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Abstract—Stockholm syndrome is a paradoxical 

psychological response in which hostages, abuse victims, 

or captives develop emotional bonds, sympathy, or 

loyalty toward their captors. Though not officially 

classified as a mental disorder, it has gained significant 

attention in psychology, criminology, and popular 

culture. This paper explores the origins of the term, its 

psychological underpinnings, theoretical frameworks, 

documented case studies, criticisms, and treatment 

strategies. The study further integrates empirical 

research findings to understand the role of trauma 

bonding, attachment patterns, and survival 

mechanisms. Applications are examined beyond hostage 

cases, including domestic abuse, cults, trafficking, and 

prisoner-of-war contexts.  

 

Index Terms—Stockholm syndrome, trauma bonding, 

attachment theory, cognitive dissonance, survival 

psychology. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Stockholm syndrome was first identified following a 

1973 bank robbery in Stockholm, Sweden, when 

hostages exhibited unexpected empathy and loyalty 

toward their captors. Since then, the term has been 

used to describe a range of relationships in which 

victims form positive emotional attachments to 

abusers, including domestic violence, human 

trafficking, cult membership, and prisoner-of-war 

situations (Namnyak et al., 2008). Despite 

widespread recognition in popular culture, Stockholm 

syndrome remains controversial in psychological 

research. Some scholars question whether it is a 

distinct syndrome or simply a coping mechanism 

under extreme stress (Cantor & Price, 2007). 

 

II. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

The 1973 Norrmalmstorg Robbery in Stockholm, 

Sweden, marks the origin of the term. Four hostages, 

held for six days, resisted testifying against their 

captors and expressed sympathy toward them. This 

incident sparked media attention and scholarly debate 

(Bejerot, 1974). Later cases, such as Patty Hearst’s 

1974 kidnapping by the Symbionese Liberation 

Army, drew further attention. Hearst eventually 

participated in crimes with her abductors, raising 

debates about coercion, indoctrination, and survival 

mechanisms (MacDonald, 2019). Similar dynamics 

have been reported in prolonged captivity cases, 

including Colleen Stan’s seven-year abduction in 

California (Young, 1995). Such cases reinforce the 

recurring patterns of victim-captor emotional 

alignment. 

 

III. PSYCHOLOGICAL MECHANISMS 

 

1. Survival Strategy – Victims may unconsciously 

align with captors to reduce perceived danger and 

increase survival chances. This compliance, seen as 

adaptive, reflects evolutionary survival instincts 

(Cantor, 2007). 

 

2. Trauma Bonding – Trauma bonding involves 

cycles of abuse interspersed with kindness, creating 

powerful emotional attachments. Studies show that 

intermittent reinforcement strengthens dependency 

(Dutton & Painter, 1993). 

 

3. Cognitive Dissonance – According to Festinger’s 

(1957) theory, victims resolve mental conflict by 

reinterpreting negative acts as protective. This 

reduces psychological distress. 

 

4. Attachment Theory – Bowlby’s attachment 

framework suggests that captor-victim ties mirror 

insecure parent-child bonds, where dependency 

fosters emotional ties despite harm (Graham et al., 

1994). 
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IV. SYMPTOMS AND CHARACTERISTICS 

 

- Hostages express positive feelings toward captors. 

- Victims exhibit distrust or hostility toward 

authorities, rescuers, or family members. 

- Emotional dependency overrides opportunities for 

escape. 

- Reverse Stockholm syndrome occurs when captors 

form bonds with victims (Namnyak et al., 2008). 

Case Studies 

1. Patty Hearst (1974): Kidnapped and later 

collaborated with the Symbionese Liberation Army, 

illustrating coercion and loyalty formation 

(MacDonald, 2019). 

 

2. Colleen Stan (1977–1984): Held captive in 

California for seven years, Stan complied with her 

abductor under severe psychological control (Young, 

1995). 

 

3. Child Soldiers in Conflict Zones: Studies show 

abducted children develop loyalty bonds with 

exploiters due to indoctrination, fear, and dependency 

(Betancourt, 2008). 

 

V. RESEARCH STUDIES AND EMPIRICAL 

FINDINGS 

 

Namnyak et al. (2008) conducted a systematic review 

questioning the legitimacy of Stockholm syndrome as 

a psychiatric diagnosis. Their findings emphasized 

the lack of clear diagnostic criteria. 

 

Cantor and Price (2007) studied trauma bonding in 

hostile–dependent relationships, finding that survival-

driven emotional bonds emerge in contexts of 

coercion and intermittent kindness. 

 

Dutton and Painter (1993) examined battered 

women’s attachment to abusers, identifying 

emotional dependency reinforced by cycles of 

violence and reconciliation. 

 

Recent studies on human trafficking victims 

demonstrate similar patterns of loyalty and 

compliance, suggesting Stockholm-like dynamics 

(Hopper, 2016). 

Criticisms of the Concept 

- Lack of Diagnostic Status: Not included in DSM-5 

or ICD-11. 

- Overgeneralization: Media mislabels any victim 

sympathy as Stockholm syndrome. 

- Alternative Explanations: Behaviors may reflect 

rational survival strategies or conditioned responses, 

not a distinct syndrome (Namnyak et al., 2008). 

Treatment and Recovery 

1. Psychotherapy: Trauma-informed therapy, CBT, 

and EMDR help victims process traumatic 

attachments (Herman, 1992). 

 

2. Support Systems: Family therapy, survivor 

networks, and reintegration programs reduce 

isolation and dependency. 

 

3. Education: Public awareness campaigns help 

reduce victim-blaming and increase understanding of 

survival psychology. 

Applications Beyond Hostage Situations 

- Domestic abuse and intimate partner violence 

(Dutton & Painter, 1993). 

- Cult indoctrination and extremist group loyalty 

(Singer, 2003). 

- Human trafficking victims (Hopper, 2016). 

- Prisoners of war and concentration camp survivors 

(Herman, 1992). 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 

Stockholm syndrome highlights the complex 

interplay between trauma, survival, and emotional 

attachment. While debated as a distinct clinical 

syndrome, its manifestations in hostage situations, 

abusive relationships, and coercive environments 

reveal critical insights into human resilience and 

vulnerability. Continued interdisciplinary research is 

essential for refining understanding, guiding therapy, 

and shaping legal and social frameworks to support 

victims. 
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