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Abstract 

Trauma nursing in high-pressure emergency settings represents a critical and evolving field that combines advanced clinical 

expertise, rapid decision-making, and emotional resilience to manage patients with severe injuries and life-threatening conditions. 

This literature review explores the multifaceted roles and challenges faced by trauma nurses, emphasizing their contributions to 

patient stabilization, care coordination, and holistic recovery support. Drawing from global and historical contexts, the review 

traces the evolution of trauma nursing, highlighting milestones such as battlefield medicine, the development of Advanced 

Trauma Life Support protocols, and the rise of structured education and training programs like the Trauma Nursing Core Course. 

The analysis delves into the unique demands of high-pressure emergency environments, where time-sensitive interventions, 

resource constraints, and unpredictable scenarios demand exceptional adaptability and teamwork. It examines the physical and 

psychological stressors that affect trauma nurses, including secondary traumatic stress and burnout, and underscores the 

importance of institutional support and mental health initiatives to foster resilience. Evidence-based recommendations, including 

continuing education, interprofessional collaboration, and mental health support, are presented as strategies to enhance both 

patient outcomes and nursing well-being. By synthesizing current research and best practices, this review underscores the 

indispensable role of trauma nurses in modern healthcare systems, advocating for ongoing advancements in training, resources, 

and systemic support to meet the demands of this high-stakes field. 

 

Introduction 

Trauma is a significant global health challenge, particularly affecting children and young people. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) identifies trauma as the leading cause of death in individuals under 30 years old (WHO, 2021). 

This includes injuries from road traffic accidents, falls, interpersonal violence, and other unintentional injuries.In the 

UK, the statistics underscore the gravity of trauma's impact. Annually, approximately 16,000 people lose their lives 
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due to traumatic injuries, highlighting the public health burden of this issue (Lucena-Amaro et al., 2022). Among 

those who survive, many endure life-altering consequences, including severe disabilities and prolonged recovery 

periods. These injuries often require extensive rehabilitation and may lead to a reduced quality of life, chronic pain, 

and psychological challenges such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (WHO, 2021).Beyond individual 

suffering, trauma places a substantial strain on healthcare systems. Survivors with complex injuries often require 

critical care, surgeries, and long-term support, contributing to significant healthcare costs. Effective trauma care 

systems, including rapid response, advanced surgical interventions, and comprehensive rehabilitation services, are 

essential to improve survival rates and outcomes (Magruder et al., 2017). 

Traumatic injuries encompass a range of severe and complex conditions, with devastating impacts on physical and 

neurological health. Traumatic Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) results in the loss of motor, sensory, and autonomic 

functions below the injury level, with causes including vehicular accidents and falls. Initial mechanical trauma often 

leads to progressive damage due to secondary injury mechanisms such as inflammation and neurodegeneration 

(Lima et al., 2022). Effective management includes surgical decompression and stabilization, but challenges persist 

due to the formation of cystic cavities and glial scarring that inhibit regeneration (Rupp, 2021).Traumatic Brain 

Injury (TBI) involves direct mechanical damage to brain tissues, often accompanied by diffuse axonal injuries. It 

causes a cascade of cellular disruptions, leading to permanent disabilities, cognitive impairments, or persistent 

vegetative states (Mckee & Daneshvar, 2018). Emerging treatments focus on minimizing damage through therapies 

targeting mitochondrial functions and inflammation (Hamblin et al., 2011). 

Trauma nurses are the backbone of high-pressure environments, combining clinical expertise, emotional 

intelligence, and organizational skills to save lives and improve outcomes. Their ability to manage critical situations 

and provide holistic care makes them indispensable in trauma and emergency care settings.Emergency and critical 

care (ECC) units play a vital role in healthcare, dedicated to managing patients with urgent and life-threatening 

conditions. Nurses in these settings face significant stress due to the high demands of their work environment and 

the complexity of their responsibilities (Liu et al., 2023). During public health crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, 

ECC nurses took on critical duties despite the risk of exposure. Their efforts included identifying and managing 

cases, implementing safety protocols, collecting medical samples, providing respiratory and circulatory support such 

as ECMO, and delivering intensive bedside care (Han et al., 2022). As key patient caregivers, they maintain close 

contact and significantly contribute to the department's operations. Collaborative efforts between ECC nurses and 

physicians have been shown to improve outcomes by reducing emergency wait times, enhancing patient satisfaction, 

lowering mortality rates, and cutting healthcare costs, outperforming physician-only care models (Woo et al., 

2017).Trauma nursing in high-pressure emergency settings represents a critical component of modern healthcare, 

blending rapid decision-making, emotional resilience, and technical expertise to manage complex patient needs. 

