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a b s t r a c t

Background: Nursing education and practice increasingly incorporate emerging understandings of the 
importance of considering the impacts of trauma on experiences of health and health care and of preparing 
clinicians to deliver trauma-informed care. The “Troubles” in Northern Ireland has left a legacy of trauma 
survivors, and nurses in Northern Ireland can expect to care for people with Troubles related trauma. Citizen 
Trainers (CT), from the WAVE trauma centre, have taken part in educational workshops to share their 
personal experience with Trauma.
Purpose: To investigate why individuals participate as CTs, what their experience is during the education 
process and the impact of their participation on them as individuals.
Methods: Thematic analysis was used to extract themes from the transcripts of the recordings for the focus 
group n = 15 and the individual interviews n = 2.
Findings: CTs described their participation in educational workshops as having impacts on nurse education, 
but also as having psychological impact on the CT; they highlighted the importance of emotional support for 
the CT.
Discussion: CTs found significant value in taking part as educators discussing their experience of trauma 
related to the “Troubles” in Northern Ireland. However, despite the benefits the sharing sometimes pro
duced emotional distress.
Conclusion: Incorporating similar experiences into nursing prelicensure and inservice education to increase 
clinician capacity for trauma should consider both potential benefits and discomfort for citizen survivor- 
participants.
Crown Copyright © 2025 Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Introduction

Context of Nursing in Northern Ireland

The ethno-nationalist conflict in Northern Ireland (NI) spanning 
from the late 1960s to 1998, represents a significant period of communal 
conflict deeply rooted in historical, political, and social complexities. The 
conflict primarily involved two national identities which are Unionists, 
predominantly Protestant, who wished to remain part of the United 
Kingdom, and nationalists, mostly Catholic, advocating for reunification 
with the Republic of Ireland. Throughout this period of conflict and 
violence, there were nearly 3,700 deaths reported and tens of thousands 
of injuries, which highlights the profound human cost of this historical 

conflict (Lynch & Joyce, 2018). Although the Good Friday Agreement 
(1998) is credited for ending the conflict, instability and fragility of the 
power-sharing settlement persists (O’Leary, 2019), and the enduring 
nature of segregation and emboldening of new paramilitary groups re
mains concerning (Coakley et al., 2020). There is a shared emphasis on 
the difficulties of moving from formal peace to substantive societal in
tegration, with the legacy of this conflict continuing to shape Northern 
Ireland’s political and social landscape (O’Leary, 2019). This conflict is 
commonly referred to as the “The Troubles” in Northern Ireland, which 
in addition to significant numbers suffering death or injury, an in
determinate number of the citizenry suffered significant and ongoing 
psychological and subclinical symptoms because of the extremes of civil 
unrest. The legacy of “The Troubles” is further reflected in dis
proportionately high levels of antisocial behavior, family dysfunction, 
drug and alcohol dependency within the province (WAVE, 2014).

Health care providers and educations must consider that popu
lations emerging from conflict will continue to be impacted for a 
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significant period following a peace agreement, and must take a 
trauma informed approach to care. This approach recognises the 
widespread impact of trauma and requires health care professionals 
to acknowledge the prevalence of trauma and the impact on all as
pects of health (Cannon et al., 2020). With a relatively small popu
lation of 1.9 million, it is reported that in NI 30% of adults reported 
conflict-specific adversities which highlights the unique context of 
trauma in NI (Colm Walsh et al., 2025). It is important to note that 
despite being almost 27 years past the Good Friday Agreement, 
younger generations continue to experience trauma linked to para
military activity (Colm Walsh et al., 2025). It is essential when 
supporting nursing students to develop the ability to provide person 
centered care that there is an understanding that the context of 
conflict must be taken in to account. Trauma informed care (TIC) 
provides a framework for providing care which recognises that any 
patient could have a history of trauma (Cannon et al., 2020), and this 
is particularly relevant in the given the high percentage of people in 
NI who have experienced trauma.

Furthermore, a significant number of patients and clients that 
current nursing students in NI will care for may present with pri
mary or secondary conditions associated with their experiences of 
the conflict. Many of the students will be drawn from social and 
geographical areas previously impacted by “The Troubles,” resulting 
in a unique health care setting that is deserving of specialized 
training and support. As a result, a joint educative initiative between 
the School of Nursing and Midwifery at Queen’s University Belfast 
and WAVE Trauma Centre has been established to better inform 
nursing and midwifery students of the skills, knowledge and context 
required in working with those who have experienced trauma di
rectly or indirectly as a result of the NI conflict. For nursing students, 
developing the ability to recognize and respond to trauma allows 
them to address the complex psychosocial needs of their patients.

