
Levels of interpersonal guilt (S
urvivor G

uilt, O
m

nipotent R
esponsibility G

uilt, S
eparation/loyalty G

uilt and
S

elf-hate) and levels of coping traits typically found in fam
ilies w

ho survived the H
olocaust, (N

um
b, V

ictim
,

F
ighter, and T

hose W
ho M

ade It) w
ere studied in 66 adult children of H

olocaust survivors. A
dult children of

survivors w
ere significantly higher in S

urvivor G
uilt com

pared to a non-Jew
ish A

m
erican sam

ple of equivalent
age. A

dult children of survivors w
ere equal in S

urvivor G
uilt to patients hospitalize for depression, how

ever
they w

ere significantly low
er in S

elf-hate. T
he N

um
b and V

ictim
 fam

ily coping traits w
ere significantly correlat-

ed w
ith S

urvivor G
uilt. E

xperienced clinicians rated participants’narrative responses for guilt and other fac-
tors. A

significant association betw
een how

 m
uch m

others talked about the H
olocaust and levels of survivor

guilt in adult children w
as found, suggesting a direct m

echanism
 of transm

ission.

Judith M
. H

irsch
A

nna Kosoff
Jack W

. Berry
Lynn E. O

’Connor
CSPP/A

lliant 
University of California

Em
otion, Personality

Em
otion, Personality

International University
Berkeley, CA

& A
ltruism

 Research G
roup

& A
ltruism

 Research G
roup

San Francisco, CA
Sam

ford University
W

right Institute
Birm

ingham
, A

L
Berkeley, CA

A
b

stract

"S
urvivor guilt" as a construct is dis-

cussed by D
arw

in in the E
xpression of

E
m

otion of M
an and A

nim
als (1872 edition,

reprinted by U
niversity of C

hicago P
ress,

1965) and F
reud, in his Letters to W

ilhelm
F

leiss : D
rafts and N

otes 1887-1902 
(B

asic
B

ooks, 1954) both describe the anguish that
people experience w

hen they lose a loved
one and are over taken by that irrational but
overw

helm
ing sense of guilt w

hen som
eone

beloved has died, and feel they should have
done som

ething m
ore to help or prevent the

death from
 happening. H

ow
ever it w

as only in
the w

ake of the H
olocaust that N

eiderland
(1961) first coined the term

, after w
orking w

ith
survivors of the H

olocaust w
ho w

ere living in
the U

nited S
tates, suffering from

 severe
depression, and acting as "the w

alking dead"
so great w

as their identification w
ith their fam

-
ilies w

ho had died in the H
olocaust. In the

years that have passed since N
eiderland’s

early w
ork w

ith survivors, M
odell (1972) and

W
eiss (1984; 1986) expanded on the use of

the term
 to extend to the guilt that people feel

w
hen they w

orry about surpassing m
em

bers
of their fam

ilies, or others they love, and hold
them

selves back from
 pursuing norm

al devel-
opm

ental goals. O
’C

onnor, B
erry and col-

leagues (1997; O
’C

onnor, 2000) continued on
in this tradition, operationalizing the concept
of survivor guilt as  broadly defined in daily
life and is a m

easure used in this study, the
Interpersonal G

uilt Q
uestionnaire-67.

S
ince the tim

e of W
orld W

ar II, m
any

have studied H
olocaust survivors and later

their fam
ilies. It has been noted repeatedly

that survivor guilt at m
erely surviving the con-

centration cam
ps left an indelible im

print of
guilt on not only the survivors of the cam

ps,
but their children and grandchildren. H

ow
ever,

there have been few
 em

pirical studies of sur-
vivor guilt of H

olocaust survivors or adult chil-
dren of H

olocaust survivors. N
or have their

been m
any em

pirical studies attem
pting to

discover the w
ays in w

hich survivor guilt
m

ight be transm
itted. In the present study

survivor guilt in adult children of H
olocaust

survivors w
as m

easured in an effort to com
-

pare this sam
ple to a non-Jew

ish E
uropean

A
m

erican sam
ple and a depressed inpatient

population. In addition, w
e also investigate

the role of fam
ily coping traits, first described

by D
anieli (1981) as fam

ily "typologies" and
operationalized by R

ich (1982) as coping
styles or traits. T

hese include the follow
ing

subscales: V
ictim

, N
um

b, F
ighter, and T

hose
W

ho M
ade It. C

orrelations betw
een fam

ily
coping traits and subscales of the IG

Q
-67 are

reported. F
inally individual fam

ily history
questions w

ere posed to participants in the
study, and responses w

ere analyzed in rela-
tion to the m

ajor variables. M
any respondents

provided their ow
n rem

arks and stories of
their experiences in their fam

ilies, providing
additional qualitative data and context for our
ow

n thinking, as w
e analyze and consider the

m
eaning of our findings. 

