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Objective: Recent studies show a high prevalence of trauma symptoms
among people with serious mental illness who are treated in public-sec-
tor mental health systems. Unfortunately, growing evidence suggests
that many consumers have had traumatic or harmful experiences while
being treated in various psychiatric settings. This study explores con-
sumers’ perceptions of such harmful inpatient experiences, events that
the authors place under the rubric of “sanctuary harm.” Methods: The
authors conducted semistructured qualitative interviews with 27 ran-
domly selected mental health consumers to hear their descriptions of
adverse events that they experienced while receiving psychiatric care.
Our analysis of interview transcriptions focused on understanding con-
sumers’ narratives of harmful experiences—events that would not meet
DSM-1V criteria for trauma but that nevertheless resulted in significant
distress. Results: Eighteen of 27 interviewees described harmful inci-
dents that they had witnessed or experienced directly, many of which
evoked strong emotional responses by consumers during their narra-
tion. Nearly all incidents described were hospital based and were clus-
tered around two sets of themes. The first set related to the hospital set-
ting, including the fear of physical violence and the arbitrary nature of
the rules. The second set related to the narrators’ interactions with clin-
ical staff, including depersonalization, lack of fairness, and disrespect.
Conclusions: The findings suggest that many mental health consumers
have had a lifetime sanctuary experience that they perceived as harm-
ful. They also offered suggestions for how the mental health service de-
livery system might reduce the potential for sanctuary harm experi-
ences. (Psychiatric Services 56:1134-1138, 20053)
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ecent studies indicate that
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symptoms of posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) are highly
prevalent among people with serious
mental illness who are treated in the
public sector (1,2). Nevertheless,
trauma—specific services are rarely
available to these mental health con-
sumers. The South Carolina Depart-
ment of Mental Health (SCDMH),
along with mental health departments
from several other states, has initiated
formal efforts to address the needs of
trauma victims in response to the con-
cerns of its mental health consumers
(3). One of the priority areas that were
identified by consumers within the
SCDMH initiative is examining the
safety and dignity of psychiatric set-
tings, including consumers’ percep-
tions of traumatic or harmful events
that occur within those settings.

Our conceptual framework is based
on our distinction between traumatic
and harmful events that occur within
the sanctuary of the psychiatric set-
ting (4,5; personal communication,
Cousins VC, 2005). Sanctuary trauma
refers only to those incidents in psy-
chiatric settings that meet the DSM-
IV criteria for a traumatic event—
that is, the person experienced, wit-
nessed, or was confronted with an
event or events that involved actual or
threatened death or serious injury or
a threat to the physical integrity of
self or others, and the person’s re-
sponse involved intense fear, help-
lessness, or horror (6). In the com-
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