Service Users as Educators in Nursing Education

The use of service users in nursing education is increasing 
(Blackhall et al., 2012; Rhodes et al., 2014; Scammell et al., 2016; 
Terry, 2013) and is well supported by The Nursing and Midwifery 
Council (NMC) which encourages implementation of service users in 
higher education and highlight the need for an integrated model of 
learning reflective of both the physical but also the psychosocial 
reality and living environments of patients and clients (NMC, 2024). 
Service user involvement in nursing curriculum can be implemented 
through various strategies and approaches. The literature suggests 
several methods for incorporating service user involvement in un
dergraduate nurse education such as: service user panels and 
feedback sessions (Horgan et al., 2021), service user-led teaching 
(Rush, 2009), simulation and role-playing (Terry & Coffey, 2019), 
collaborative curriculum development (Schneebeli et al., 2010), 
guest lectures and presentation (Donnell & Gormley, 2013) and re
flective practice and debriefing (Scammell et al., 2016).

These various methods have been shown to provide significant 
benefits to nursing students and has been shown to be valued by 
lecturers and service users themselves (Scammell et al., 2016). The 
inclusion of service users in the education of student nurses has 
become expected practice (Rush, 2009). This involvement has been 
found to have several benefits, including enhancing learning ex
periences and promoting person-centered care (Scammell et al., 
2016). Research has shown that service user involvement in nurse 
education can lead to transformative learning experiences for stu
dents (Rush, 2009). It allows for a shift from “othering” to mutual 
recognition and commonality between service users and nursing 
students (Schneebeli et al., 2010). This shift in perspective can con
tribute to the development of empathy and competence in nursing 
students (Ferri et al., 2019).

The benefit of service user involvement in nursing education for 
student nurses has been well documented. However, there is notably 
a paucity of research available which discusses the experience of 
services users as educators in undergraduate nursing education, 
particularly in a population emerging from conflict. This is particu
larly important perspective to investigate when considering the 
known psychological impact on services users when sharing per
sonal experiences of trauma (LeBlanc-Omstead & Kinsella, 2022). In 
this study, service uses are referred to as Citizen Trainers, which is 
the name used by the WAVE Trauma Centre. This study aims to 
understand the experience of Citizen Trainers in educating student 
nurses in relation to their lived experience with Troubles related 
trauma in the context of a health care setting.

Methods

Design

A descriptive qualitative method was utilized, using a combina
tion of semistructured interviews and focus groups (Ellingson, 2009).

Participants and Sampling

All participants who had been involved in delivering Citizen 
Training to undergraduate nurses were invited to participate in either 
a focus group (N = 15) or 1:1 interview (N = 2). Citizen Trainers were 
invited to participate via email and personal discussion with WAVE 
Trauma Education Officer to discuss the process and gain consent. 
Participants were provided with details of the evaluation and were 
given 4 weeks to consider involvement. Those that agreed to parti
cipate completed consent forms and agreed to participate in either an 
interview or focus group following Citizen Training sessions.

Citizen Training Education

Citizen Training was delivered by Citizen Trainers over a period of 
2 days to year 1 undergraduate nurses’ tutorials. Each tutorial group 
was attended by 20 to 25 students and facilitated in pairs by two 
Citizen Trainers. A total of 26 Citizen Trainers delivered training to 
184 students. Citizen Training sessions typically lasted 2 hr. Sessions 
consisted of each Citizen Trainer sharing their personal experiences 
of the NI troubles, disability and interaction with the health service. 
Students were given the opportunity to pose questions with the 
citizen trainers and discuss points. Following the sessions, the 
Citizen Trainers were provided a debriefing room and were guided 
through a formal debrief process by the WAVE Centre Trauma 
Education Officer. Prior to the Citizen Trainer’s session, all students 
attended a 2-hr lecture delivered by the Trauma Education Officer, 
which introduced TIC and the impact of trauma on the population of 
NI from a health care setting perspective.

Data Collection and Analysis

Directly following Citizen Training sessions, the focus groups and 
semistructured interviews were held in a room within the University 
Campus. Interviews and focus groups were conducted by JMM. 
Interview and focus group schedules were developed based on ex
pert discussion and a literature search. Interview schedules were 
reviewed by members of WAVE to check for clarity and correct ter
minology. Each of the two focus group lasted approximately 1 hr 
30 min and interviews were kept to 1 hr.