This specialized field has evolved from battlefield medicine to a structured profession influenced by advancements 

in emergency protocols and interdisciplinary collaboration (Henshall et al., 2022). Trauma nursing originated from 

battlefield medicine, where rapid response and triage were essential. Over time, it has evolved into a structured 

profession incorporating evidence-based emergency protocols and interdisciplinary collaboration (Baik et al., , 

2024). The introduction of programs like Advanced Trauma Care for Nurses has standardized care and improved 

outcomes through enhanced knowledge and technical proficiency (Awwad et al., 2021). Nurses in these roles face 

multifaceted challenges, including emotional strain, resource constraints, and high patient volumes, necessitating a 

balance between clinical precision and psychological support. Through evidence-based practices, continuous 

education, and innovations in emergency care systems, trauma nursing remains pivotal in enhancing patient 

outcomes during critical moments (Van Way, 2016). 

The objectives of this review are to analyze the evolution and current practices of trauma nursing within high-

pressure emergency settings, emphasizing its critical role in managing severe and complex injuries. It seeks to 

identify the multifaceted responsibilities of trauma nurses, including patient assessment, intervention, care 

coordination, and psychological support, while exploring the historical context that shaped the profession. 

Furthermore, the review aims to highlight the challenges faced by trauma nurses, such as resource constraints, 

emotional strain, and secondary traumatic stress, and to evaluate strategies for addressing these issues. By 

integrating evidence-based practices, training advancements, and multidisciplinary collaboration, the review aspires 

to propose actionable recommendations for improving trauma care outcomes and supporting the resilience and well-

being of trauma nurses in their demanding roles. 

1. Historical Context and Evolution of Trauma Nursing 

Trauma nursing has evolved significantly over the past century, shaped by advancements in medical science, 

responses to global conflicts, and the growing recognition of trauma as a critical public health issue. Understanding 

its historical context provides insight into how this specialty emerged and adapted to meet the challenges of 

increasingly complex emergency care.In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, trauma care was rudimentary, with 
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little formal training for nurses in emergency medicine. Early trauma nursing practices were heavily influenced by 

wartime experiences (Van Way, 2016). During World War I (1914–1918) and World War II (1939–1945), nurses 

played a pivotal role in caring for injured soldiers. These experiences underscored the need for rapid assessment, 

triage, and treatment of life-threatening injuries in high-pressure environments. Field hospitals became laboratories 

for trauma care innovation. Nurses working on battlefields developed techniques to stabilize patients under resource-

constrained conditions, such as controlling hemorrhage and preventing infection. These practices laid the 

groundwork for modern trauma care principles (Brown, 2015; Harris, 2014).  

The mid-20th century saw the formalization of emergency and trauma nursing. The post-war period brought 

advancements in medicine, including the development of antibiotics and improvements in surgical techniques, 

which enhanced survival rates for trauma patients (Moparthi et al., 2024). In the 1960s, the establishment of civilian 

emergency medical services (EMS) systems revolutionized trauma care. This period marked the transition from 

informal on-the-job training to structured education for nurses in emergency medicine (Teman et al., 2014). The 

introduction of Advanced Trauma Life Support (ATLS) protocols in the 1970s further standardized trauma care, 

emphasizing the critical role of nurses in delivering timely interventions (Radvinsky et al., 2012). 

