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ABSTRACT

Stockholm syndrome is one of the most widely recognized yet controversial concepts in psychology,
criminology, and popular culture. The term describes a phenomenon in which hostages, victims of kidnapping,
or individuals subjected to prolonged coercive control develop positive emotional connections, loyalty, or
sympathy toward their captors or abusers. Since its emergence following the 1973 Stockholm bank robbery in
Sweden, Stockholm syndrome has been used to explain seemingly paradoxical relationships between victims
and perpetrators. However, despite its widespread public recognition, the concept remains debated within
academic psychology because it lacks formal diagnostic status, standardized assessment criteria, and strong
empirical validation. This paper examines Stockholm syndrome through historical, psychological,
neuroscientific, and legal perspectives. It explores the mechanisms proposed to explain the phenomenon,
including trauma bonding, cognitive adaptation, emotional dependence, survival strategies, and attachment
responses under extreme stress. The paper further evaluates criticisms regarding whether Stockholm syndrome
represents a distinct psychological condition or whether it is better understood as a manifestation of broader
trauma-related processes. Particular attention is given to implications for victims of domestic violence, hostage
situations, human trafficking, and coercive relationships. The analysis argues that although Stockholm
syndrome may not constitute an independent psychiatric disorder, the underlying psychological processes it
attempts to describe are real and clinically significant. A more scientifically rigorous framework focusing on
coercive control, trauma adaptation, and survival psychology may provide a more accurate understanding of

victim, perpetrator attachment.
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A

INTRODUCTION

Human responses to extreme danger often challenge traditional assumptions about fear, self-preservation, and
rational decision-making. One of the most puzzling psychological phenomena involves victims who appear to
develop emotional attachment, loyalty, or even defense of individuals who have harmed them. This
phenomenon is commonly referred to as Stockholm syndrome (Gallegos and Ibarra, 2026; Wong, 2026; Zarei
et al., 2026), a term that has become deeply embedded in public discussions of kidnapping, abuse, and
traumatic relationships. The concept gained international attention after a bank robbery occurred at
Kreditbanken in Stockholm, Sweden, in August 1973. During the six-day hostage crisis, four bank employees
were held captive by criminals inside the bank vault. After their release, some hostages expressed sympathy
toward their captors and criticized the authorities’ rescue efforts. One hostage reportedly developed an
emotional attachment to one of the perpetrators and later defended him publicly. Swedish criminologist and
psychiatrist Nils Bejerot, who advised police during the crisis, introduced the term Stockholm syndrome to
describe this unusual psychological response (Figure.1). Since then, Stockholm syndrome has been applied to
various situations, including kidnapping cases, domestic violence, child abuse, cult environments, and human
trafficking. However, the concept has generated significant controversy. Supporters argue that it describes a
recognizable survival response among individuals exposed to extreme power imbalance and threats. Critics
argue that it is poorly defined, lacks sufficient scientific evidence, and may oversimplify complex relationships
between victims and perpetrators. The central question surrounding Stockholm syndrome is not merely
whether victims can develop positive feelings toward abusers; psychological research has long demonstrated
that traumatic relationships can produce complex emotional bonds. Rather, the debate concerns whether
Stockholm syndrome represents a unique psychological phenomenon or whether it is better explained through
existing concepts such as trauma bonding, learned helplessness, attachment theory, and coping mechanisms.
This paper analyzes Stockholm syndrome from multiple perspectives. First, it examines its historical
development and conceptual foundations. Second, it explores psychological mechanisms that may contribute
to victim—perpetrator attachment. Third, it evaluates criticisms regarding its scientific validity. Finally, it

discusses implications for forensic psychology, legal systems, and victim support.
Historical Origins of Stockholm Syndrome
The 1973 Stockholm Bank Robbery

The origin of Stockholm syndrome is closely connected to a dramatic hostage event in Sweden. On August 23,
1973, Jan-Erik Olsson, an armed criminal, entered Kreditbanken in central Stockholm and attempted a robbery.
After police intervention, Olsson took four bank employees hostage and demanded money, transportation, and
the release of another prisoner, Clark Olofsson. The hostages were confined in a bank vault for approximately
six days. During this period, the relationship between hostages and captors became psychologically complex.
Reports indicated that some hostages developed sympathy toward their captors, expressed concern for their
safety, and resisted aspects of the police response. After their release, several hostages continued to display
positive attitudes toward the perpetrators. The event attracted considerable media attention because the
hostages’ reactions appeared inconsistent with conventional expectations. Traditionally, victims of violent
crimes were expected to experience hatred, fear, and anger toward perpetrators. Instead, some victims showed

emotional attachment and concern. Psychologists and criminologists attempted to explain this behavior by
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examining how extreme stress, dependency, and survival conditions could influence human emotions and

