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This presentation contains sensitive material related to trauma, moral 

injury, grief, anxiety, depression, and going missing. 

The content may be distressing.

If you feel uncomfortable or need a break, please feel free to step away. 

If at any point you feel overwhelmed, remember that it’s okay to take care 

of yourself.

Your emotional well-being is important. 

Self -care first



1. To raise awareness and 
understanding of the support needs 
and challenges of relatives and 
friends of missing people and how 
they change over time.

AIM OF RESEARCH

2. Develop training materials and 
artefacts for mental health, health 
care providers to reduce         
moral injury, hermeneutical injury, 
foster empathy, and person-
centred support.



hermeneutical injury

moral injury
Moral injury refers to the psychological, emotional, and social harm experienced by individuals 

when they are involved in events that violate their deeply held moral beliefs or values. 

Litz et al. (2009), Williamson et al. (2018), Shay (2014)

The harm caused when the process of interpreting and understanding a person’s experience or 

text is done in a way that misrepresents, distorts, or invalidates their perspective. Fricker (2007), 

Foucault (1980), Mouffe (2000)



IMPACT AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 

MSc Psychology 
Findings and 

representation
6 life story interviews, focus 

group on need with 37 
participants, art exercise

11 paintings and collages , 1 
animation, 1 film 

Life story 
Interviews

10 participants

Art Workshops

Body mapping as 
research method 

5 participants

Autoethnography

Narratives

Paintings

Creative expression

Scoping review

Workshops 
medical, nursing 
and counselling 

schools

Body mapping and role 
play

ART-BASED METHODOLOGY
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financially by 

missing people



Relationship
21%

Mental Health
issues

19%

Drugs or alcohol
15%

Unaccompanied 
juvenile

12%

Depression or 
anxiety

10%

School 7%

Misunderstanding 6%

Suicide attempt 4%

Dementia and alzheimers 3% Sexual exploitation 3%

PUBLIC HEALTH CONCERN
National Crime Agency, 2021

Reasons why people go missing



people going missing are feeling suicidal

adults report coming to harm while missing

Half of exploited children, and  a third of trafficked 
children are reported missing from care each year. 

The number of people dying while missing is consistently 

higher than the number of deaths from homicide.

4 in 10

3 in 4

RISK TO LIFE (Missing People, 2023)



TRAUMA  RESPONSE

PSYCHOLOGICAL CHALLENGES

▪ Ambiguous Loss (Boss, 2000, 2007, 2017)   
Limbo, missing person both present 
psychologically and absent physically

▪ Disenfranchised grief
▪ Unclear, uncertainty, helplessness
▪ Narrative void impacting the 

autobiographic self (Clifford et al., 2020)
▪ Anticipatory mourning
▪ Ruminating and counterfactual thinking
▪ Increase the likelihood of prolonged grief 

(PG), depression, and post-traumatic 
stress (PTS) symptoms.

LEGAL 
CHALLENGES

POLICE, MEDIA, 
PUBLIC BIASES

FINANCIAL 
CHALLENGES

SOCIAL CHALLENGESADMINISTRATIVE 
CHALLENGES

EPISTEMIC (Hermeneutical) 
INJUSTICE



MORAL INJURY  RESPONSE



MORAL INJURY

OURSELVES

OTHERS

BETRAYAL

Example of transgressions of values 
perceived: 
Legitimate unpreparedness
Not being able to protect/prevent 
missing/find  one’s missing family 
member 

Example of transgressions of values 
perceived:  Cyberbullying,  Lack of 
witness accounts and media attention
Lack of understanding from others

Example of transgressions of values 
perceived: Lack of transparency in 
police resource allocation and 
processes, Lack of informed support 



Crisis intervention approach

Supporting families in the longer term

Changing the narrative

Moral Injury as response to  Power imbalances 

(institutional inaction and blindness, ethical 

violence and moral distancing)





Using art to 
understand, heal and 

educate

Keep circl
ing around

First, the rupture to normal life, an explosion within you, like your whole life and your family’s live just exploded, like your

whole life been shredded in that wretched poster...

Trying to escape by waiting for a flood with your belongings in a box. 

The word missing constantly bears down on top of you with all that anxiety and depression and cycle of hoping and 

despairing, and it just feels overwhelming. 

You just keep circling around... going back to that again, like a broken record... we crawl into our wounds that never heal and 

hide…

How is that possible that that happened? This sense of the incomprehensible? 

Help from people, the church, mental health support, hope and Missing People comes as a slow-moving boat… The media is 

a double-edged sword, so helpful but also so overwhelming… 

The police, as a big heavy anchor is dragging us down

Time doesn’t heal, time doesn’t repair. We learn to re-live each day of our agony as an unrelenting record that starts with 

searching and concludes with the dissolution of our world…

Collage with interpretation and text from a relative of missing people | Through the Prism of Missing, UWL

It is always with youIf you don't know anything, you just imagine everything... 

But there is that possibility... that somebody out there does know...

It's just a terrible way for a human being to have to live with all those horrible thoughts. 

It's always with you. It's always there. 
He is always there... It is a very excruciating existence...

But you can't actually allow yourself to go down that rabbit hole and wallow in it. 

You try and put all those emotions in boxes. 

You just have to deal with it the best we can day in, day out. 

Acrylic on paper |  Painting from Pascale Waschnig with composite texts from relatives and friends of missing people | Through the Prism of Missing, UWL



Externalizing the Unspeakable
Neurobiological Mechanisms:

• Bilateral stimulation via large-scale painting 
engages both hemispheres,

• Enhancing memory reconsolidation
Color/form metaphors externalize internal 
states, reducing avoidance (Haeyen S, 2021)

Somatic-Art (Heijman J et al. 2024) 

Trauma Re-scripting via Embodied Metaphors 
(Haeyen S, 2021)

Memory Timeline Integration (Heijman J et al. 2024) 



Exploring empathy in Health, mental health

Exploring strength and reframing narratives for families of missing 
people









THANK YOU!

Pascale Waschnig

Pascale.waschnig@uwl.ac.uk

If you have been affected by any of the issues raised in this 

presentation and would like some support, please contact

Missing People on 116 000, www.missingpeople.org.uk

Any questions ?

http://www.missingpeople.org.uk/
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