The evolution of trauma nursing has been shaped by several key milestones, including the establishment of trauma 

centers in the 1960s and 1970s, the development of triage systems to prioritize patient care effectively, and the 

formation of emergency nursing associations, which have advanced professional standards and collaboration in the 

field. The establishment of designated trauma centers in hospitals recognized the need for specialized facilities and 

trained personnel to manage trauma patients. Nurses became integral members of multidisciplinary teams (Maull et 

al., 1986). Triage, the process of prioritizing patients based on injury severity, was formalized during wartime but 

adapted for civilian emergency departments (EDs) (Lampi, 2017). Trauma nurses became proficient in assessing and 

categorizing patients to ensure optimal use of resources.The Emergency Nurses Association (ENA), established in 

1970, has been a pivotal organization advocating for emergency nursing excellence through education, advocacy, 

and certification. One of ENA's most influential contributions is the development of the Trauma Nursing Core 

Course (TNCC), a certification program designed to provide nurses with a systematic approach to trauma care. The 

TNCC emphasizes evidence-based practices and is often a mandatory requirement for emergency nurses in trauma 

centers. Moreover, it is recognized and recommended by institutions like the American College of Surgeons for 

hospitals aspiring to trauma center verification (Silva & Whalen, 2014). ENA has also led initiatives to elevate the 

professionalism of emergency nursing. Its advocacy encompasses policy issues, trauma prevention, and the 

development of safety protocols, significantly influencing care standards in emergency settings. These efforts have 

contributed to broader access to emergency care training, such as pediatric and critical care specialties, enriching the 

skillsets of nurses globally (Milbrath & Snyder, 2021). Through these initiatives, ENA has advanced emergency 

nursing by ensuring nurses are prepared for the complex demands of high-pressure environments, reinforcing the 

importance of continuous education and professional growth. 

Recently, global health crises such as natural disasters, terrorist attacks, and pandemics have underscored the critical 

role of trauma nursing in disaster response and mass casualty incidents (MCIs). These events have accelerated 

advancements in trauma education and readiness, shaping the development of specialized training, interdisciplinary 

collaboration, and policy frameworks (Loke et al., 2021). Nurses serve as vital first responders during MCIs, where 

the demand for care exceeds available resources. Evidence-based guidelines tailored for nurses in prehospital and 

hospital environments emphasize the importance of disaster preparedness and efficient triage systems (Olchin& 

Krutz, 2012). Disaster simulations have emerged as a valuable tool in nursing education, providing opportunities for 

students to develop triage, communication, and teamwork skills. For instance, participation in MCI simulations 

significantly improved students' self-perceived knowledge and preparedness (Zinan et al., 2015). Advanced training 

curricula, such as the Advanced Disaster Medical Response (ADMR) Course, equip nurses with the core 

competencies needed for effective disaster management (Chang & Briggs, 2011). Events like the COVID-19 

pandemic demonstrated the necessity of incorporating public health principles into trauma nursing. Nurses’ roles 

expanded to include community education, infection control, and psychosocial support for both patients and 

healthcare teams (Rodriguez-Arrastia et al., 2021). 

2. High-Pressure Emergency Settings in Trauma Nursing 

Emergency settings are among the most demanding environments in healthcare, characterized by critical time 

sensitivity, unpredictable conditions, high patient volumes, and resource limitations. These environments require 

trauma nurses to perform under immense pressure while ensuring the highest standard of care. Understanding the 

dynamics of these settings is crucial to appreciating the skills and resilience required of trauma nurses (Abu-

Alhaija& Gillespie, 2022). The urgency of care in emergency settings often requires trauma nurses to make rapid, 

life-saving decisions. Effective time management is critical to ensure patients receive timely interventions. Studies 

demonstrate that shorter response times and quicker preparation in emergency operations significantly enhance 
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rescue success rates and patient outcomes (Hu et al., 2023). Trauma nurses routinely prioritize procedures based on 

the severity of injuries using advanced triage systems to manage limited time effectively (Lee et al., 2013). 

