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Many employers are starting

to use trauma-responsive, or
resiliency-informed, policies and
practices to help their workplaces
be more productive, collaborative
and happier.

This work is happening in healthcare,

public health, construction, education, local
government, the legal system, and more. This
resource explains what being resiliency-informed
and trauma-responsive means and presents mini
case studies of employers using these policies
and practices to support employees and create
fulfilling and productive workplaces for everyone.

What Is Trauma and Who
Experiences It?

Everyone has stressors in their lives. Stress and
trauma are closely related. Trauma describes the
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Using Asset-Based Language

Asset-based language aims to highlight the strengths of individuals and communities
rather than focusing on deficits, which helps build a culture of acceptance, dignity, and
empowerment.2 Applying an asset-based approach, this resource primarily refers to
“resiliency-informed” and “trauma-responsive” instead of “trauma-informed” policies unless
a source or case study example uses a different term. Resiliency is defined as the capacity
to recover from change or the ability to bounce back.® Resiliency focuses attention on
existing personal and social strengths and supports to recover from stressful and traumatic
experiences.* The term “trauma-responsive” offers an opportunity to show action beyond
being informed. Being responsive indicates the organization is implementing strategies to
avoid re-traumatization and to build trust and safety.

sometimes associated with negative and shameful connotations. But a growing body of
research shows that stress and trauma are more common than many people realize.
Approximately 70% of adults have experienced at least one traumatic event in their lives.
Trauma can be described as “an event, series of events, or set of circumstances experienced by
an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life threatening that have adverse effects
on a person’s functioning, and mental, physical, social, emotional, and spiritual well-being.”

As this definition indicates, traumatic experiences can lead to long-lasting, negative impacts

on the body and brain. Traumatic events occurring in childhood, also known as Adverse
Childhood Experiences (ACEs), can be particularly impactful. ACEs can affect a person’s physical
and mental health, increasing the likelihood of developing chronic conditions and infectious
diseases, and affecting a person'’s ability to cope with stress and manage emotions as an adult.”
Understanding the relationship between stress, trauma, and resilience can help normalize
trauma reactions and emphasize ways to cope.

Trauma can affect us all, but it does not affect us all equally. Racism and racial discrimination
can compound other forms of trauma, contributing to increased disparities in physical

and mental health. Racially discriminatory policies and practices in housing, employment,
education, healthcare, and more are the root cause of many health inequities in the United
States.® These disparities affect everything from life expectancy and birth outcomes to chronic
disease and mental health conditions.? Repeated exposure to discrimination, such as racism,
homophobia and sexism, can cause emotional and psychological harm. People who experience
discrimination on a regular basis may experience increased headaches and fatigue, sleep
problems, depression, and anxiety — all of which can worsen existing health conditions.™
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How Can Trauma Show up in the Workplace?

Trauma can show up in the workplace in many ways. For example, individuals who have or are
currently experiencing trauma may find it difficult to manage common workplace stressors,
such as meeting deadlines, engaging in meetings, or interacting with colleagues. When
employees aren't supported, trauma reactions in the workplace can result in higher turnover
and absenteeism, and lower employee morale. Recent research shows high levels of stress
during the workday makes workers three times as likely to plan on quitting."

Becoming Resiliency-Informed

The term “resiliency” is based on a Latin word meaning to spring or bounce back.’”? Humans have
a remarkable ability to bounce back in the face of stress and trauma.’ But people are better at
developing resiliency when they have support. Supportive social environments can promote a
person'’s resilience by enhancing emotion regulation, self-esteem, and a sense of belonging.'*
This can benefit all areas of a person’s life including their experiences in the workplace.™
Workers who feel like they belong, who feel valued and recognized at their workplace, report
higher rates of psychological safety and a greater ability to manage workplace stress.
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Becoming resiliency-informed requires buy-in from and action by workplace leadership." It also
requires support and buy-in from workers. Policies are a crucial tool for changing workplace
systems and cultures, but if people don't support them or implement them consistently, they
will do little good. Employers can help build resilience by incorporating trauma-responsive
principles into their workplace."®

Core Principles for a Trauma-Responsive Workplace

The public health field, including the Minnesota Department of Health, has identified several core
principles for workplace trauma-responsive or trauma-informed approaches to help support
public health departments and other types of worksites.' These workplace principles include:

1. Understanding Trauma and Stress

2. Compassion and Dependability

3. Safety and Stability

4. Collaboration and Empowerment

5. Cultural Humility and Responsiveness

6. Resilience and Recovery

Below are several mini case studies illustrating how worksites have implemented these principles.