In
terp

erso
n

al G
u

ilt an
d

 A
d

u
lt C

h
ild

ren
 o

f S
u

rvivo
rs

T
he results of this study dem

onstrated that adult children of H
olocaust

survivors w
ere significantly higher in interpersonal guilt and self-hate

w
hen com

pared to 98 non-Jew
ish E

uropean A
m

ericans sim
ilar in age,

gender, and geographic local, as show
n in Table 1.

In another study conducted by O
’C

onnor, B
erry, W

eiss, &
 G

ilbert (2002),
it w

as found that 50 patients hospitalized for depression also scored
high in S

urvivor G
uilt w

ith m
ean score at 74.3. In a com

parison of
scores betw

een the adult children of H
olocaust survivors and the inpa-

tient depressed population, the only significant difference w
as found in

S
elf-hate (inpatient population m

ean =
 52.86), w

ith the adult children
low

er in S
elf-hate than the depressed population, despite being as high

in S
urvivor G

uilt (see F
igure 1). 

A
n independent sam

ples t-test found w
om

en significantly higher than
m

en in this sam
ple of adult children of H

olocaust survivors, in S
urvivor

G
uilt w

ith p<
 001, and w

om
en significantly higher in S

elf-hate w
ith p =

.003. (S
ee F

igure 2).

R
esu

lts R
elated

 To
 F

am
ily C

o
p

in
g

 Traits

T
he data w

ere then analyzed for results concerning the fam
ily traits, as

first described by D
anieli and operationalized by the subscales on

R
ich’s C

hildren of S
urvivors’Q

uestionnaire of fam
ily coping styles or

traits. T
he subscales of the C

S
Q

 w
ere correlated w

ith the subscales of
the IG

Q
 (S

ee Table 3). N
ext, differences betw

een m
en and w

om
en on

the C
S

Q
 w

ere analyzed using the independent sam
ples t-test. It w

as
found that m

en w
ere significantly higher, w

ith p<
 .05, on N

um
b and

V
ictim

 subscales but there w
ere no differences on F

ighter and T
hose

W
ho M

ade It subscales (see F
igure 3).

R
esu

lts related
 to

 p
articu

lar fam
ily h

isto
ry an

d
 su

rvivo
r g

u
ilt

In an analysis of rate of parental fam
ily survival ranging from

 none to all,
statistical significance w

as found as show
n in Table 3.

S
ignificant differences w

ere found w
ith p<

.05 betw
een fathers w

ho had
no fam

ily surviving and those w
ho had m

ost of their fam
ilies surviving,

and fathers w
ho had few

 of their fam
ily m

em
bers surviving and those

w
ho had m

ost of their fam
ily m

em
bers surviving. H

ow
ever given the

sm
all num

ber of fathers w
ho endorsed the "m

ost" item
, interpretation of

this data is difficult. 

R
esu

lts o
f Q

u
alitative D

ata A
n

alysis
T

he narrative data, derived from
 responses to questions about the par-

ticipants’m
others’and father’experiences of the H

olocaust, rated inde-
pendently and reliably by tw

o experienced clinicians w
ho served as

judges and answ
ered five Likert-type scale item

s about the narratives.
T

he judge’s responses to the follow
ing questions w

ere m
eaned:

1. A
fter reading this narrative, how

 m
uch survivor guilt to you think the

w
riter feels?

2. H
ow

 m
uch om

nipotent responsibility do you think he or she feels?
3. H

ow
 m

uch do you think that he/she w
orries about his/her

m
other/father?

4. H
ow

 m
uch did his/her m

other/father talks or talked about the
H

olocaust?
5. H

ow
 m

uch do you think the w
riter w

as him
/herself affected by his/her

parents’experiences in the H
olocaust?

Table 4 presents the correlations of the judges ratings on the narratives
w

ith the m
ajor variables.

P
articip

an
ts 

P
articipants w

ere 20 m
en and 47 w

om
en, from

 all over the U
nited

S
tates, w

ith about 33%
 from

 C
alifornia. A

ges ranged from
 31 to 58,

w
ith m

ean age =
 47.6. T

he sam
ple w

as highly educated; 25.4%
 had a

college degree, and 73.1%
 had graduate degrees. A

bout 33%
 of the

sam
ple w

ere not religiously affiliated, and the rem
ainder w

ere predom
-

inantly C
onservative and R

eform
 Jew

s. 

