Screening Immigrant and Refugee Patients for Torture Histories

Medical Providers Key in lIdentifying Survivors:

o 5-10% of patients presenting in urban
medical clinics who were born outside of
the United States are survivors of torture®.

e Many survivors note that they expected
their doctors to ask about torture and
physical trauma, and felt uncomfortable
bringing it up after their doctors didn’t ask.

e Screening for torture histories in medical
settings is a key step in identifying
survivors and linking them to valuable
supportive services.

How to Screen:

The Eisenman Screening Question provides a
research based, empirically supported method for
screening for torture histories in general medical
settings during the second meeting with patient.

“Were you ever harmed or threatened by the
following: government, police, military or rebel
soldiers?”

If a patient endorses this question, follow up with:

“Some people in your situation have experienced
torture. Has that ever happened to you or your
family?”

These questions do not ask for specific detail, and
are framed in a non-blaming way. They do not ask
survivors to elaborate on the reasons they were
targeted, or any other details that could lead
patients to feel that their experiences were being
evaluated for validity or truth.

The eligibility process is not an inquiry. Itis
simply intended to assess if patients meet the
torture definition threshold, and should be linked to
additional supportive services available to
survivors.

If it does not appear appropriate to ask a particular
patient direct screening questions, you can take an
alternative approach:

“There is a program that works with people who
have experienced torture before coming to the
United States. Would you like more information
about that program?

What to do if a patient discloses a torture
history:

Normalize —

“We see many people who have gone through
similar experiences.”

Connect to medical treatment —

“How has this experience impacted your health, or
physical or emotional well-being?”

Offer a referral —

“It can be hard knowing where to go to get support
for things that might be related to what you went
through. Can I make a referral to a program that
works with people who have had experiences like
yours?”
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