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Workshop Overview 

• What is trauma?
• Why consider it re. justice systems?
• What do trauma-informed justice responses

look like?
• Implementation in tribal justice settings



Defining Trauma 

• An experience involving a  threat to the life
and/or bodily integrity of self or others; that
invokes feelings of intense fear,
helplessness and horror; and that
overwhelms the capacity to cope.

• Immediate response  Fight, flight or freeze



Types of Trauma 

• Combat exposure
• Sexual violence & abuse
• Physical violence
• Violent death of a loved one
• Natural disasters
• Severe accidents
• Historical & intergenerational trauma



Trauma in Native Communities 

• Child victimization rate is twice as high as for 
white children 
– 58.2% of Native women reported childhood physical 

and/or sexual abuse  

• Up to 40% of Native women experience DV each 
year  How many kids exposed? 

• 1 in 3 Native women are raped in their lifetime 
• 25% of Native veterans have PTSD 



Criminal Justice Prevalence 

• Twice the rate of trauma among defendants as 

general population 

• 75 to 93% of arrested youth  

• Twice as high for women: 

– 99% report at least one traumatic experience (98% 

physical abuse, 75% sexual abuse) 

– 77% for incarcerated girls 

– 60% met criteria for PTSD diagnosis 



Why consider trauma? 

1) Affects mental & physical health

2) Contributes to substance abuse

3) Can contribute directly to criminal behavior

4) Influences interactions with and response to

staff, services & the legal system 



Physical & Mental Health 

• Mood and anxiety disorders

• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

• Suicide, self-harm

• Problems with sleep and eating

• Injuries (inc. traumatic brain injury), stress-

related illness, psychosomatic illness



What is PTSD? 

Four Clusters of Symptoms: 

1.Intrusion 

2.Avoidance 

3.Negative alterations in cognitions and mood 

4.Alterations in arousal and reactivity 

 

From American Psychiatric Association (2013). DSM-V.  



What does this look like? 

• Flat, volatile and/or inappropriate emotions;

flooding

• Guardedness, suspicion, mistrust

• Difficulties with memory, fragmented stories

• Being triggered by trauma reminders and/or

loss of control

• Self-censoring  Feeling intimidated by

system, fear of retaliation



Other Impacts of Trauma 

• On one’s view of self, others, the world, 

spirituality 

• On interpersonal relationships, sexuality 

• High risk of re-victimization 

• Negative experiences w/ “the system,” inc. 

secondary consequences of disclosure 

 

 



Barriers to Disclosure 

• “No one’s ever asked me that…”

• Trauma avoidance

• Relationship w/ perpetrator

• Shame, embarrassment, self-blame, stigma

• Past negative experiences

• External & cultural pressures

• Lack of rapport or comfort w/ interviewer and/or

agency



Trauma & Substance Abuse 

• Use of substances to self-medicate and numb

oneself

• Trauma can exacerbate existing substance use

problem

• Addiction may increase risk for victimization

• Drugs/alcohol may play role in the violence

itself

• Vast majority of women with addictions 

Interpersonal trauma



Trauma  Criminality? 

• Substance use & associated crimes 
• Sexual exploitation 
• Coerced/forced criminal behavior 
• Emotional dysregulation, angry outbursts as 

symptoms of PTSD 
• Overreaction to perceived threats 
• Reenactment of trauma, identification w/ the 

aggressor 
• Violence as learned behavior 
• Poor educational outcomes, isolation, running 

away  All increase risk  
 

 



Should trauma be considered a 
mitigating factor by the criminal 

justice system?  
 



Response to System and “Us” 

• May refuse to discuss major topics

• May be triggered by arrest, searches,

incarceration, physical contact, or something

we don’t know about

• Noncompliance w/ treatment, cycling in and

out, relapses 

• May reenact trauma (as perp or victim), or

engage in struggles with us over power and

control



Key Question for Trauma Survivors  
“What can I do to survive and have some 
sense of control in this terrifying, violent 

and unpredictable world?” 



So Trauma Symptoms Are… 

• Attempts to survive PHYSICALLY & 

PSYCHOLOGICALLY  

• Adaptations 

• Often very entrenched 

• Appear logical and “make sense” once we 

know the history  

• NOT the person being “difficult” 



What happens if we miss it? 

• We miss the boat! 

• We can inadvertently trigger and re-victimize. 

• We misdiagnose and mis-treat. 

• We miss an opportunity to get folks the help 

they need and prevent reoffending. 