1. Understanding Trauma and Stress

This principle emphasizes the importance of shared knowledge and using common
language throughout an organization.?’ Improving knowledge related to trauma,
stress, and stress reactions improves both individual and organizational capacity for
implementing trauma-responsive-practices.

Q Case Study: Michigan Department of Health & Human Services

Michigan’'s Department of Health & Human Services implemented a Trauma-Informed

Policy that provides a transferable framework for integrating trauma-informed values into
its work.?" This policy established a committee to develop and maintain trauma-informed
organizational policies, hold staff trainings and conduct an organization-wide self-
assessment. The committee was charged with examining existing policies and procedures
from a trauma-informed perspective. The policy also calls for the Department to hold
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level-setting training to ensure employees, volunteers, and contractors have a grounding
in trauma-informed principles. The policy sets out a process that once initial training is
completed, a self-assessment is conducted to understand what employees know about
trauma-informed principles, their level of commitment to these principles, and employees’
perceptions of how well workplace practices and policies incorporate these principles.
Assessment results may lead to more staff training on topics such as collaborative
leadership practices, de-escalation techniques, and effective communication strategies.

Q Case Study: Minneapolis Health Department

Minneapolis Health Department conducted a Trauma-Informed Self-Assessment that
required both self-reflection and departmental reflection.?? The survey process gathered
information on workplace strengths and areas of needed improvement as staff worked

to become trauma-informed. The self-assessment included questions on staff training
and education; staff supervision, support, and self-care; cultural competence; open and
respectful communication; information sharing; consistency and predictability; privacy and
confidentiality; and the physical environment. The assessment also included questions to
understand staff's experiences of workplace policies. The Minneapolis Health Department
is in the process of evaluating the data from this assessment. Emerging research on other
organizations who have engaged in trauma-informed training programs show these
efforts can improve staff's understanding and acceptance of trauma-informed practices.?

2.Compassion and Dependability

This principle encourages organizations to use communication, support, and respect
to build connections and improve interpersonal relationships. Building bonds among
employees creates a culture of mutual wellness.*

Q Case Study: Fall-Hamilton Elementary School

Fall-Hamilton Elementary School in Nashville, Tennessee, established a trauma-informed
school model in 2015.% The process included a phased-in implementation process
covering the school, from formal policies and teacher training to methods for student/
teacher interactions and a culture of support for student development. The school held
monthly professional development sessions on trauma-informed approaches for existing
employees. New employees received a letter outlining the school’s trauma-informed
philosophy, practices, and approaches, and the school provided ACEs training for all staff. By
2019, four years after their work began, Fall-Hamilton staff and administrators implemented
important refinements to their approach. The “check-in, check-out” program the school
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created to facilitate peer support between students was adapted into a “tap-in, tap-out”
system for teachers. This system allows teachers to call upon a peer when they need to

take a break from a tense or activating situation. Teachers reported feeling more supported
since the system began. In an interview, Principal Portell describes an example, saying,

“We have a brand-new teacher who used it on Friday. Not only did we jump in to support
the class, but we had a staff member who went with her so they could talk her through the
process, and then we provided a coach to be with her for the remainder of the day."?

Q, Case Study: Lake County Tribal Health Consortium

Lake County Tribal Health Consortium'’s Tribal Home Visiting Program provides push-in
home services to Native families and expectant parents in Lake County, California.?” The
Health Consortium has adopted a “Conscious Discipline” model for its staff to prioritize
peer connections and team problem-solving. This practice helps staff focus on engagement,
curiosity, and compassion rather than punishment or blame-based reactions. The Health

Consortium team used meetings to foster this communication model. Morning team
meetings, called “morning huddles,” begin with a greeting activity and breathing exercises.
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Each team member shares a commitment for the week, and team members check in with
one another on their commitments to encourage support and accountability. Program
Coordinator Keh Fernandez describes the personal impact of these check-ins, saying, “It's a
good way to get our morning and week started with good intentions, accountability, and a
little bit of silliness, too. We hold space in our hearts for each other and look for and create
kindness that can happen throughout the day and week ahead."*®

oo Tips and Tools

A compassionate approach to hiring could include active communication during the hiring
process to encourage transparency and build trust.?® In 2022, New York State passed pay
transparency legislation that requires employers to disclose expected salary ranges in

job advertisements, promotions, and transfers.3® Being upfront about salary information,
explaining how salaries and benefits are negotiated, providing decision-making timelines,
and informing applicants when they are not selected for employment are all ways to convey
respect in the hiring process.