decision-making.
Development of the Concept

Following the Stockholm incident, the term “Stockholm syndrome” became popular among journalists, law
enforcement professionals, and psychologists. The concept suggested that victims under conditions of captivity
might psychologically align themselves with their captors as a means of survival. Several factors were
proposed as contributing to this response: perceived threat to survival, isolation from external support, small
acts of kindness from the perpetrator, dependence on the perpetrator for basic needs and inability to escape.
These conditions can create a psychological environment where victims reinterpret the perpetrator’s behavior
as protective rather than threatening. However, the original Stockholm case itself has been debated. Some
researchers argue that later interpretations exaggerated or simplified what actually occurred. The hostages’
reactions may have reflected practical survival strategies rather than genuine emotional attachment. This

controversy became central to later academic criticism of the concept.
Conceptual Development and Psychological Mechanisms
Trauma Bonding

One of the closest related concepts to Stockholm syndrome is trauma bonding. Trauma bonding refers to
strong emotional attachments that develop between victims and perpetrators through cycles of abuse and
intermittent reinforcement. In abusive relationships, perpetrators may alternate between cruelty and kindness.
This unpredictable pattern can strengthen emotional dependence because victims begin associating moments of
affection or safety with the perpetrator. For example, an abusive partner may engage in violence but later
apologize, provide affection, or promise change. The contrast between fear and relief can create powerful
psychological bonds. Unlike ordinary relationships based on trust and mutual respect, trauma bonds develop

under conditions of fear, dependency, and unequal power.
Cognitive Adaptation and Psychological Survival

Human beings possess strong psychological mechanisms for adapting to extreme circumstances. When
individuals face situations where escape appears impossible, they may adjust their perceptions to reduce
psychological distress. Stockholm syndrome has often been explained through cognitive adaptation theory.
According to this perspective, victims may unconsciously modify their interpretation of reality to maintain
psychological stability. For example: viewing the perpetrator as completely evil may increase fear and
hopelessness, viewing the perpetrator as partially sympathetic may create a sense of control, believing
cooperation increases survival chances may reduce anxiety. This process does not necessarily represent

genuine affection. Instead, it may function as an emergency coping strategy.
Attachment Under Threat

Attachment theory, originally developed by John Bowlby, provides another framework for understanding

Stockholm syndrome. Humans naturally seek emotional connection, especially during situations involving
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danger and uncertainty. Under extreme stress, individuals may become attached to the person who controls
their environment, even if that person is also the source of danger. This paradox occurs because the perpetrator
may simultaneously represent: danger, authority, access to resources and the possibility of survival. The

psychological conflict between fear and dependence may produce complex emotional responses.
Neuroscientific Perspectives on Stockholm Syndrome

Although Stockholm syndrome has traditionally been discussed through psychological and sociological
frameworks, advances in neuroscience provide additional insight into how extreme stress can influence
emotional attachment, cognition, and decision-making. Neuroscience does not confirm Stockholm syndrome
as a distinct neurological condition; however, research on trauma, fear responses, memory, and attachment
demonstrates biological mechanisms that may contribute to behaviors commonly associated with the

phenomenon.
The Stress Response System and Survival Adaptation

When individuals experience extreme danger, the human brain activates survival mechanisms controlled
primarily by the amygdala, hypothalamus, and autonomic nervous system. The fight-or-flight response
prepares individuals to confront or escape threats. However, when escape is impossible, the brain may activate
alternative survival responses, including freezing, submission, compliance, or attachment-seeking behaviors.
The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis plays a central role in regulating stress responses. During
prolonged captivity or abuse, excessive activation of the stress system can affect emotional regulation, memory
processing, and judgment. High levels of cortisol and adrenaline may produce hypervigilance, anxiety, and
altered perception of threats. In situations where the perpetrator controls access to food, safety, communication,
or survival resources, victims may psychologically adapt by reducing resistance and increasing cooperation.
From an evolutionary perspective, attachment to a powerful figure may sometimes function as a survival
strategy. Thus, behaviors interpreted as loyalty toward a captor may represent adaptive responses to extreme

environmental conditions rather than conscious approval of abuse.
The Role of the Amygdala and Fear Processing

The amygdala is a brain structure strongly involved in detecting threats and processing emotional memories.
During traumatic experiences, the amygdala may become highly activated, causing individuals to focus
intensely on cues associated with danger. In hostage situations or abusive relationships, victims often become
highly sensitive to the perpetrator’s emotional state. Small changes in voice, facial expression, or behavior may
become important survival information. For example, a victim may learn that: calm behavior from the
perpetrator reduces danger, cooperation prevents punishment and emotional connection decreases perceived

threat. This intense attention toward the perpetrator may create psychological dependence.
Neurochemical Mechanisms of Attachment