In
stru

m
en

ts
B

ackground Inform
ation F

orm
 (adapted from

 R
ich, 1982)

T
he B

iographical Instrum
ent included regular dem

ographic inform
a-

tion, in addition to asking questions specifically about parents’experi-
ences in the H

olocaust or W
orld W

ar II. P
articipants w

ere asked to
respond to these questions about their m

other and their father sepa-
rately, and to w

rite as m
uch as they w

ished.

Interpersonal G
uilt Q

uestionnaire-67 (IG
Q

-67; O
’C

onnor, B
erry, W

eiss,
B

ush, &
 S

am
pson, 1997) is a 67-item

, Likert-type self-report question-
naire designed to assess guilt related to the fear of harm

ing others.
Internal consistencies (C

ronbach’s alpha coefficients) for the three
subscales directly related to interpersonal guilt have ranged from

 .82
to .85 for S

urvivor G
uilt, from

 .82 to .83 for S
eparation G

uilt, and from
.74 to .83 for O

m
nipotent R

esponsibility G
uilt. 

S
u

rvivo
r G

u
ilt

is characterized by the pathogenic belief that by pursu-
ing norm

al goals and achieving happiness, one m
ay cause loved ones

to suffer, sim
ply by com

parison. 
S

ep
aratio

n
/lo

yalty G
u

ilt
is characterized by the pathogenic belief that

if a person separates from
, or is different from

 loved ones, loved ones
w

ill suffer as a consequence.  
O

m
n

ip
o

ten
t R

esp
o

n
sib

ility G
u

ilt
involves an exaggerated sense of

responsibility and concern for the w
ell being of others. 

S
elf-h

ate includes com
m

on negative self-statem
ents m

ade by highly
guilty people and has been significantly associated w

ith depression in
prior research. 

C
hildren of S

urvivors Q
uestionnaire  (C

S
Q

; R
ich, 1982) is a 59 item

Likert scale developed to operationalize D
anieli’s typology of four dis-

tinct coping styles of fam
ilies surviving the H

olocaust.  W
hile each

fam
ily dem

onstrates som
e of each coping style, individuals from

 a
fam

ily tend to exhibit m
ore of one trait than others. F

or the purpose of
this study, individuals w

ere each given a score on each subscale of
the C

S
Q

. C
ronbach’s alphas w

ere established for this study, w
ith

"T
hose W

ho M
ade It" at .76, "N

um
b" at .74, "V

ictim
" at .78. and

"F
ighter at .67.

V
ictim

: F
am

ilies are characterized by depression, w
orry, panic, and a

tendency to catastrophic over-reaction to events. C
hildren w

ere partic-
ularly guilty and tried to protect their parents by hiding feelings of
anger, sadness, and w

orry. 
N

u
m

b
:

F
am

ilies are characterized by difficulty handling em
otions,

parental over-involvem
ent w

ith one another at the expense of the chil-

dren, w
ho tend to be num

b, angry, and com
pliant. 

F
ig

h
ter: F

am
ilies are characterized by a drive to build and achieve, to

m
aintain a façade representing a sense of m

astery, and a "never
again" attitude tow

ards the H
olocaust.  C

hildren reacted by often seek-
ing dangerous situations and acts of "heroism

".  
T

h
o

se W
h

o
 M

ad
e It: F

am
ilies are characterized by assim

ilation,
attem

pts to becom
e "norm

al" by denial of the past, and an interest in
status and m

aterial success. C
hildren w

ere often neglected and unap-
preciated unless they w

ere successful. 

T
he H

olocaust P
arental E

xperience R
ating S

cale (H
P

E
R

S
: H

irsch,
O

’C
onnor, &

 K
osoff, 2005), is a 5-item

 questionnaire w
ith a likert type

rating scale (1 to 5 ) and an additional num
ber designating that the

rater is unable to answ
er because there is not enough m

aterial, w
hich

senior clinicians use after reading short narratives or sections of narra-
tives, w

ritten by adult children of H
olocaust survivors talking about

their parents’experiences in the H
olocaust. T

he raters are asked to
indicate how

 m
uch they think the narrative’s author’s m

other and
father talked about the H

olocaust, how
 m

uch they think the author w
as

effected by the H
olocaust, or their parents’experience of the

H
olocaust, how

 m
uch guilt they think the author experiences, how

m
uch w

orry, and how
 m

uch the author indicates each parent dis-
cussed the H

olocaust. C
ronbach A

lpha’s w
ere established for inter-

rater reliability betw
een the tw

o raters in this study; reliabilities ranged
from

 .60 to .70, w
ith a m

ean of .68 for the ratings of narratives
responding to questions about the m

other. Interrater reliabilities for the
ratings about responses to the questions about the father ranged from
.54 for one item

 (H
ow

 m
uch does it seem

 that this person’s father
talked about the H

olocaust and his experiences in it?) to .74 w
ith a

m
ean of .66. 