Emergency settings are marked by unpredictable scenarios that demand flexibility and rapid adaptation. Nurses 

often face chaotic situations, such as mass casualty incidents or complex trauma cases, where the care environment 

can feel like a "war zone." These conditions contribute to chronic stress and secondary traumatic stress among 

nurses (Wolf et al., 2020). Unpredictability necessitates constant readiness for a wide range of medical emergencies, 

from trauma to mental health crises (Molloy et al., 2020). Overcrowding in emergency departments places 

significant stress on nurses and can compromise patient care. The simultaneous need to address multiple critical 

cases requires exceptional organizational and multitasking skills (Ferreira &Cividini, 2023). In high-volume 

settings, trauma nurses often experience a greater workload, contributing to physical exhaustion and burnout, which 

can affect their well-being and the quality of care provided (Adriaenssens et al., 2012).Limited access to critical 

resources, including personnel, equipment, and space, further complicates trauma nursing in emergencies. In rural or 

remote settings, these constraints are amplified, impacting patient outcomes significantly (Morgan & Calleja, 2020). 

Strategic allocation of scarce resources is essential to maximize patient survival during mass casualty incidents and 

other high-demand scenarios (Hirshberg et al., 2001). 

3. The Role of Trauma Nurses in High-Pressure Environments 

Trauma nurses operate in dynamic and high-pressure environments where their expertise is essential for patient 

stabilization, comprehensive care, and recovery support. Their roles are multifaceted, encompassing direct patient 

care, emotional support, and collaborative efforts in interdisciplinary teams (Ashworth et al., 2023). 

Patient assessment and intervention: Trauma nurses are responsible for rapid, accurate assessments of patients, 

which include evaluating the mechanism of injury, vital signs, and potential complications. This initial care is 

critical to identifying life-threatening conditions and prioritizing treatments. They perform key interventions such as 

administering medications, managing airways, and initiating resuscitation. This ensures immediate response to the 

unique demands of trauma care (Baik et al., 2024). 

Wound Care and Management: Trauma nurses provide specialized wound care, including cleaning, dressing, and 

monitoring for signs of infection. In cases of burns or severe injuries, they coordinate with plastic surgeons or 

wound care specialists for advanced treatment. They ensure thorough irrigation and debridement to remove 

contaminants, which is essential for effective wound management (Bonham, 2016).  In cases involving severe 

injuries or burns, trauma nurses collaborate closely with plastic surgeons and wound care specialists to coordinate 

advanced treatments. This multidisciplinary approach ensures comprehensive care tailored to complex injuries 

(Steele, 2006). Specific interventions, such as the use of negative pressure wound therapy (NPWT), are often 

employed in trauma cases to promote granulation tissue formation and wound closure (Clevenger & Tepas, 1997). 

Trauma nurses monitor wounds for signs of infection, such as redness, swelling, or purulent discharge, to intervene 

promptly. Perianesthesia nurses in orthopedic trauma cases, for instance, focus on infection control practices due to 

the heightened risk of complications like osteomyelitis (Mamaril et al., 2007).Also, adherence to evidence-based 

protocols for dressing changes and use of sterile techniques is integral to minimizing infection risks and improving 

recovery times (Jennings & Mitchell, 2017). 

Care coordination and continuity: Trauma nurses play a vital role in coordinating the care provided by various 

medical teams, ensuring seamless transitions from emergency departments to surgical units or intensive care 

facilities (Liu et al., 2019). For pediatric trauma patients, nurses specialize in adapting care protocols to meet 

developmental needs while mitigating emotional and physical stress (Wurster et al., 2009). 

Management of complications:Trauma nurses are instrumental in preventing and managing complications, such as 

hypothermia, by using interventions to maintain body temperature and stabilize patients during resuscitation and 

surgery (van Veelen& Brodmann Maeder, 2021). They actively monitor patients for secondary trauma or 

psychological distress, intervening as needed to improve long-term outcomes (Adriaenssens et al., 2012). 

Emotional and psychological support: Beyond physical care, trauma nurses provide critical emotional support to 

both patients and their families, addressing fears, uncertainties, and grief associated with traumatic events (Leng et 

al., 2022). Their role often includes mitigating secondary trauma effects, such as compassion fatigue and burnout, by 

employing resilience and coping strategies (Wentzel &Brysiewicz, 2014). 

