which was
conducted in Cambodia. Perspectives captured in the data arose from 40 participant interviews
of two distinct groups: 26 trauma survivors (aged 18-30) who had been supported by nongovernment organisations (NGOs) in Cambodia and 14 key informants, made up of social
workers and psychologist employed working in the field of child protection. It is through these
unique perspectives on recovery from trauma and what may compel an individual to work in
the human services sector (often with other trauma survivors) that is presented in this paper.
Not all participants working in the NGOs disclosed direct trauma histories during the interview
process. However, in the context of modern-day Cambodia and in the aftermath of the
genocide, it would be unusual to find a Cambodian who has not been touched by trauma in
some way.
Key Words: Intergenerational trauma, Cambodia, Khmer Rouge, Wounded Healer, Meaning
Making
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Introduction
Cambodia is a country in Southeast Asia with a rich history. Since gaining independence from
colonial France in 1953, Cambodia has undergone multiple restructurings in terms of power,
governing bodies, population decline and growth and sources of funding for economic
development. Yet to truly understand Cambodia’s modern-day context, the country’s history
of violence must first be taken into account. In particular, the rise to power of the Khmer Rouge
(KR) regime and the Cambodian genocide.
At first, the KR was seen by many as an honourable alternative to the Lon Nol government of
the Khmer Republic, which was renowned for its corruption (Hansen, 2004; Kiernan, 1996).
In reality, this regime, under the leadership of Pol Pot, pushed the country towards radical
communism between 1975 and 1979 (Hansen, 2004). These practices would ultimately
decimate the country’s population and economy (Hansen, 2004). During the KR regime, an
estimated 1.5 to 2 million Cambodians were killed, or roughly one quarter of the country’s
1975 population of 7.8 million (Kiernan, 2008).
In post conflict societies such as Cambodia, researchers propose that a culture of violence will
remain normalised if not addressed (van Schaack et al., 2011; Haleem, 2019). It has been
argued that the violence and trauma collectively experienced by Cambodia as a nation during
the KR era and the Cambodian Civil War, has normalised the presence of violence in the
country, especially violence against women and girls (Brickell 2017; Eisenbruch, 2018).
Furthermore, the extensive amount of consequence-free violence at the hands of the KR with
seemingly little justice, shaped a standard during the conflict era which extends into the present
day. It is likely that this contributes to the ongoing physical and sexual violence against women
and girls and violence against children being normalised (Brickell 2017; Eisenbruch, 2018).
Violence against women and girls remains one of Cambodia’s “most systemic and widespread
human rights abuses” (Brickell, 2017, p.294). In 2013, a survey by the Ministry of Women’s
Affairs (MOWA) in collaboration with UNICEF Cambodia found that violence against
children, regardless of sex or age, in Cambodia was widespread (MOWA et al., 2014; Brickell,
2017).
Furthermore, survivors of the KR era received little to no psychological support for the
atrocities they endured (Miller et al., 2019), thus resulting in widespread intergenerational
trauma. A common definition of intergenerational trauma is the transmission of historical
trauma and its negative effects and impact across generations (Bombay et al., 2014). This
susceptibility has been highlighted by numerous studies which have noted that the children of
traumatised parents are more prone to being traumatised themselves, suggesting that trauma
can be inherited (Field et al., 2013). This is because traumatised parents lose their ability to
undertake their parental functions effectively (Field et al., 2013; Klaus & Vivodin, 2014). With
over 60% of the country’s population being born after the KR regime, research on the children
of KR survivors provides significant evidence of secondary traumatisation among these
children (Field et al., 2013).
It is therefore unsurprising that collective societal trauma has been transmitted to the younger
generation in Cambodia during their childhood development (Breidenstine et al., 2011; Miller
et al., 2019). This is evidenced by one study in Cambodia which noted that children of
traumatised parents had problems coping with distressing situations (Baider et al., 2000), while
another study found that the same population exhibited poor styles of attachment (Lyons-Ruth
et al., 2005). These studies indicate that the trauma experienced by KR survivor parents is now
being transmitted to their children (Field et al., 2013). Another study found that 14.2% of the

38
ICSP2022

7th International Conference on Spirituality and Psychology [ICSP2022], 13th – 15th of March 2022 – virtual conference
ICSPConference Proceedings 2022
ISBN: 978-86-87043-82-4

Cambodian population still suffers psychologically due to the trauma experienced during the
KR regime (Miller, et al, 2019).