P
ro

ced
u

res
●

C
ontacted children of H

olocaust survivors 
●

S
ent notices through em

ail lists through H
olocaust M

useum
, 

W
ashington, D

C
●

A
ttended international conference of survivor fam

ilies and 
invited people to participate

●
S

ent out packets of m
aterials including instrum

ents 
●

E
verything w

as answ
ered anonym

ously and returned by m
ail

●
N

arrative responses to questions about parents’experiences w
ere

extracted from
 the data, typed up, random

ized, and prepared in a 
M

other’s E
xperiences N

arratives book, and a F
ather’s 

E
xperiences N

arratives book.
●

T
he H

olocaust P
arental E

xperience R
ating S

cale and the M
other’s

and F
ather’s E

xperiences books w
ere given to tw

o senior 
clinicians w

ith at least ten years experience using the constructs 
studied in this research

●
T

he clinicians rated each narrative according to the R
ating S

cale
●

A
ll data analyzed

In
tro

d
u

ctio
n

M
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d

s

D
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R
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S
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Tab
le 1. C

o
m

p
ariso

n
 o

f ad
u

lt ch
ild

ren
 o

f su
rvivo

rs w
ith

 n
o

n
-Jew

ish
Eu

ro
p

ean
 sam

p
le o

n
 In

terp
erso

n
al G

u
ilt an

d
 Self-h

ate

A
dult C

hildren
N

on-Jew
ish  

V
ariable

of H
olocaust 

E
uropean A

m
erican

t
S

urvivors
S

am
ple

S
urvivor G

uilt
73.5

64.3
4.920***

S
eparation G

uilt
41.5

37.14
2.797**

O
m

nipotent 
50.9

45.48
4.226***

R
esponsibility G

uilt
S

elf H
ate

33.9**
28.54

3.213**

p<
0.05; **p<

0.01; ***p<
0.001

T
he non-Jew

ish E
uropean A

m
erican sam

ple w
as taken from

 E
ri A

sano’s
D

issertation, T
he W

right Institute, 1998

Tab
le 2

. C
o

rrelatio
n

s b
etw

een
 su

b
scales o

n
 th

e C
SQ

 an
d

 su
b

scales
o

n
 th

e IG
Q

-6
7

Fig
u

re 1. C
o

m
p

ariso
n

 o
f m

en
 an

d
 w

o
m

en
’s sco

res o
n

 su
b

scales o
f

th
e In

terp
erso

n
al G

u
ilt Q

u
estio

n
n

aire-6
7

N
um

b
V

ictim
F

ighter
M

ade It
F

am
ily Trait

F
am

ily Trait
F

am
ily Trait

F
am

ily Trait

S
urvivor G

uilt
.577***

.325**
.052

.030
O

m
nipotent 

R
esponsibility G

uilt
.324**

.399**
.263*

.413**
S

eparation G
uilt

.057
.127

.199
.523**

S
elf-hate

.567***
.407**

.090
.099

p<
0.05; **p<

0.01; ***p<
0.001

Fig
u

re 3
. C

o
m

p
ariso

n
 o

f m
en

 an
d

 w
o

m
en

’s sco
res o

n
 su

b
scales o

f
th

e In
terp

erso
n

al G
u

ilt Q
u

estio
n

n
aire-6

7

Fig
u

re 2
. C

o
m

p
ariso

n
 o

f M
en

 an
d

 W
o

m
en

’s Sco
res o

n
 Su

b
scales o

f

N
um

bers of F
am

ily
M

em
bers W

ho S
urvived

N
um

ber 
S

urvivor 
in F

ather’s F
am

ily
of S

ubjects
G

uilt M
ean

N
one

20
71.200*

F
ew

 
33

71.709*
M

ost 
6

84.000*
A

ll 
1

67.000

T
he results of this study support prior research and clinical experience suggesting

that adult children of H
olocaust survivors carry w

ith them
 a great deal of survivor guilt,

passed on to them
, often im

plicitly, by fam
ily m

em
bers w

ho w
ere directly effected by the

H
olocaust. T

he correlational nature of this study prevents us from
 m

aking any causal con-
clusions in term

s of how
 survivor guilt is transm

itted, how
ever as our results dem

onstrate
the significant association betw

een survivor guilt and the trait or coping style categorized
as "victim

" suggests that fam
ilies in w

hich one finds frequent depression and anxiety are
also likely to have highly guilty children w

ho w
ork to protect their parents by hiding their

negative feelings such as sadness and w
orry.  