• The revolving doors of the system continue. 



Case Examples, Part I   
“Yup, we sure missed the boat on 

that one” 



Barriers to Trauma Response 

• Lack of training 

• Emphasis on punishing behaviors rather than 

addressing the underlying cause(s) 

• Inadequate specialized services, limited 

access to services  

• Resistance to change? $$$? Politics? 

 



Trauma-Informed Responses 

• Staff training, approach and philosophy

• Screening and assessment

• Comfortable and empowering environment and

relationships

• Connection with victim services and trauma

care

• Incorporating trauma issues into treatment



Staff Training 

• For staff at all levels & roles 

• Increases empathy and understanding  

Different response and approach 

• Skill-building re. assessment & response 

• Address trauma during staff supervision, inc. 

staff’s own trauma experiences & reactions 



The goal is to move our systems from 
“What’s wrong with you?” to “What 

happened to you?”  
 

Tonier Cain, Nat’l Ctr. For Trauma-
Informed Care 

 



Screening & Assessment 

• Depends on context 
• Screening for traumas and/or PTSD 
• Standardized instruments are available  

PTSD-RI, AAS 
• Can also incorporate into intake/ assessment 

paperwork, interviews 
• 1st step in psychoeducation 
• Utilize behavioral descriptions of traumatic 

events 
• Be sure to plan for a “Yes”! 



Comfort & Empowerment 

• Create partnership w/ survivors

• Offer as much choice and control as possible

• Advise survivors of what to expect, especially

re. physical contact  Minimize surprises,

maximize predictability

• Ask about the person’s triggers

• Provide a safe space



Making Referrals 

• Requires knowing what’s available! 

• Provide info on options 

• Assess and address barriers to participating 

• Consider confidentiality concerns 

• Utilize tribal and state Coalitions & victim 

service agencies to ID services  Create 

relationships 



Addressing Trauma in TX 

• Psychoeducation re. what is trauma, effects, 

prevalence, coping strategies, etc. 

• Designated group or individual sessions, or 

incorporated throughout 

• Evidence-based trauma-informed treatment 

models  TF-CBT, Seeking Safety 



Stages of Healing 

1) Establishing safety 
2) Remembrance and mourning 
3) Reconnection 

Judith Herman,  
Trauma & Recovery 



What is trauma treatment like? 

• Prioritizes building a safe, nonjudgmental

relationship

• Structure as therapeutic

• Focuses on affect regulation, relaxation

strategies, cognitive processing, safety skills

 Managing trauma symptoms

• Utilizes gradual exposure



Promising Practices 

• Programs in juvenile justice settings 

• Trauma screening & victim services for 

female defendants 

• Community Court response 

• Changing practice in corrections 

• Others? 



Juvenile Justice Interventions 

• Effective trauma treatment w/ kids can prevent

delinquency

• Screening for/addressing trauma re. mental

health needs, safety and prevention of re-

offending

• Diversion is more effective than detention at

reducing recidivism

• Avoid adult jail facilities!



Hidden Victims Program 

• Focuses on Drug, Mental Health & Prostitution 
Diversion Courts 

• Specialized staff person  Resource 
Coordinator 

• Conducts trauma screening with female & 
transgender defendants  

• Provides advocacy & referrals for trauma-
informed services 

• Co-facilitated support groups 



Community Courts 

• Trauma screening starts in jail (pre-
arraignment), continued by clinic staff during
assessment

• Clinic staff recommend trauma-focused
services as needed

• Supportive judicial demeanor

• Judge may mandate defendant to trauma
services

• Reduce use of arrest and incarceration
whenever possible



Corrections Response 

• Reduce use of restraint, strip searches, 
isolation, physical contact, confrontation, loss of 
privacy  Decreased violence  

• Grounding a triggered survivor 

• Prevent & adequately respond to violence in 
detention facilities 

• Pilot programs  TAMAR in Ohio jails, w/ 
community follow up 

• Planning for safe reentry 

 

 



Case Examples, Part II  Changing 
People’s Lives for the Better 

 



How can trauma-informed 
practices be incorporated into your 

community’s justice system? 



Additional Resources 

National Center for Trauma-Informed Care 

www.samhsa.gov/nctic  

National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & 

Mental Health 

www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org  

 

http://www.samhsa.gov/nctic
http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/


Questions?  

(646)386-4181 
fordk@courtinnovation.org 

mailto:fordk@courtinnovation.org
mailto:fordk@courtinnovation.org
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