Collaboration: Trauma nurses act as central communication hubs, ensuring that all team members are informed 

about patient status, interventions, and critical care decisions. Structured communication, such as pre-trauma arrival 

briefings, has been shown to improve team concordance and task efficiency (Steinemann et al., 2016). Regular 

rounds involving trauma nurses and other specialists have improved patient outcomes and collaboration. For 

instance, structured trauma nursing rounds led to over 450 care improvements across a series of patients (Jennings & 

Mitchell, 2017). 
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Championing patient-centered decisions: Nurses frequently advocate for appropriate care decisions, such as 

prioritizing pain management or timely interventions. Advocacy is especially crucial during end-of-life decisions, 

where nurses facilitate discussions between families and the care team, balancing medical possibilities with patient 

preferences (Barndt, 2018). 

4. Challenges and Stressors in Trauma Nursing 

Trauma nursing in high-pressure emergency settings presents a unique set of challenges due to the high-stakes and 

emotionally charged nature of the work. Emergency nurses frequently encounter life-threatening situations and 

critical events, which can lead to emotional exhaustion and post-traumatic stress. These high-pressure scenarios, 

especially those involving aggression or patient mortality, are significant predictors of post-traumatic stress 

symptoms (de Wijn& van der Doef, 2020). 

Secondary traumatic stress occurs when nurses experience emotional distress from exposure to patients' trauma. A 

significant proportion of emergency nurses report symptoms of STS, characterized by intrusive thoughts, emotional 

numbness, and hyperarousal (Alshammari et al., 2024). Factors contributing to STS include prolonged exposure to 

traumatic patient cases, lack of coping mechanisms or institutional support, and feelings of helplessness during 

severe patient deterioration or death (Duffy et al., 2015). The quality of trauma care can be compromised by 

inadequate resources, leading to dissatisfaction among nurses. Resource-related challenges include insufficient 

staffing or equipment during high-demand periods and poorly designed environments that disrupt efficient 

workflows and communication (Peng et al., 2023). 

Nurses often experience psychological strain due to witnessing severe patient injuries, unexpected deaths, or adverse 

outcomes. The unpredictability of trauma cases adds an additional layer of stress, as even well-trained nurses 

sometimes feel unprepared to address every scenario effectively (Alzghoul, 2014). While trauma nurses are trained 

to prioritize patient care, the emotional toll of suppressing personal feelings to maintain professionalism is 

significant. This duality can lead to long-term emotional fatigue and reduced job satisfaction (Missouridou, 2017). 

5. Recommendations for Improvement 

Improving trauma nursing in high-pressure emergency settings is vital to enhance patient outcomes and reduce 

provider burnout. Trauma nurses often face dynamic and high-stakes situations requiring both technical expertise 

and emotional resilience. Recommendations for improvement span education, inter-professional collaboration, 

system efficiency, and mental health support (Haugland et al., 2023).  

Continuing education programs focused on trauma-specific skills, such as advanced life support techniques, triage 

protocols, and rapid decision-making, are essential for maintaining nursing competence in emergency settings. 

Simulation-based training has been shown to improve clinical skills and teamwork under pressure (Castner et al., 

2024). Trauma education programs, like the Advanced Trauma Life Support (ATLS) or Advanced Trauma Care for 

Nurses, have been shown to improve nurses' knowledge and skills in trauma triage and management. Participants 

reported increased confidence and preparedness to handle complex trauma scenarios (Awwad et al., 2021; Ireland et 

al., 2017). Innovative methods like in-situ simulation allow nurses to practice trauma resuscitation in realistic 

settings, enhancing teamwork and decision-making skills. This approach not only fosters confidence but also 

improves readiness to manage real-life trauma cases (Bellino et al., 2020). Multidisciplinary training aligns diverse 

roles, fostering understanding and synergy among healthcare professionals. Better coordination between emergency 

and surgical teams has been linked to improved trauma management outcomes (Alexandrino et al., 2023). 

