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effects of childhood trauma, developmentally appropriate assessments are needed for these children to
design therapeutic interventions. Play-based assessment can be useful. This study aims to investigate the
most common play themes in children with traumatic experiences by the meta-synthesis of qualitative
studies.
[VETTYE This is a meta-synthesis study using the meta-ethnography approach. A systematic search in
two databases, PubMed and Google Scholar, was conducted on qualitative studies published in English
from 2001 to May 2024. Initially, 1,846 records were found, of which five articles and one thesis met the
inclusion criteria. The findings were analyzed according to the seven steps of meta-ethnography.
[[EEMTE The data analysis led to the identification of two main themes: vulnerability to trauma (re-

Key words: enactment of trauma, depicting death, and expressing feelings of fear and insecurity) and mastery over
Psychological Trauma, trauma (neutralizing threats, creating superheroes, and returning to the routine).

Adverse Childhood [@TEIERT Children with traumatic experiences show their vulnerability to trauma by recreating the
Experiences, Play : trauma and death during play and showing feelings of fear and insecurity. At the same time, the safe
Therapy, space of the playing environment helps children overcome their trauma symbolically by removing the
Meta-synthesis i threats, bringing in superheroes, and returning to the routine.
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Introduction

he American Psychiatric Association de-
fines trauma as ““an emotional response to
a terrible event like an accident, rape, or
natural disaster” [1]. A systematic review
of international studies found that nearly
two-thirds of children and adolescents under 18 years of
age have experienced adverse childhood experiences.
Childhood trauma is a key risk factor in psychopathology.
Given the potential adverse effects of childhood trauma,
developmental assessments are needed for these children
to design therapeutic interventions. Research suggests
that self-report assessment is a proper method for this pur-
pose. However, in children under 10 who are still devel-
oping abstract thinking, such assessment is challenging,
as they may not provide meaningful verbal expression.
Attention to the play of children who have experienced
trauma is particularly important. Playing can be seen as
a language through which young children communicate
their thoughts, feelings, and experiences, both directly
and symbolically. In this regard, Play-based developmen-
tal assessments have been considered. A meta-synthesis
study can help identify and review existing qualitative
studies in this field. Therefore, this study aims to identify
common themes in the play of children with traumatic ex-
periences by meta-synthesis of qualitative studies.

Vulnerability to trauma

Mastery over trauma

Figure 1. The identified themes and sub-themes

Methods

This is a meta-synthesis study using the meta-ethnog-
raphy approach. A systematic search in two databases,
PubMed and Google Scholar, was conducted on qualita-
tive studies published in English from 2001 to May 2024.
Initially, 1,846 records were found, of which five articles
and one thesis met the inclusion criteria. The findings
were analyzed according to the seven steps of meta-eth-
nography. In the first step, the research topic was deter-
mined. In the second step, the studies closely related to
the topic were selected. In the third step, the researchers
read the studies. In the fourth step, the researchers deter-
mined how the studies were related to each other. In the
fifth step, the studies were translated into one another. In
the sixth step, the translations were synthesized. In the fi-
nal step, the synthesis was expressed.

Results

The data analysis identified two main themes in the
play of children with trauma: vulnerability to trauma and
mastery over trauma (Figure. 1). Children who experi-
enced trauma showed their vulnerability during playing
by re-enactment of trauma, depicting death, and express-
ing feelings of fear and insecurity. Children symbolically
gained control over their trauma by neutralizing threats,
creating superheroes, and returning to the routine.

Reenactment

of trauma
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Expression of

fear and insecurity

Neutralization

of threat

introducing

superior powers

Return to routine life
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Conclusions

Children who have experienced trauma often exhibit
their vulnerability through re-enactments of their trauma
during play, addressing themes of death, and displaying
feelings of fear and insecurity. Play provides a safe space
for children to overcome trauma symbolically. This meta-
synthesis found that children achieve mastery over trau-
ma by neutralizing threats, creating superheroes, and re-
turning to the routine. Since children have a limited ability
to think about and express their emotions and symptoms,
various expressive tools are needed when assessing chil-
dren exposed to traumatic events. Attention to the play of
these children can be a suitable method for their psycho-
logical assessment.
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