Using Bruan and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, all interviews/ 
focus groups were taped recorded and transcribed verbatim. Audio 
recordings and full transcripts were stored in a safe and confidential 
environment and are available for independent inspection. In
dependent thematic analysis was conducted by JMM/OS and SP 
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separately and then iteratively discussed until consensus was 
reached and subthemes and themes were developed. Individual in
terviews and focus groups were analyzed separately, then combined, 
following identification of identical themes and codes. Codes and 
themes were collaboratively identified after reading and rereading 
transcripts. Field notes taken by all the researchers were also used to 
corroborate and deepen analysis. In line with Morse’s (2015) fra
mework for rigor, validity was enhanced through triangulation of 
data sources and the use of multiple analysts to strengthen relia
bility. Researcher bias was minimized by developing interview 
schedules collaboratively with WAVE staff and through reflexive 
discussion among the research team. This study has been reported 
according to the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Re
search Guidelines.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical consent was sought and approved by Queens University 
MHLS Ethics Committee.

Results

Seventeen Citizen trainers who had experience of delivering 
workshops on their personal experiences of the NI Troubles parti
cipated in either a focus group (N = 15) or an individual interview (N 
= 2). Analysis of transcripts identified three key themes. These 
themes were (a) Nurse educational impact, (b) Psychological impact 
on Citizen Trainers, (c) Support for Citizen Trainers.

Nurse Educational Impact

Analysis demonstrated that Citizen Trainers perceived the 
workshops as positive and an important contribution to nursing 
students’ knowledge and skill development. Citizen Trainers ex
perienced students as actively listening, engaged in discussions, and 
displaying emotional responses to the personal accounts they heard. 
Participants expressed, that through listening to personal accounts, 
students gained an understanding of the NI conflict and the issues 
faced by the population. Many of these issues, participants ex
plained, have had prolonged and lasting impacts on the health and 
wellbeing across generations, thus requiring knowledge and under
standing for those health care professionals which serve their health 
care needs. Citizen Trainers felt that the workshops were an effective 
opportunity to teach the complexities of trauma and how trauma 
can have a multifaced effect on health. Discussing personal events 
and experiences of the Northern Ireland troubles and the continued 
impact on health and wellbeing was described as a beneficial 
teaching method when the matter in complex.  

"To raise awareness, yes the country may be at peace now and these 
youngsters won’t know about all that went on, but we still exist. We 
still live with it everyday.”

"Alcohol, drugs, post-traumatic stress syndrome are seen in young 
folk caused by trauma caused by the violence which are only coming 
up in folk now!"

“One girl sat with her arms folded and looked out the window I 
though she didn’t care, then I saw tears in her eyes and realised 
actually she was moved more than anyone else in the room”

In addition to knowledge and awareness, Citizen Trainers ex
pressed that by sharing their experiences, students may commu
nicate better with patients or their families who have experiences 
of conflict and therefore provide better care. Participants discussed 
that during the workshops they had shared personal accounts of 
past and current interactions with health care. In many of their 
interactions with health care, Citizen Trainers reported that health 

care staff did not consider or ignored their experiences with many 
ill-equipped to discuss injuries that had occurred because of the 
conflict. Citizen Trainers viewed nurse education as the most ef
fective way to change health care for those affected by the conflict 
as they viewed nurses as the primary health care professionals 
whom they discussed their health with and who had sign posted 
them to services in the past.

“The health service is being left to deal with the legacy of the past, 
but the younger generation of its workers have no idea why it's 
occurring. Hopefully, after meeting them, they understand why, and 
why it’s important they know!".  

"I had to have more surgery recently, and the staff hadn’t a clue how 
to talk to me about how I was injured; they wouldn’t have been so 
uncomfortable if it was a car crash or something."

Psychological Impact on Citizen Trainers

Overall, Citizen Trainers reported experiencing personal positive 
impacts because of delivering the workshops. Sharing personal ex
periences of trauma to an audience of undergraduate nurses was 
described as helpful as it gave trainers a sense of importance, em
phasizing that their experiences were valued and of significance in 
the education of health care professionals. As the country is at peace 
now, many citizen trainers reported a sense that their experiences 
had been forgotten by the public. By delivering training to nurses 
they felt that their experiences had meaning, and their contribution 
was of value to the next generation of health care professionals, this 
prompted citizen trainers to feel valued.  

“Oh yes, right from day one I felt valued and respected both by tutors 
and the students’’.

"The acknowledgement of my trauma helps me personally. I feel as if 
I'm validated."

"It helps me personally every time. It works both ways, what I give, I 
get back and more."

Citizen trainers discussed that the workshops are typically de
livered in pairs, with both individuals having personal experience of 
the Northern Ireland Troubles. Results demonstrated that Citizen 
Trainers had developed a sense of community which for some had 
reduced their feelings of isolation. Participants suggested that 
shared experience helped to normalize feelings which had a positive 
impact on overall psychological wellbeing. Knowing other people 
who had these experiences and continued to live with issues helped 
Citizen Trainers to feel reassured that they were not alone.  