Multidisciplinary training programs have been effective in reducing emergency department overcrowding and 

improving patient management outcomes, such as faster triage and reduced emergency department stay times 

(Heydari et al., 2019). Training emergency nurses in trauma care improves not only technical skills but also reduces 

risks of re-traumatization in vulnerable patients. Programs integrating psychological and social trauma aspects can 

enhance holistic care delivery (Akhtar et al., 2022). Training not only increases team efficiency but also boosts 

morale and job satisfaction, creating a more supportive work environment and reducing burnout among healthcare 

professionals (Roberts et al., 2014). 

Effective communication and collaboration among healthcare professionals improve patient care during 

emergencies. Trauma teams should implement structured communication protocols like SBAR (Situation, 

Background, Assessment, and Recommendation) to ensure clarity and reduce errors. Structured communication 

tools help ensure clarity and reduce errors during handovers and critical moments. Implementation improves 

information transfer and reduces misunderstandings in high-pressure environments (Miller et al., 2012). Programs 

like TeamSTEPPS improve collaboration and communication within emergency teams, boosting perceptions of 

teamwork and patient safety. Pre- and post-training evaluations have demonstrated measurable improvements in 

team dynamics (Matzke et al., 2021). Trauma simulations in realistic settings train teams to communicate effectively 

under pressure. These exercises have been shown to improve communication, leadership, and task management 

skills, with positive impacts observed during real emergencies (Caldwell et al., 2020).  
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Nurses frequently experience burnout and PTSD due to exposure to traumatic events and workplace stressors. 

Studies report significant rates of emotional exhaustion and PTSD symptoms among trauma and critical care nurses 

(Li et al., 2021). Addressing the mental health needs of trauma nurses is critical given their exposure to high stress 

and traumatic events. Institutions should provide access to counseling services, peer support programs, and regular 

debriefings. Evidence indicates that such interventions lower the risk of burnout and post-traumatic stress disorder 

among emergency nurses (Flaubert et al., 2021). Access to mental health counseling and structured peer support 

programs significantly helps nurses cope with traumatic experiences. Such interventions improve psychological 

well-being and reduce the incidence of burnout and compassion fatigue (Fu et al., 2018). Mindfulness-based 

interventions (MBIs) effectively reduce stress, depression, and PTSD symptoms among nurses. Training in 

mindfulness helps enhance emotional resilience and coping mechanisms, fostering better mental health outcomes 

(Ramachandran et al., 2022). Trauma nurses also benefit from regular debriefings that provide opportunities to 

process experiences and receive emotional support. This reduces feelings of isolation and aids in emotional recovery 

after critical incidents (Darnell et al., 2018). Higher levels of social support, both personal and professional, are 

associated with lower levels of burnout and PTSD in nurses. Encouraging supportive work environments and 

relationships can buffer against stress (Lee & Kim, 2016). Training trauma nurses in delivering brief mental health 

interventions for themselves and peers has shown promise in improving their coping skills and reducing mental 

health symptoms (Darnell et al., 2018). Finally, institutions that implement structured programs addressing 

workplace stress and trauma exposure, such as resilience training and improved staffing models, enhance the well-

being of their nursing staff (Jenkins & Elliott, 2004).  

In conclusion, trauma nursing in high-pressure emergency settings is a cornerstone of modern healthcare, requiring 

a blend of clinical precision, rapid decision-making, and emotional resilience to address complex and life-

threatening injuries. Trauma nurses play a vital role in patient stabilization, holistic recovery, and care coordination, 

often under significant stress and resource limitations. Despite these challenges, advancements in training programs, 

evidence-based practices, and multidisciplinary collaboration have improved both patient outcomes and professional 

standards in the field. Addressing the psychological and emotional toll on trauma nurses is critical for sustaining 

their well-being and effectiveness. Strategies such as continuing education, institutional support, and mental health 

interventions are essential for reducing burnout and secondary traumatic stress. By fostering resilience and providing 

adequate resources, healthcare systems can empower trauma nurses to deliver high-quality care while enhancing 

their professional satisfaction. As the demands on emergency healthcare grow, the role of trauma nurses remains 

indispensable, underscoring the need for ongoing investment in their development and support to ensure optimal 

outcomes for patients and caregivers alike. 
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