T
his suggests that survivor guilt is transm

itted in these fam
ilies w

ith greater intensity, as
the deep concern for parents, expressed by the children, represents survivor guilt and a
fear that should they be happy they m

ight m
ake their parents feel inadequate sim

ply by
com

parison.  
Likew

ise, the coping style or trait categorized as "num
b" is significantly associated

w
ith survivor guilt, and these fam

ilies are know
n to be unable to handle em

otions, and to
have parental over involvem

ent w
ith one another. P

arents w
ho are so self-absorbed, or

absorbed w
ith one another m

ay be signaling their children that their unhappiness is of a
depth and severity that it leaves no room

 for the children, and as a consequence the chil-

dren develop high survivor guilt, tow
ards the parents, accom

panied by a num
bness and

com
pliance in an effort to avoid surpassing their parents.  In this w

ay, the fam
ily coping

style, or that of the parents, m
ay provide a m

echanism
 w

hereby survivor guilt is transm
it-

ted. 
T

he narrative data suggests several other clues to the m
echanism

s of transm
ission

that are striking, and so direct, they w
ere unexpected. It appears the m

ore the m
other

spoke about the H
olocaust, the higher the levels of guilt and self-hate the adult child

seem
s to feel. A

dditionally the adult children expressed a significant degree of om
nipotent

responsibility guilt w
hen describing their m

others’experiences in the H
olocaust, but not

w
hen describing their fathers’experiences. It seem

s w
orthw

hile to consider from
 this data

that survivor guilt m
ay be transm

itted through the m
other directly speaking of painful expe-

riences she has endured, or w
itnessed, w

hereas the father’s speaking is not associated
w

ith the transm
ission of survivor guilt. In fact, the narratives related to fathers’experiences

seem
ed to be associated w

ith only a few
 positive variables, nam

ely the m
ore successful

"fighter" and "m
ade it" type of fam

ilies, w
ho w

ere better able to overcom
e the dam

age
done by the H

olocaust. T
he results of this study call for m

ore research, and suggest direc-
tions to take in studying w

hat happens to children w
hose fam

ilies have endured unspeak-
able political traum

a. 

Tab
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. R
ate o

f p
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u
ilt.

G
e
n
d
e
r

m
a
le

fe
m
a
le

M ean

9
0

8
0

7
0

6
0

5
0

4
0

3
0

2
0

In
te
rp
e
rs
o
n
a
l G

u
ilt 

S
u
rv
iv
a
l G

u
ilt

S
e
p
a
ra
tio

n
/

L
o
y
a
lty G

u
ilt

O
m
n
ip
o
te
n
t G

u
ilt

S
e
lf-

H
a
te

S
EX

m
a
le

fe
m
a
le

M ean

5
0

4
0

3
0

2
0

"N
u
m
b
" F

a
m
ily T

ra
it

"V
ictim

" T
ra
it

"Fig
h
te
r" T

ra
it

"M
a
d
e
 It" T

rait

W
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M
ajor

V
ariables:

R
ated

N
arratives

Survivor
G

uilt
O

m
nipotent
G

uilt
Separation

G
uilt

Self-hate
“N

um
b”

F
am

ily

T
rait

“V
ictim

”
F

am
ily

T
rait

“F
ighter”

Fam
ily

T
rait

“M
ad

e
It”

Fam
ily

T
rait

M
o

th
er’s

ex
perien

ce:

S
urvivor

G
uilt?

.0
59

.1
90

.1
19

.06
8

.11
6

.2
83*

.1
05

.0
03

M
o

th
er’s

ex
perien

ces:

O
m

nip
otent

G
uilt?

.2
36

.2
82

*
.0

90
.306

*
.18

9
.3

50*
-.009

.0
05

M
o

th
er

w
orry abo

ut?
.1

85
.1

31
.0

36
.26

2
.18

4
.1

75
-.073

-.1
40

M
o

th
er

talked?
.3

62
*

.395
**

.3
31

*
.316

*
-.01

1
.0

11
.2

24
.2

47
p =

 .09

M
o

th
er:

P
erson

ally

effecte
d?

.1
33

.0
95

.0
74

.19
4

.08
1

.3
13*

.0
02

-.0
94

F
ather’s

ex
perien

ces:

S
urvivor

G
uilt?

.0
67
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