3. Safety and Stability

This principle reduces threats to physical, social, or emotional safety in the workplace.®' It
builds off the previous two principles to increase stability and minimize stress reactions.

Q Case Study: Tattoo Artist Ruby Gore

Ruby Gore, a tattoo artist in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, incorporated a trauma-informed
approach to her practice as a “gentler way to tattoo.”*? Because tattooing is done on

a body, it can trigger trauma reactions. Gore works to create a “stress-free, no rush”
environment, communicates clearly about expectations and explains the process before
she begins. For example, she commits in writing to pay attention to body language and
tone, be gentle physically and verbally, and to ask for consent before shifting, adjusting,
or removing clothing during the tattoo process. She also provides a trauma-informed
space at her business, with pillows, water, and snacks. She offers clients the option of
music, conversation, or silence. Clients can bring a support person to their appointment if
needed. Her commitment to healing through tattooing extends to her commitment to tattoo
scars from surgery, abuse, injuries, or self-harm. Structuring the tattooing environment to
emphasize comfort and calm and building a supportive and consent-based rapport with
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clients have been shown to build feelings of empowerment and strength in tattoo clients with
histories of trauma.® lllustrating these findings, one client review reads, “Not only is Ruby
extremely talented in her work, but it's completely different than a typically run tattoo parlor.
It's a total one-on-one experience. Instead of sitting in a usually noisy atmosphere ... you are
Ruby’s only client that day. Her studio is a safe space, beautifully decorated, and immediately
calming.”*

Q Case Study: Kulture Klub Collaborative Executive Director Siddeegah Shabazz

Siddeeqgah Shabazz is the executive director of the Kulture Klub Collaborative, a nonprofit
that creates spaces for homeless youth in the Twin Cities to enjoy the arts.® She has hired
Sequeerity for multiple events. Sequeerity is a security team owned and operated by queer
women of color. Sequeerity trains its staff to interact with crowds and proactively de-escalate
tension through verbal communication and body language techniques without using physical
force. In an interview, Shabazz stated, “[Sequeerity is] great at what they do; they are positive.
Instead of just rushing to, okay, let's tackle this person, or let's meet this aggression with
aggression, they really show alternative ways of de-escalating and handling a situation where
everybody is safe.”®

4. Collaboration and Empowerment

This principle involves seeking out opportunities for choice and control in workplace
interactions and decision-making.3” Empowering co-workers in moments of group sharing and
discussion enhances peer understanding and encourages collaboration.

Q Case Study: Tahiri Justice Center

Tahiri Justice Center is a national nonprofit that serves immigrant survivors fleeing gender-
based violence.?® In 2020, Tahiri staff led a trauma-informed, resilience-oriented learning
community to shift their workplace culture to promote psychological safety and to integrate
a trauma-informed approach both in their work with clients and in their work as colleagues.
This approach addresses the trauma experienced by survivors and clients and the secondary
trauma that comes from working with traumatized populations. Practices and policies

implemented by Tahiri Justice Center to address secondary trauma and employee burnout
include offering unlimited paid time off and wellness breaks during the workday; allowing
flexible schedules and hybrid work arrangements to encourage a balance between work-
life and home-life; offering meeting-free Fridays and personal and professional sabbaticals;
providing space for connection among employees through caucuses and affinity spaces;
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trauma-informed meeting guidelines, onboarding practices, supervision, and leadership
trainings; professional development trainings on anti-violence and anti-oppression
movements; robust employee benefits; a code of conduct around grievance processes; an
anti-retaliation policy; and a conflict resolution policy.