“I was floating, drifting, this is brilliant WAVE reduces my isolation 
and I found my voice, when they said about going to Uni I though 
me? It’s the best thing ever happened to me I’m more confident now 
yeah I’m great thanks”

In addition, participants identified that discussing experiences of 
the conflict had assisted with prolonged feelings of grief experi
enced. The process of sharing personal accounts provided opportu
nities to keep the memories of loved ones alive, a way to make 
deceased loved ones proud and that their death can make a positive 
impact. These factors were discussed as helpful in the grieving 
process.  

"By doing this, I feel he’s still doing good; it’s keeping him alive."

"I know what you mean; I feel good knowing my dad isn’t forgotten 
completely, and he’d be proud I was doing something positive in
stead of being taken over with bitterness."

Participants did, however, identify some negative experiences 
pre and post workshops. Firstly, some CT experienced anxiety prior 
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to delivering workshops with some reporting finding it difficult to 
sleep and worry and concern that they may not do a good job. 
Delivery of the sessions was also described as emotionally challen
ging, leaving Citizen Trainers feeling exhausted with some troubled 
by memories following the workshops.  

‘’It can be draining; I'm exhausted afterwards."

“My wife says I’m quiet and brood after, I didn’t realise but I suppose 
I do its raw again”

Supporting Citizen Trainers

On reflection of their experience, Citizen Trainers discussed areas 
in which they required additional support to deliver workshops. 
Firstly, Citizen Trainers highlighted the emotional impact of deli
vering workshops and how preparation and debriefing is essential. 
Citizen Trainers discussed that it is important that they are prepared 
and understand the emotional toil that sharing their story may have. 
Participants reflected on other peers who were not prepared and as a 
result had shared experiences that they were not prepared for, and 
this had a negative impact on students and the Citizen Trainers. 
Debriefing sessions, time to reflect and discuss the teaching ex
perience was described as essential to help to process the experience 
and manage feelings. Participants also discussed the importance of 
self-care following delivery of workshops with some highlighting 
that they had taken a walk to relax, and this had been helpful. Some 
Citizen Trainers expressed that they had in the past used negative 
coping mechanisms such as alcohol to deal with emotions and 
memories that were remembered during workshop delivery. 
Through better preparation they felt they could manage better fol
lowing the workshops.

Feeling that they had adequate time to share their stories and 
facilitate discussions and questions was critical. Citizen Trainers that 
had been pushed for time during the workshops had felt anxious and 
rushed and this reduced the overall feeling of satisfaction that they 
had experienced. Overall, Citizen Trainers felt that the positive ex
periences and outcomes because of the workshops outweighed 
some of the negative impacts they had experienced.  

“It helps me personally every time, it works both ways what I give I 
get back and more”

"It's a big responsibility, I'm representing him (loved one) myself, all 
of us (those affected by the Troubles) I worry I'm doing it okay."

Discussion

The results presented in this study offer valuable insights into the 
impact of including citizen trainers with personal experiences of the 
Northern Ireland Troubles in nursing education. Citizen Trainers 
perceived their workshops as a positive and impactful contribution 
to nursing students’ knowledge and skill development. The en
gagement of students, their emotional responses, and the under
standing gained about the Northern Ireland conflict and its lasting 
impact on health and well-being are significant outcomes. This 
aligns with existing literature on the effectiveness of experiential 
learning, where students actively engage with real-life experiences 
to develop empathy, cultural competence, and critical thinking skills 
(Scammell et al., 2016). The citizen trainers emphasize the im
portance of educating healthcare professionals on the complexities 
of trauma, which is a crucial aspect of nursing education. Trauma- 
informed care is gaining recognition as an essential component of 
healthcare practice, especially when dealing with patients who have 
experienced traumatic events (Cannon et al., 2020). This study 
highlights the role of nurses as key healthcare professionals in ad
dressing the needs of individuals affected by conflict and reinforces 

the idea that healthcare education must include content related to 
understanding and responding to trauma and its effects.

The positive impact on citizen trainers is a noteworthy finding. 
Sharing their personal experiences with nursing students not only 
educates but also validates their experiences. This aligns with the 
principles of empowerment and person-centered care, where ser
vice users’ voices and experiences are valued (Jack, 2020; 
McCormack & McCance, 2021). The sense of importance and re
cognition experienced by citizen trainers can contribute to their 
overall well-being, countering feelings of isolation and neglect. The 
study also points to the therapeutic benefits of sharing experiences 
and memories related to conflict, aiding in the grieving process. 
Lauckner et al. (2012) highlight the personal learning journeys of 
services users as educators, emphasizing their sense of contributing 
value and the consequential enhancement of student learning.