Attachment-related neurochemistry may also contribute to trauma bonding. Hormones and neurotransmitters
such as oxytocin, dopamine, and endogenous opioids influence social bonding, reward, and emotional

regulation. Oxytocin, often called the “bonding hormone,” contributes to trust and social attachment. Although
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commonly associated with positive relationships, attachment mechanisms can operate in harmful contexts as
well. The human brain does not automatically distinguish between healthy and unhealthy attachment when
survival needs are involved. Dopamine pathways associated with reward may also become involved through
intermittent reinforcement. When kindness occurs unpredictably after periods of fear or abuse, the emotional
contrast may strengthen attachment. This mechanism resembles the psychological effects observed in

gambling addiction, where unpredictable rewards produce strong behavioral reinforcement.
Legal Medicine and Forensic Psychological Perspectives

Stockholm syndrome has significant relevance within legal medicine, forensic psychology, and criminal justice
because victim behavior frequently influences legal interpretation. Courts, investigators, and medical
professionals often encounter situations where victims appear reluctant to accuse perpetrators, cooperate with

authorities, or leave abusive relationships.
Victim Behavior and Legal Misinterpretation

A major challenge in criminal investigations is that victims do not always behave according to traditional
expectations. Many people assume that victims should immediately escape, report crimes, or demonstrate
anger toward offenders. However, trauma research demonstrates that victim responses are highly variable.
Victims may: minimize the severity of abuse, defend the perpetrator, refuse cooperation, maintain
communication with the offender and return to abusive relationships. These behaviors may be incorrectly
interpreted as evidence that abuse did not occur. From a forensic perspective, understanding trauma responses
is essential because victim behavior cannot be evaluated without considering power imbalance, fear,

dependency, and psychological adaptation.
Stockholm Syndrome in Criminal Trials

Although the term Stockholm syndrome is occasionally mentioned in legal cases, it is not generally recognized
as a formal psychiatric diagnosis in major diagnostic systems such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR). Therefore, courts typically rely on broader psychological concepts, including:
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), coercive control, psychological manipulation, battered person syndrome
and trauma-related disorders. Legal professionals must avoid using Stockholm syndrome as a simplistic

explanation for complex victim behavior.

Criticism and Scientific Controversies Surrounding Stockholm Syndrome

Despite its popularity, Stockholm syndrome remains one of the most controversial concepts in psychology.
Lack of Diagnostic Recognition

The strongest criticism is that Stockholm syndrome lacks formal diagnostic criteria. Unlike PTSD, depression,
or anxiety disorders, it does not have: standardized symptoms, established assessment tools, clear duration
requirements and consistent clinical definitions. The American Psychiatric Association does not classify
Stockholm syndrome as an independent mental disorder. Because of this lack of scientific standardization,

many researchers argue that the term should be used cautiously.
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Limited Empirical Evidence

Another criticism concerns the limited number of systematically studied cases. Most discussions of Stockholm
syndrome rely on famous hostage cases, media reports, or retrospective interpretations. Scientific psychology
requires systematic evidence, including: controlled research, validated measurements, comparison groups and

consistent theoretical models. Stockholm syndrome has not achieved this level of empirical support.
Gender and Social Criticism

Some scholars argue that the concept has been disproportionately applied to women in abusive relationships
and may unintentionally reinforce harmful stereotypes. For example, describing an abused person as having
Stockholm syndrome may imply irrational attachment rather than recognizing: economic dependence, fear of
retaliation, concern for children, social isolation and lack of available resources. Critics argue that the concept

sometimes shifts attention away from perpetrator responsibility and toward victim psychology.
Domestic Violence and Coercive Control

One of the most common modern applications of Stockholm syndrome involves domestic violence. However,
many researchers prefer the concept of coercive control rather than Stockholm syndrome when analyzing

abusive relationships.
The Cycle of Abuse

Psychologist Lenore Walker proposed the cycle of violence model, describing patterns commonly observed in
abusive relationships: tension building, violent incident and reconciliation or honeymoon phase. The
reconciliation stage may include apologies, affection, promises of change, and emotional dependency. This

cycle can create powerful psychological bonds.
Coercive Control

Coercive control refers to patterns of domination in which perpetrators restrict a victim’s freedom,
independence, and social connections. Examples include: controlling finances, monitoring communication,
isolating victims from family, threatening harm and manipulating emotions. Unlike isolated incidents of
violence, coercive control creates an environment where victims gradually lose autonomy. In such situations,
attachment to the perpetrator may develop not because victims approve of abuse but because prolonged control

alters their perception of available choices.

