
 Trauma-informed Legal Support 

Afghanistan Crisis – August 2021 
QPASTT is aware of the distress that many people in Australian Afghan communities 
are currently experiencing in relation to the crisis in Afghanistan.  During this time a 
priority for many has been accessing legal advice and support for family and 
community members.   

We know that the way in which such information and support is provided at times of 
crisis impacts not only on a person’s coping in the present, but also on their long 
term recovery from acute stress.  The following information is for legal professionals 
and includes tips on providing trauma-informed legal support in the context of high 
levels of distress and desperation due to the crisis in Afghanistan.   We thank you for 
your commitment and the important work you are undertaking.   

 

What to expect 
High levels of distress are an expected and normal response to this highly stressful and 
frightening situation. This includes intense worry and fear about loved ones remaining in 
Afghanistan or nearby.  

Additionally, people seeking asylum and people on temporary visas from Afghanistan are 
likely to express increased fears for their safety due to their uncertain visa status.  

The following reactions are likely to be common over the coming weeks in response to the 
unfolding situation:  

• A range of overwhelming feelings including helplessness, desperation, anger, 
sadness, irritability, anxiety, stress, despair, exhaustion, and frustration. 

• Persistent and intrusive worries and fears.  

• Persistent tearfulness, difficulty containing emotions and surges of emotions out of 
context (e.g. becoming tearful in the supermarket for no apparent reason). 

• Memories of past traumatic experiences. 

• Changes in sleep and appetite. 

• Difficulties with concentration, memory and planning.  This may include:  
o Difficulties in recalling information and important details. 
o Difficulties in providing information in a coherent and/or sequential manner. 
o Lapses in focus and difficulties remembering tasks to be completed. 

• Lowered mood and/or numbness. 
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• Variation in disclosing information – some people want to share their stories and 
concerns in detail while others may feel overwhelmed providing even sparse 
information. 

• Difficulty in completing daily tasks. 

• Physical sensations (e.g. body aches and pains, headaches, upset digestion, vision 
difficulties, dizziness, heart palpitations, sweating, shaking hands/body, breathing 
difficulties). 

Community Leaders will also be experiencing significant pressure due to the direct impacts 
of this situation on their own family and friends, as well as due to the increased 
responsibilities arising across their communities.  

While the above responses are to be expected, it is also completely appropriate if people 
from the impacted community do not present as distressed and just want to get on with 
things. This is also a normal reaction and we should not expect only an overt distress 
response.  

The following reactions indicate the need for additional support: 

• Self-harm and/or suicidal thoughts, behaviours or plans (if someone is at immediate 
risk of harm to themselves or others contact 000). 

• Inability to attend to any self-care needs or accept help from others. 

• Should someone experience the following for a period of time, beyond 4 weeks, it is 
important to discuss referral options for more ongoing support including counselling: 

o Prolonged distress and physical symptoms without some return to routine or 
previously enjoyable activities. 

o Prolonged self-isolation from family, friends or regular supports and 
important activities, such as school. 

If you are concerned that someone’s response is beyond a common reaction seek support.  
Supports can include: 

• GPs and other trusted professionals 

• Lifeline 24/7 (13 11 14) 

• Kids Helpline 24/7 (1800 551 800) 

• Multicultural Connect Line (1300 079 020) 

• Qld Health Mental Health Access Line (1300 MH/ 1300 642 255) 

• Duty Officer at QPASTT (07 3391 6677) 
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How you can help 

• Prepare the person for the appointment, including the types of questions that 
will be asked and what else they can expect.   

• Let them know any time constraints or other limitations of the appointment.  
Being clear and honest helps create safety. 

• Be clear that your role is to gather information, provide guidance and advice, 
acknowledging that you might need to redirect people if they are spending 
time sharing their stories, acknowledge that this might feel abrupt but it is 
about the task you are trying to complete rather than you not understanding 
their circumstances. 

• If legal avenues aren’t going to be possible for the person, try to avoid 
statements like “there is nothing I can do to help.”  This is likely to increase 
frustration and anger.  Instead, try and redirect with something like “there are 
no legal options available, but if you would like to talk to someone about the 
distress this is causing there are referral options.” 

• It is important that expectations of what can be achieved through the legal 
process are shared with people, in a clear and kind way.  Let them know of 
any potential constraints or realistic outcomes of the process that they are 
engaging in, so they can be clear on the process and have realistic 
expectations of what can be achieved.    

• Your calm, respectful and compassionate presence is of great importance and 
will allow the person to participate more fully in the appointment.  See the 
tips below on your own self-care which can help with maintaining this 
presence.  