Another consequence of the KR regime can still be seen in the lack of mental health services
in present-day Cambodia (Parry & Wilkinson, 2019). Many mental health professionals were
killed during this period and the only psychiatric hospital was destroyed and never reopened
(MacCabe, 2007). In modern-day Cambodia, services have been developed in a decentralised
manner, with NGOs playing a vital role in rebuilding mental health services across the country
(Parry & Wilkinson, 2019). However, treatment and psychological support services for trauma
survivors remain limited due to a lack of funding (Aberdein & Zimmerman, 2015).
Additionally, mental health resources that are available are often through NGOs. However,
despite efforts being made through a collaboration between the government and NGOs to
educate mental health professionals, there continues to be a large skill shortage in the fields of
psychology and social work (Stockwell et al., 2005; Parry & Wilkinson, 2019). NGOs in
Cambodia tend to favour trauma-focused interventions and counselling to support their
beneficiaries, although the qualifications for people working in this capacity vary widely
(Aberdein & Zimmerman, 2015). As such, the field of mental health support is largely
unregulated, with no national clinical guidelines for the treatment of mental disorders (Olofsson
et al., 2018).
All these contextual factors in modern-day Cambodia, are impacted further by the fact that
ongoing conflict, violence and suppression (often identified as originating during the KR era)
creates vulnerabilities such as intergenerational trauma (Blackburn et al., 2010). Therefore,
many of the population has been touched by trauma. This is especially relevant when trauma
survivors choose to work with other survivors in a professional capacity (Linley et al., 2005).
“Wounded healer” is a term coined by psychologist Carl Jung (1951), who believed that
individuals are compelled to treat clients because of the “wounds” they carry from their own
earlier experiences. Some researchers note that there is the potential vulnerability for some
wounded healers to be re-traumatised, as they might have difficulty with compassion fatigue
as a result of their trauma (Zerubavel & Wright, 2012). Given Cambodia’s traumatic history,
there is considerable potential for re-traumatisation of mental health professionals working
with trauma survivors in Cambodia. Furthermore, there is already research evidencing the retraumatisation of court personnel working in prosecuting members of the KR regime (van
Schaack et al., 2011).
The wounded healer archetype has been adapted in a variety of cross-cultural settings.
Researchers Benziman, Kannai and Ahman (2012) examined cultural representations of the
archetype and presented parallels between the Christian, Muslim, Jewish and African versions.
This cultural perspective of healing through helping others was particularly relevant to this
study. Jung (1951) believed trauma could be defined by unbearable “psychic pain” or anxiety.
Trauma history and personal struggles create a certain level of complexity, particularly when
navigating discussing incidences of trauma and abuse (Miles et al., 2020).
This study’s aim was to contribute to the growing body of work in the field of resilience and
recovery from trauma in Cambodia. It was hoped that the knowledge generated might be used
to further strengthen programs working with trauma survivors in cross-cultural settings. To
date, there has been limited research into wounded healers outside of western countries. This
paper seeks to addresses some of these gaps in the literature, by exploring the wounded healer
phenomena in Cambodia.
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Methods
The overarching aim of this study was to understand what factors enable recovery from trauma
(Wyatt, 2021a). This was done by collecting qualitative data that could help understand the
lived experiences of 26 young people in Cambodia with extensive trauma histories. How did
they manage this? What has helped them move forward and cope with events of the past? The
narrative of 14 individuals working in the field of child protection with backgrounds in
psychology and social work were also captured to add to the rich, complexity of the data, found
in the narratives of the young people (Wyatt, 2021b).
An exploratory case study approach was adopted drawing on Grounded Theory (GT) to address
the research questions. A GT approach was incorporated into data collection as it enables an
inductive technique that involves highly descriptive accounts of social interactions, with a
focus on participant meaning making and interpretation (Bryman, 2008; Hansen, 2006). Health
researchers Floersch et al. (2010) found that integrating GT, thematic analysis and narrative
methods was appropriate in case study research, as together they illustrate the “different
interpretive scopes on meaning making” (p.182).
Recruitment of 26 young people that were supported by NGOs began in 2019 once ethics
approval had been received (please see below). The main participating NGOs that the young
people were recruited from are Hagar International (Hagar), This Life Cambodia (TLC) and
Flame Cambodia (Flame). These organisations all work by supporting children and young
people who have often experienced extensive trauma in their young lives (Wyatt, 2021a).
Social workers at these organisations aided in the recruitment by identifying participants who
they believed had done remarkably well, thus being resilient in the aftermath of a traumatic
childhood. All the young people who were invited to participate in the study were aged between
18 and 30, who were no longer supported by the NGOs and appeared to be doing well in their
lives. By using the participant’s subjective viewpoint, it can be determined what factors
contributed to their recovery from trauma.