Q, Case Study: East Coast Migrant Head Start Project

The East Coast Migrant Head Start Project is a Head Start program that offers childcare
services that meet the unique needs of migrant and seasonal farmworkers. The childcare
staff that provide these services have struggled with stress, exhaustion, and managing
personal and work-related crises, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. The program
used COVID-relief funding to provide wellness activity days for its centers where staff could

receive counseling, go for walks, or engage in other group connection activities. The program
also provided two more paid days off for center directors and a respite week for staff to
ensure workers could care for themselves and their families.*

0(‘ Tips and Tools

Supporting employee autonomy to make certain choices with their schedules, such

as when to take breaks to make a medical appointment, call their kids’ school, take a
walk, eat a snack, or attend to other needs, supports employees in feeling valued and
empowered. For workplaces that hold virtual meetings, affirming that employees can turn
webcam cameras on or off as needed is another useful practice.** Approaching meetings
and schedules with respect and openness shows respect for employees' individual needs.

5. Cultural Humility and Responsiveness

This principle involves learning about people’s different social, racial, and cultural
backgrounds to increase shared understanding and shared wellness.*” Trauma comes in

all forms, and trauma from racism is a persistent and pervasive factor in the lives of staff
and clients of color. People living with disabilities, LGBTQ+ people, and people who are part
of other communities who are underserved, including people with intersectional identities
(who are part of more than one of these groups), also experience traumatic impacts of
discrimination. Trust and collaboration in a workplace culture require recognizing and
understanding this connection.
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Q Case Study: Oglala Sioux Lakota Nursing Home

Oglala Sioux Lakota Nursing Home uses patient-centered, culturally relevant approaches
to tailor care for those who have experienced trauma and for all residents’ care. The
nursing home has a psychotherapist on staff who counsels residents. Most Oglala Sioux
Lakota Nursing Home residents were forcibly taken from their families when they were
children to attend boarding schools where many experienced neglect and abuse. These
residents benefit from programs designed to address and help heal historical trauma
while nurturing cultural identity. Understanding the social, cultural, and personal histories
of residents is essential to providing supportive care. In a report issued by the Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services about Tribal nursing home best practices, one employee
described this example of Oglala Sioux Nursing Home’s admission process: “We have a
gentleman who lost his leg when he was seven years old in a combine accident. | asked
him about that when we had his admission. | told him, ‘l want to hear the story because
the more | know about you, the better care we can give you.”#?

Q Case Study: City of Hopkins, Minnesota

The City of Hopkins is creating new staff positions called “Community Connectors.” This
effort mirrors other programs across the country, including in Ramsey County, Minnesota
and Boulder, Colorado.* In Hopkins, Community Connectors speak Spanish or Somali and

focus on building relationships between the city and Spanish- or Somali-speaking residents.

These paid part-time city staff assist with public engagement, program outreach, share
resources, help residents navigate city programs, assist with the Equity Strategic Action
process, and host open office hours as spaces for addressing community concerns.*

Similarly, in Boulder, Colorado, the Community Connectors-in-Residence, who are also city
staff, hosted numerous “Building Power & Raising Voices” community listening sessions to
elevate the experiences and voices of historically excluded individuals and communities. In
a 2023 report, the Community Connectors summarized what they learned about pressing
concerns and needs that resident shared during the sessions. Community Connectors
shared the findings with city staff and leadership, and some of the ideas were incorporated
into the strategic planning process and budget proposals. The work of the Boulder
Community Connectors is critical in breaking down barriers that prevent full participation
and inclusion for all communities in the policy and decision-making processes at the local
level. They help bridge the gap between residents and the city council to help create more
equitable and inclusive city systems that are more likely to ensure all community members’
needs are identified and prioritized in decision-making processes.*®
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6.Resilience and Recovery

This principle focuses on promoting personal skills, practices, and strengths that reduce
the impact of toxic stress and trauma.*” Workplace practices can actively support this kind
of personal reflection and growth work by allowing for flexible time, break time for self-
regulation, and other practices.