• Expect that people will have difficulties with concentration and memory. 
Consider the following:  

o Using simple, plain language in short sentences. 
o Repeat information and questions as necessary. 
o Give permission for people to ask questions. 
o Where appropriate, provide translated information in writing and/or 

encourage people to write key information and tasks down. 
o Check for understanding, including asking people to repeat back 

important information or tasks. 
o Provide a summary of information and simple step by step instructions 

about anything you are requesting them to follow up on. 
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o Provide clear information about the next steps and timeframes in 
which they can expect an outcome. If this timeframe is unknown 
provide them with information about who/how they can contact to 
check on status updates on any submissions. 

• Expect that people will have difficulties managing emotions, may have had 
little sleep and may be pre-occupied by worry and fear.  Sincerely 
acknowledge the difficulties of their current situation. Let them know you are 
listening.  This is a powerful act of solidarity and care.  If appropriate, share 
that their reactions are expected and normal given the circumstance.  If 
someone’s distress heightens or they become very distant, vague and/or 
disconnected (this can be a dissociative trauma response) consider the 
following:  

o Acknowledge to the person what you are noticing, e.g. that they are 
becoming overwhelmed or distant. 

o Check in about that would be useful to help the person feel settled.  If 
they are unsure you could offer the person a break and/or drink of 
water and/or getting some fresh air outside or calling a friend/family 
member. 

o Say the person’s name and ask them to focus and talk about something 
grounding in the present (e.g. the weather outside, plans after session, 
safer topic). 

o Switch tasks or return to gathering more administrative info which is 
less provocative. 

o Seek additional support as necessary. 

• Let the person know when the appointment is nearing its end and provide an 
additional opportunity for questions. Provide a final summary with clear 
instructions on any follow up required. 

• Check in about people’s plan for after the legal appointment and acknowledge 
that legal appointments can be physically and emotional tiring.  Encourage 
them to plan a soothing activity afterwards, e.g. taking a walk, spending time 
with trusted others etc.  

• Thank them for their attendance and persistence at the appointment. 
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For staff and colleagues who are from Afghanistan 

• Expect high levels of distress and check in, showing you care.  At the same 
time, respect that some may want to talk about this situation while others 
may prefer not to. 

• Staff may need time to make important phone calls and provide support to 
family, friends and community members.  Check in about what their specific 
needs are at this time. 

• Some staff may need to take some time off from work, while others might 
want to just proceed with expected responsibilities.  

 

Looking after yourself 
In working with people at times of desperation, it is common and expected to be 
impacted by this work.  This can include positive impacts such as deep connection 
with your clients, gratitude for your own fortune, and a sense of purpose and 
meaning in your work.  At the same time, there can also be personal responses that 
are more difficult including feeling overwhelmed, upset, fatigued and frustrated.  
This is normal. 

• Remind yourself what is within your control and role and what is not – have 
reasonable expectations of yourself.  Remember the humanising power of 
responding with kindness and empathy, as well as the important service that 
you are providing. 

• Attend to your own self-care throughout the working day and afterwards. This 
will help you maintain a calm and grounded presence for your clients.  
Consider the following: 

o Take mini-breaks between appointments to stretch, have a drink, have 
a toilet break or get some fresh air.  Even a couple of minutes can help 
settle your nervous system and help you regain focus for the next 
client.  

o Attend to your basic needs – keep hydrated and plan a lunch break.  
This will help sustain your concentration.  

• Where possible, connect with your colleagues for mutual support. 

• At the end of the day, plan a transition ritual between work and home, such as 
going for a walk, having a shower, changing clothes, connecting with 
friends/family or engaging in some other enjoyable activity.  
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• Maintain a good sleep routine.  Resist the urge to view media before bed.  
Instead focus on calming/soothing activities. 

• Take time out to rest and play over the weeks ahead.  This restores you for 
the important work you are doing.  

• If you are persistently impacted by the work you are doing, including 
experiencing lowered mood, emotional overwhelm, sleep difficulties, intrusive 
thoughts/worries of your clients’ stories or your own losses or traumatic 
experiences, this is a sign to seek additional support. It is common that while 
you are providing this support you may notice a change in your sleep and 
stress levels, but if this disruption continues beyond 4 weeks or after you have 
finished providing this support, it is a good indicator to seek support. Discuss 
this with your employer who can connect you with support or talk with your 
GP.     

 

Further resources 
QPASTT’s Online Trauma-informed Incidental Counselling with Survivors of Torture 
and Trauma 

QPASTT Guide to Compassion Fatigue, Burnout and Vicarious Trauma 

https://qpastt.org.au/product/online-training-trauma-informed-incidental-counselling-with-survivors-of-refugee-related-torture-trauma/
https://qpastt.org.au/product/online-training-trauma-informed-incidental-counselling-with-survivors-of-refugee-related-torture-trauma/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CgWALNJjb2jWSFta9elsRzHtBVwyd4BN/view?usp=sharing