Meaning is a challenging concept because of its subjectivity and frequent use. But it is this
concept that both summarises the theoretical perspective and its application to the analysis of
participant experiences. In GT, theories are “grounded” in the data, acknowledging
sociocultural context (Gibson & Hartman, 2014). Therefore, GT becomes a flexible method
that does not dictate the data collection methods or techniques used in a study but provides
alternate vantage points through a constructivist perspective (Chun Tie et al., 2019).
Additionally, 14 key informant interviews were undertaken with individuals working in the
field of child protection. These consisted of managers, psychologists and social workers within
the three main participating NGOs as well as leaders and mental health workers in additional
international non-government organisations (INGOs). Nine of the 14 key informant interviews
were conducted with experts from four INGOs. The key informant interviews with NGO/INGO
staff were included to further situate the data collected from the resilient young people by
gathering higher policy level and context-specific information about Cambodia and its child
protection sector. This enabled a secondary perspective on the recovery from trauma to emerge
and contribute a different lens to that of the young people who were supported by the NGOs.
Efforts were taken to ensure the credibility of the interview data collected by ensuring that all
participants felt at ease. The most critical consideration was the wellbeing of participants
during and after the interview process, as there was potential to re-traumatise participants when
they were disclosing their story. As such, there were no direct questions that asked participants
to recount their trauma. The researcher is a member of the Australian Association of Social
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Workers and bound by an ethical code of conduct for research. This study applied for a highrisk ethics review, which was essential, given the sensitive nature of the topic and the
vulnerability of the participants. Ethics approval was granted by Deakin University Human
Research Ethics Committee and the Cambodian Ministry of Health in 2019 (Wyatt, 2021b).
Through the individual narratives of the young people who participated in this study, we are
able to see how their different types of behaviours, motivations and attitudes exist in specific
contexts, which in turn influence their collective desire to be understood. To protect the identity
of these young people who shared their stories and informed this study, the findings below will
identify them as ‘participant’. Similarly, for the key informants working in the child protection
sector, they will be identified as ‘informant’ in the findings below. This will distinguish
between the narratives of the two groups, whilst maintain anonymity of all who shared their
stories.
Findings Snapshot: The Narratives of the Young People
All of the young people in this study were employed (even those who were full-time students)
and had achieved a certain level of financial independence. Those with living parents were
even able to contribute to their families’ household incomes. Importantly, employment
opportunities for the young people gave them more than just financial independence; it also
gave them a sense of purpose. This sense of purpose from employment was reinforced by their
working with others, as most were working directly with trauma survivors in different
capacities, thus becoming wounded healers and enabling this sense of purpose to develop.
Many participants would often find meaning in their lives from working with others who had
similar experiences to their own. One participant, who became pregnant at age 14 as a result
of rape by an older man and now has a 10-year-old child. She is now employed at a boarding
house for pregnant young women and has found meaning for her life there, as many of the
women she supports are pregnant teenagers with histories of sexual abuse. The pregnant
women at this boarding house are encouraged to share their experience with both the women
boarding there and the workers. As this participant explains:
“We always encourage them [the beneficiaries at the boarding house], as they have a
difficult life. Sometimes I feel very hard too because of my life. But we spend time; we
motivate them to keep going; ‘You are good, Mum,’ not keeping them alone, encourage
them to share their issue so that we can support each girl throughout the program. We
need to know what they want to do in the future, it is easy for me to help them because
they know I understand. If they keep secret [about the abuse], we could not help.”
A common theme for many of these young people was that most of them chose professions
where they felt like they were giving back to society. Even the young people who were not
directly employed helping others, did so as volunteers, in addition to their busy paid work and
family commitments:
“I work at a restaurant, but I am a volunteer youth for helping poor families and
orphans. I do volunteer work for Mercy Youth organisation.”
“I help the children who are parentless in my community to a house to get a care from
an old person. We take care for them with food, bathing and bringing them to the kid
school in the community.”
Some of the young people’s paid work was with orphans; others were employed in a
professional capacity as doctors, psychologists, teachers or midwives. Many expressed
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concerns over their conflict between being a mentor for others and keeping their personal
stories secret and safe from outside gossip and judgment. Even when working with young
people who had similar trauma histories, many struggled to open up to the younger traumatised
individuals, if they were able to open up at all, due to community stigma they had previously
faced. One participant who was trafficked as a child for labour and who is now a qualified and
experienced psychologist, described this type of conflict when he spoke of his work with a
young male sexual abuse survivor:
"…in Khmer culture, when the people know well about you, they will look you in
another different way. As an example, I am a mentor for them if they know me well;
they know my weakness; they might be, you know, have some ideas about me, not listen.
