
A Trauma-Informed Approach
Taking Care of Our Patients



Content Note:

Due to the nature of this topic, we will be 

discussing events and experiences that 

could be potentially triggering or 

emotionally challenging. 

Please take care of yourself as 

you need to. 



Let’s start with…

A “Feel Good” Experience



DEFINING TRAUMA

The Trauma-Informed Approach



Trauma

Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, 

or set of circumstances that is experienced by an 

individual (or a close caregiver) as physically or 

emotionally harmful or life threatening and that has 

lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning 

and mental, physical, social, emotional,  or spiritual well-

being. (SAMHSA)

Individual trauma results from an event, series of 

events, or set of circumstances that is experienced
by an individual (or a close caregiver) as physically or 

emotionally harmful or life threatening and that has 

lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning 

and mental, physical, social, emotional,  or spiritual well-

being. (SAMHSA)



The Three E’s

• Events - the actual or extreme threat of physical or 

psychological harm or severe, life-threatening neglect that 

affects healthy development (of a young person)

• Experience – a person’s experience of these events helps to 

determine whether it is traumatic. An event may be 

experienced as traumatic for one person and not for another

• Effects – the long-lasting effects of the trauma may happen 

immediately or may be delayed. Effects can be short to long 

term and a person may not recognize the connection 

between the traumatic events and the effects



Types of Trauma

• Acute

• Chronic

• Complex

• Historical



Acute Trauma

A single or short-term event

• Accident

• Natural disaster

• Single act of violence or terrorism

• Sudden unexpected loss



Chronic Trauma

Repeated and prolonged exposure

• Family or community violence

• Long-term illness

• Chronic bullying

• Chronic poverty and related stressors

• Exposure to war, torture, or forced displacement



Complex Trauma

Chronic INTERPERSONAL trauma

• Physical, emotional and sexual abuse within caregiving 

systems

• Ongoing neglect by caregivers

• Witnessing domestic violence

• Other forms of chronic violence 

without support



Historical Trauma

Cumulative emotional and psychological wounds 

carried across generations that result from 

cataclysmic events

• Systematic oppression of particular groups across 

generations

– Genocide

– Slavery

– Forced relocation

– Destruction of cultural practices



EXAMPLES OF TRAUMA
HANDOUT:

What have you seen in your communities?

What have the people that you serve experienced?



TRAUMA AND THE BRAIN



Trauma and the Brain



Trauma and the Brain



Sense of Danger



“Trauma survivors have symptoms instead of memories”  
-Harvey, M. (1990). An ecological view of psychological trauma and recovery. 

Journal of Traumatic Stress, 9(1)

Adapted from Janina Fisher
Hypervigilance



Brain Development



Effects of Trauma
A history of trauma can make it difficult to:

• Cope with stresses of everyday life

• Trust others

• Benefit from relationships

• Regulate behavior

• Control expression of emotions



Trauma can impact on our ability to 
perceive and interpret information

Is this a snake or a stick?



Trauma Triggers

“Events/occurrences that remind us (on either 

a conscious or unconscious level) of our original 

traumatic experiences causing us to feel extreme distress 

similar to that felt at the time of that original trauma.”

Activated through one or more of the 5 senses: 
– Sight

– Sound

– Smell

– Touch

– Taste 



Fight, Flight, or Freeze
Illustration by Joshua Seong. © Verywell, 2018.

Signs of Being Triggered



Yelling, swearing 
Hands in fists, 

desire to punch 

Flexed/tight jaw, 
grinding teeth, 

snarl 
Pale skin 

Sudden flattening 
of affect 

Stomping, kicking, 
smashing with 

legs, feet 
Turning red 

Homicidal/suicidal 
statements 

Inability to 
communicate or 

respond 
Disorientation 

Uncontrollable 
crying, shaking, 
screaming, or 

calling out for help 
or yelling ‘no’ 

repeatedly 

Self-harming 
behaviors (head 

banging, hair 
pulling, 

scratching) 

Fixed or “glazed” 
eyes 

Leg/foot 
movement or 

tapping; fidgety-
ness, restlessness 

Hyperventilating/ 
shallow breathing 

Curling into a fetal 
position or trying 

to hide 
Big/darting eyes 

Holding 
breath/restricted 

breathing 
Seeming frantic Leaving the room 

 

What have you seen in your patients?



Trauma and Behavior

Behavior may appear:

• Impulsive

• Out of touch 

They are responding to internal stimuli.



What Does it Mean to be 
Trauma-Informed?

An approach to administering services in care 

and prevention that acknowledges that traumas 

may have occurred or may be active in patients’ 

lives, and that those traumas can manifest 

physically, mentally, and/or behaviorally.



A Trauma-Informed Approach
The 4 Rs

A program, organization, or system that is trauma-

informed:

• REALIZES the widespread impact of trauma

• RECOGNIZES the signs and symptoms of trauma in 

patients, families, AND staff 

• RESPONDS by fully integrating knowledge about trauma 

into policies, procedures, and practices

• Seeks to actively RESIST re-traumatization



SAMHSA Principles of a 
Trauma-Informed Approach

1. Safety 

2. Trustworthiness and Transparency 

3. Peer Support

4. Collaboration and Mutuality 

5. Empowerment, Voice and Choice

6. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues

(disproportionate rates of trauma)

Peer Support



Strategies for working with patients

• See Principle card on your table

• Brainstorm

– What strategies could be utilized to attend to that 

principle?

• Prepare to report out



STRATEGIES FOR CLINICAL SETTINGS

A Trauma-Informed Approach



Safety

• Create a safe and welcoming environment

– Welcoming signage

– Use preferred name and correct pronoun 

– Be mindful of your tone of voice, volume, and body 

language

– Clear and easy access into and out of the room

• Be consistent and predictable

• Use non-shaming, non-blaming, non-violent language

• Ensure privacy and confidentiality



Safety

• Provide clear expectations about what is happening 

and why

• Be mindful of how you discuss sex and choice

• Examine your own attitudes and values

• Have a plan in place for when someone is triggered



Trustworthiness and Transparency

• Be up front about confidentiality and reporting

• Provide current, accurate medical information

• Answer all questions truthfully 

• Provide clear information on navigating the system 

and accessing resources

• Maintain professional boundaries

• Have clear informed consent and grievance 

processes in place



Collaboration and Mutuality

• Make patient aware that they are in charge of their 

own body and medical care

– believe this and make sure structure in place supports it

• Level power differences between staff and patients by 

creating true partnering

• Always allow time for Q & A

• Seek community input for improvements to system 

and act on it



Empowerment, Voice, Choice

• Validate strengths and resilience

• Use strengths to build and enhance healthy coping 

skills 

• Increase and ensure individual control and autonomy

• Frame experiences as survivorship, not victimization

• Understand past coping mechanisms and the 

normalcy of the response to a not normal situation



Cultural, Historical, Gender Issues

• Actively move past cultural stereotypes and biases

• Incorporate policies, protocols, and processes that are 
responsive to the racial, ethnic, and cultural needs of 
individuals served

• Consider patient choices within the context of their lived 
experience

• Listen to and believe patients’ stories

• Link patients to culturally proficient services

• Leverage the healing value of traditional cultural 
connections

• Recognize and address historical trauma



TIA = Universal Precautions





Questions? Comments?
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