This aligns with literature on the healing potential of storytelling 
and narrative-based interventions in healthcare, helping individuals 
make sense of traumatic experiences and find meaning in their stories 
(Charon, 2006). However, it is important to recognize that delivering 
such workshops can have negative consequences for citizen trainers, 
including anxiety and emotional exhaustion. These findings highlight 
the need for proper support and debriefing mechanisms, which are 
essential when service users are involved in educational activities. 
Studies have shown that without adequate support, service users may 
experience emotional distress (Lofland et al., 2006). Thus, institutions 
must prioritize the well-being of citizen trainers by offering appro
priate preparation and postsession support.

The findings highlight the workshop’s pronounced benefits for 
citizen trainers, and establish the mutually beneficial learning ex
perience that takes place between both students and service users. 
This is supported by the well-documented advantages for student 
nurses when service users assume the role of educators (McMullan 
et al., 2016). Existing research underscores the value of initiatives 
that incorporate patient-educators in various capacities, revealing 
benefits such as heightened self-esteem, empowerment, and novel 
insights into their respective issues (Scammell et al., 2016).

This study emphasizes the importance of preparing citizen trai
ners for their role, both emotionally and practically. This is con
sistent with existing literature on the importance of adequate 
training and support for service users engaged in nursing education 
(Repper & Breeze, 2007; Speed et al., 2012). Providing debriefing 
sessions and encouraging self-care measures, as suggested by citizen 
trainers, can mitigate the emotional toll of delivering such work
shops. Additionally, ensuring that citizen trainers have sufficient 
time to share their stories and facilitate discussions is vital. Rushed 
interactions can lead to feelings of anxiety and may not provide the 
depth of understanding that students need. Therefore, adequate 
time should be allowed, and resources made available to ensure that 
these workshops are conducted effectively and meaningfully.

The inclusion of service users in undergraduate nursing education 
can enhance crucial aspects such as collaborations with community 
agencies, interprofessional education, and patient safety education 
(Barba & Gendler, 2006). Nursing education has the capacity to ac
tively involve service users thereby fostering a more holistic and pa
tient-centric approach to healthcare delivery. The use of Citizen 
Trainers in nursing education allows for student nurses to gain an 
appreciation of the importance of understanding the context of their 
patient population, and how the impact of the Troubles is far reaching 
in many aspects of life in NI, including in the healthcare setting. This 
approach to engaging in partnerships with community groups to 
support nursing education can be adapted for various types of 
traumas, as this encourages educators to engage with service users to 
promote student understanding of broad determinates of health and 
the complex interaction between trauma and health outcomes.

However, when integrating the personal experiences of service 
users into nursing education, it is essential that the cost and benefit 
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to the service users is anticipated. The need for a comprehensive 
support system should be prioritized to address the potential ne
gative consequences on service user’s well-being. By integrating 
such support, nursing education can continue to benefit from the 
insights and experiences of service users like citizen trainers, ulti
mately leading to more empathetic and culturally competent 
healthcare professionals.

Limitations and Recommendations

This study provides a unique and novel understanding of the use 
and benefits of citizen trainer education in a post conflict society. 
However, results should be interpreted with caution due to the po
tential limited applicability outside of a Northern Ireland context. 
Services users as educators in nursing education have been shown to 
be mutually beneficial to both nursing students and the services 
users themselves. To facilitate service users in this role it is im
portant to provide adequate support both before and after these 
sessions, and this should be extended to support and training for 
educators. Future research would benefit from investigating the 
experience of educators in facilitating these sessions.

Conclusion

Services users lived experiences and perspectives provide valuable 
lessons, help identify areas for improvement and ensure nursing edu
cation remains relevant and responsive to the needs of the individuals 
receiving care. However, in evaluating services users as educators in 
nursing education, the service users experience and the understanding 
of the cost and benefits to them as individuals is limited. The in
vestigation into the experience of citizen trainers as educators in the 
current study highlights key areas for consideration. Citizen Trainers 
report an overwhelmingly positive experience from their role as edu
cators; however, the negative impact on individual citizen trainers as a 
result of participating in nurse education is an area to focus on to en
sure appropriate support is identified and provided. The implementa
tion of service user involvement in nursing curriculum should be done 
in a meaningful and respectful manner, and this approach should be 
considered when designing programs which aim to educate students 
on the lived experience of trauma. It is important to include adequate 
training, support and guidance for service users to ensure their comfort 
and preparedness in their roles as educators.
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