Ethical Issues in Understanding Victim Responses

The interpretation of Stockholm syndrome raises important ethical concerns.
Avoiding Victim Blaming

A major ethical principle in trauma psychology is avoiding assumptions that victims are responsible for their
own victimization. Statements such as: “Why did they stay?” “Why did they defend the abuser?” “Why did

they not escape?” often ignore psychological and social realities. Victim behavior must be understood within

Page 8673
www.rsisinternational.org



http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (I1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOL: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026

the context of threats, dependency, trauma, and limited choices.
The Importance of Trauma-Informed Approaches

Modern approaches emphasize trauma-informed care, which focuses on: safety, trust, empowerment, respect
and recovery. Rather than asking why victims respond in unexpected ways, professionals examine what

circumstances shaped those responses.

This approach improves interactions between victims and: healthcare providers, police officers, lawyers and

social workers.
Contemporary Research and Future Directions

Current psychological research increasingly moves away from Stockholm syndrome and toward broader

concepts that have stronger empirical foundations.
Trauma Bonding Research

Future studies should examine how cycles of abuse and reward create emotional dependency. Researchers are

developing more precise models to understand why victims remain connected to harmful individuals.
Neuroscience of Trauma

Advances in brain imaging and stress research may improve understanding of: memory changes after trauma,

emotional regulation, fear conditioning and attachment under threat.
Legal and Clinical Applications

Improved understanding of trauma responses may help courts and clinicians avoid misinterpreting victim
behavior. Future frameworks should focus on: coercive control, psychological manipulation, trauma adaptation

and survival behavior.

CONCLUSION

Stockholm syndrome remains one of the most recognizable concepts associated with trauma, captivity, and
victim—perpetrator relationships. However, its scientific status remains uncertain because it lacks formal
diagnostic criteria and strong empirical validation. The concept has value as a popular description of complex
emotional responses under extreme conditions, but it should not replace scientifically established frameworks
in clinical or legal settings. The behaviors traditionally associated with Stockholm syndrome are better
understood through broader psychological mechanisms, including trauma bonding, attachment under threat,
cognitive adaptation, learned helplessness, and coercive control. Victims may develop emotional connections
with perpetrators not because they accept abuse, but because the human mind adapts to survive overwhelming
circumstances. A more accurate and ethical approach requires moving beyond simplistic interpretations of
victim behavior. Instead of asking why victims appear attached to those who harm them, researchers and
professionals should examine the psychological, biological, and social conditions that make such responses

possible. Ultimately, understanding Stockholm syndrome is not about explaining why victims “choose” their
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perpetrators. It is about recognizing the complexity of human survival, the effects of trauma, and the

importance of protecting victim dignity and autonomy.
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THE ORIGIN OF STOCKHOLM SYNDROME

The term “Stockholm syndrome” originated from a real-life hostage crisis that
occurred in Stockholm, Sweden, in August 1973.

THE KREDITBANKEN ROBBERY
AUGUST 1973

On August 23, 1973, two armed
men entered Kreditbanken, a
bank in central Stockholm,
Sweden. They took four
employees hostage and forced
them into the bank vault.

The hostages were held captive
for six days under constant
threat, with the police
surrounding the building

and media attention growing
internationally.

AN UNEXPECTED RESPONSE

After the hostages were
released on August 28, 1973,
some exhibited unexpected
reactions. Instead of expressing
anger toward their captors,
they showed sympathy and
even defended them.

THE TERM “STOCKHOLM SYNDROME”

Nils Bejerot, a Swedish criminologist and psychiatrist, was
called in by the police as a crisis adviser during the standoff.
He observed the hostages’ unusual reactions and sought to
understand this psychological phenomenon.

Bejerot introduced the term “Stockholm syndrome” to

describe a situation where hostages develop feelings of

trust, sympathy, or even allegiance toward their captors
during captivity.

One hostage, Kristin Enmark,
reportedly developed an
emotional attachment to one
of the robbers, Clark Olofsson,

and later wrote him letters Ditls Beicxot
and spoke in his defense Kristin Enmark, one of the hostages, (1921-2008)
publicly who later expressed support for one Swedish criminologist
: of the perpetrators. and psychiatrist
KEY POINTS « After their release, some hostages showed sympathy
+ The Kreditbanken hostage crisis lasted six days toward their captors.
(August 23-28, 1973). + Nils Bejerot coined the term “Stockholm syndrome”
+ Four bank employees were held captive by two armed men. to explain this psychological response.

Figure.1 The concept gained international attention after a bank robbery occurred at Kreditbanken in
Stockholm, Sweden, in August 1973. During the six-day hostage crisis, four bank employees were held captive
by criminals inside the bank vault. After their release, some hostages expressed sympathy toward their captors
and criticized the authorities’ rescue efforts. One hostage reportedly developed an emotional attachment to one
of the perpetrators and later defended him publicly. Swedish criminologist and psychiatrist Nils Bejerot, who
advised police during the crisis, introduced the term Stockholm syndrome to describe this unusual

psychological response.
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