Q Case Study: Wellness Pods

Wellness pods are part of a larger push in the construction industry to provide mental health
support and suicide intervention. Creating space for workers to meet their mental and
emotional needs can help break the stigma around mental health. As part of this approach,
Twin Cities company Gardner Builders is installing portable wellness pods at their construction
sites. These wellness pods are 6-by-10-foot soundproof pods, created to give construction
workers private and clean spaces to attend to any personal needs. Workers can use these
spaces for lactation breaks, make a confidential phone call, take insulin, get a break from

a busy workday, or attend to any other personal need. Dr. Sally Spencer-Thomas, president
of United Suicide Survivors International, described wellness pods as an important resource,
saying, “There is a lot of stress and overwhelming [situations] that construction workers
face every day and being given just a little time to get grounded and get centered so they
can focus on the dangerous and the important work that they have to do is a good reset.”#®

Q Case Study: Plymouth Community Center in Plymouth, Minnesota

The Plymouth Community Center in Plymouth, Minnesota, has become a Sensory Inclusive
Certified venue through the KultureCity certification process.* In recognition that sensory
sensitivity may be experienced by the community members they serve, the Center has

created a sensory room where guests who feel overstimulated can find a quiet environment
to recharge. The space has cushioned chairs, weighted blankets, tactile art, soft sensory
objects, and toys for children. The Community Center also offers visitors sensory bags,
which include noise-canceling headphones, fidget tools, and verbal cue cards that can be
checked out from the front desk. Community members and families can also download the
KultureCity App, which includes photos and descriptions of the sensory features available at
the Center and explanations of what visitors can expect when visiting the Center. Plymouth
Community Center was the first in the country to become Sensory Inclusive Certified
through KultureCity. Research shows sensory sensitive spaces are impactful in similar
settings including classrooms and libraries. Many people, including individuals with autism,
dementia, PTSD, and other conditions, may develop sensory sensitivity. Sensory-sensitive
spaces provide environments to ease distress and assist in emotional regulation.>®
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0“ Tips and Tools

Approaching customer service interactions with a resiliency-informed lens is a way to
provide better service to clients and offer a better work environment for staff. Madison
Wisconsin's Employee Assistance Program recommends using validating statements to
affirm the customer’s experience or asking open-ended and clarifying questions to foster
understanding between customers and staff.>’ Allowing customer service staff time to
practice self-regulation during a busy workday and offering training on de-escalation
techniques and culturally responsive customer service can lay the foundation for
mutually respectful and understanding interactions.

Conclusion

Supporting employees in becoming resiliency-informed requires a commitment to change
throughout an organization. A growing number of workplaces are making this shift by
incorporating trauma-responsive values into how they operate. When organizations prioritize
resilience in the workplace, employers can improve employees’ productivity, collaboration, and
overall health to support thriving communities in and out of the worksite.
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Additional Resources

These sources have more information about understanding trauma and stress in the workplace:

SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach (2014), SAMHSA's
Trauma and Strategic Justice Initiative®

Making the Business Case for Employee Well-Being: Building Evidence to Scale Innovative Well-
Being Benefits at Work (2019), Urban Institute Income and Benefits Policy Center®?

These sources provide information about resiliency-informed organizational systems, and

include implementation tools:

A Trauma-Informed Approach to Workforce: An Introductory Guide for Employers and Workforce

Development Organizations (2021), National Fund for Workforce Solutions®

Toolkit: Trauma-Informed Workplaces (2023), Campaign for Trauma-Informed Policy and

Practice>

Dealing with Resistance to Trauma-Informed Care (2013), Laura Porter, Director of ACE
Partnerships for Washington State Department of Social and Health Services (2-minute video)*®

Policy Guidance for Trauma Informed Human Resources Practices (2017), Missouri Trauma
Roundtable>”

Trauma Informed Care Supervision: Questions and Ideas Table (2014), Trauma Informed

Oregon®®

Workgroup Meeting Guidelines (2014), Trauma Informed Oregon>°

Trauma Informed Interviewing (2014), Trauma Informed Oregon®

These sources provide more information specific to resiliency-informed organizations and
racial equity:

www.publichealthlawcenter.org

“If it is not anti-racist ... if it is not about justice and liberation, it is not trauma-informed”:
Exploring the Intersections of Racial Justice and Trauma Informed Care (2021), report
commissioned by Trauma Informed Oregon®’

To Be Anti-Racist is to Be Trauma-Informed (2022), Campaign for Trauma-Informed Policy

and Practice®?

Undoing Racism in Public Health: A Blueprint for Action in Urban MCH (2004), City Match at the
University of Nebraska Medical Center®3
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