You know like to have some idea about me. That is why you know we have some
boundaries to protect ourselves also in this case.”
Many were working directly with young trauma survivors, yet interestingly, none of them
spoke of their work as triggering their personal early traumas. In fact, many spoke proudly
about how through helping others they also would become strong themselves in the process:
“The big dream that I made through strength, before I had thought about myself to be
strong. I think about what and who has helped me to finish, I think like that. [The NGO]
helped me, because I am poor. When I finished, I continue to help the poor, I think like
this, so it makes me strong. I help others when I success, like this in my mind.”
Finding meaning in life is a strong theme that emerged through the narratives of the young
people across all groups. For many, finding resilience in their lives after trauma also meant
constructing meaning and understanding of past traumatic events, relationships and struggles.
As one participant illustrated this in his reflections on his life:
“When I look back myself, I can see things, a lot of struggles that I have passed by. I’m
not a rich one, but I can say I’m a satisfied person. I have no parents, but I have my
parents-in-law who love me and treat me like a son. My foster parents, they treat me
like the youngest son in the family. I have kids. I have what is called family. I know the
word family well. I know who a father is and what father means because now I’m a
father. So, I’m happy with that. I’m not too proud, but happy. Honestly. I’m happy. I
want the others and the next generation to feel just like me.”
At the heart of many participant accounts was their coming to terms with what had happened
to them and understanding that their traumatic experiences helped them develop inner strength.
These young people expressed a desire to help others and wanted to share their lived
experiences of overcoming hardship with others in similar circumstances:
“If I have money, or some fund, I want to run a helping center for orphans or old people.
I want to share my happiness and my care with them.”
Many survivors felt that it was through their lived experiences that they had something to
contribute to Cambodian society. One participant described why she chose to study a Master’s
in Public Health with a scholarship offered to her by a university in China:
“Now, I’m trying to work hard in my studies so one day, I can develop my country by
creating a good policy. I don’t know in what area, but because I have passed many
situations like abusing, scared situation, I want to join in a place where I can help to
develop my country.”
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Findings Snapshot: The Narrative of the NGO Key Informants
The role of the social worker was identified by some informants as another important
relationship for building a sense of connection with trauma survivors in recovery. However,
many spoke of qualified social workers opting to work in finance instead of pursuing a
profession that is notoriously hard work and underpaid. This informant explained:
“The numbers of social work students have increased, but somehow in the job market
when they graduate, they start work in finance for example. It is quite difficult, because
people sometimes think of money … Because there are a lack of professionals and lack
of accreditation, which is why we are working with the government to ensure that
people will be recognise by the government.”
However, almost all key informants interviewed had an academic background of social work
and/or psychology, which was evident from their language in the interviews. Additionally, a
strong focus on human rights and helping others was present among both cohorts of participants
and informants, as informants discussed what drew them to this field in the first place, as this
social worker described:
“The best thing is that we can do is help people. My family said, ‘Why you work with
the people who are in jail because they are bad?’ I disagree. Many people are thinking
about white paper, a good paper, which has not had any pain or ink on it, and they can
draw anything. But for this paper, clients sometimes has a lot of ink or pain; so it’s
messy. It is difficult to change or make it to other things. That is the reason why I work
with them. I would like to change the people who make the bad actions, to good actions
in the recent time.”
This desire to instigate change and advocate for their beneficiaries was a strong theme, as were
the challenges of the social work profession as a whole:
“As we know that being a social worker is not easy, but we all are working from our
heart. It needs more commitment to work with some clients that have aggressive
behaviour because they have many abuses from the community, the family, from the
abusers. But we want to have our community, being not abused in Cambodia. So this
what we do in social work.”
Discussion
The long-lasting influence of the KR continues to impact the health and wellbeing of young
Cambodians born well after the regime fell, which is evident in the accounts of the young
people. Some spoke directly of their family’s collective grief and the trauma which they
experienced during the KR and afterwards. Although all the young people were one generation
removed, their parent’s generation are all survivors of this period of extreme societal unrest.
Some participants shared that there was a sense of deep silence surrounding the trauma of their
parent’s generation, which they felt caused a disconnection within the family between the two
generations. Furthermore, the narratives show that the transference of trauma and learned
behaviour from one generation to the next continues to play out well into adulthood. Several
of the young people made this connection between their behaviour and their family history.
Through the research process and interviewing the young people about their life stories, it
became apparent that the sharing of one’s story is an unmet need in their local communities.
Many had commented that this was the first time they had shared their whole story. Recreating
one’s story through retelling or creating a new story may offer survivors transformational value
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(Gagnon & Novotny, 2020). Deconstructing one’s history may also help with the
reconstruction of one’s identity, as was evidenced by the number of young people who were
wounded healers and working with other trauma survivors, actively sharing their stories with
the young people with whom they were working. These stories are more than just trauma and
abuse narratives: instead, they are stories of hope, love, courage and personal growth. Through
this reconstruction, participants created meaning from their trauma and their journey in life.
Researchers have long identified meaning making as critical for trauma survivors in their
recovery (Bettelheim, 1960; Frankl, 1971; Levi, 1987). Meaning making is the process of how
individuals construct meaning and make sense of life events including trauma. This term is
used widely in constructivist approaches to counselling and psychology, having been originally
coined by Viktor Frankl (1971), a psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor. Since its conception,
meaning making has always been a strong theme in accounts of survivors and their stories of
recovery from trauma (Bettelheim, 1960; Frankl, 1971; Levi, 1987).
The data captured in this study through both participant and key informant interviews, indicated
that recovery from trauma and resilience came from having a sense of belonging through social
connectedness and community, helping to facilitate a sense of meaning in one’s life. By
creating survivor-led programs that empower other survivors to own their story, NGOs working
in the child protection space may provide a sense of purpose through education and vocational
training programs. The findings also pointed towards the significance of role model
encouragement, which many of the young people found through the support of the staff
working at the NGOs. This positive reinforcement by a trusted adult often resulted in pivotal
turning points in the young people’s recovery.
The young people’s understanding of their own personal effectiveness was informed by their
sense of belonging, wellbeing and accomplishments. This finding is supported by Carver et
al’s (1993) early hypothesis that trauma survivors may develop self-confidence through
gratifying work, which thereby becomes a self-perpetuating resource of resilience and meaning
making. These internal attributes were fostered by various factors. Their perspectives on life
and how they created meaning was informed by cultural traditions, faith, beliefs and
behaviours. Their sense of personal effectiveness was often further cultivated through giving
back and working with others, thereby making them into wounded healers.
Central to Jung’s interpretation is that people who have experienced trauma would transform
to be enlightened by the experience in order to help others (Jung, 1961). For the young people
interviewed that did not have strong family support post-trauma, the power to heal others
provided them with the catalyst to change and overcome their own wounds. As it was largely
the orphaned participants that were wounded healers, it could perhaps be seen as a solution in
constructing a hybrid identity. Meshing the old with the new, an orphan once rejected by their
community, becomes a healer in that same community many years later. Researchers have
found that in surviving trauma and later helping others, a wounded healer essentially becomes
the bridge between the “worlds of illness and wellness” (Miller et al., 1998, p. 125). Thus, by
entering the helping professions, these young people who lacked family support, were able to
create a means of healing themselves and others.
Also aligning with Jung’s wounded healer interpretation, is that for many of the participants in
this study, they may have developed the resilience useful for professional practice recognised
by other researchers (Rajan-Rankin, 2014). A common theme among authors who present
cultural interpretations of the wounded healer archetype is the drive to relieve the suffering of
others (Benziman, et al., 2012; Christie & Jones, 2014), affording them transformative powers
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(Jung, 1961). For the survivors in this study, the NGOs played a pivotal role in their recovery
through providing advancement opportunities and social connectedness, that in some cases
provided the very framework for working with other trauma survivors. This is consistent with
the past 20 years of research into trauma, mental health and resilience, all pointing in one
direction: that caring relationships may facilitate the creation of meaning and sense of purpose
post-trauma that leads to resilient behaviours (Carver, et al, 2003; Linley, 2005; Rajan-Rankin,
2014; Miles, 2020; Wyatt, 2021a).
Conclusion
Cambodia is still challenged by high rates of poverty, marginalised groups, economic
challenges and a range of cultural issues such as gender-based violence. Importantly, it appears
that the country still struggles to emerge from the shadow of the KR, the effects of which are
still felt in the country’s youngest generation due to intergenerational trauma. The way the
young people interpreted the meaning of their lived traumatic experiences could have given
them understandings, interpretations and reasons for behaving in a particular way. Notably,
many of them appeared to create meaning through their lives by recontextualising their trauma
histories into stories of resilience and hope, which they used as motivation for their working
with others, thereby becoming Jungian wounded healers.
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