trauma informed language

trauma informed language is a crucial aspect of communication that recognizes the impact of
trauma on individuals and seeks to promote safety, empowerment, and healing through thoughtful
word choices. This approach to language is especially important in fields such as healthcare,
education, social services, and counseling, where interactions can significantly influence a person’s
sense of security and well-being. Trauma informed language involves avoiding terms that may be
triggering or stigmatizing and instead using expressions that validate experiences without judgment.
By understanding and implementing trauma informed communication, professionals can foster
environments that reduce retraumatization and support recovery. This article explores the principles
of trauma informed language, its benefits, practical guidelines, and examples to enhance
understanding and application. The following sections will provide a comprehensive overview to help
integrate trauma sensitive terminology effectively in various contexts.
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What is Trauma Informed Language?

Trauma informed language refers to the deliberate use of words and phrases that acknowledge the
presence and effects of trauma without causing further harm or distress. It is grounded in an
understanding that many individuals have experienced various forms of trauma, such as abuse,
neglect, violence, or loss, which can shape their responses and behaviors. This type of language
seeks to create a supportive atmosphere by avoiding blame, shame, or assumptions about a person’s
experiences. Instead, it emphasizes respect, empathy, and validation, which are essential for
fostering trust and safety. Trauma informed language is not only about what is said but also how it is
communicated, including tone and nonverbal cues.

Origins and Development

The concept of trauma informed language emerged from the broader framework of trauma informed
care, which originated in healthcare and mental health settings. It has since expanded to multiple
disciplines to improve interactions with trauma survivors. The approach recognizes that traditional
language can inadvertently perpetuate stigma and retraumatize individuals, making recovery more
challenging. As awareness of trauma’s prevalence has grown, so has the emphasis on using language



that promotes healing and resilience.

Key Characteristics

Trauma informed language is characterized by several essential features:

¢ Nonjudgmental and neutral wording

e Empathy and compassion reflected in communication
e Avoidance of triggering or harmful terms

« Validation of lived experiences without minimizing

e Respect for individual autonomy and choice

Principles of Trauma Informed Language

Understanding the core principles behind trauma informed language is critical for effective
application. These principles guide professionals in choosing expressions that minimize harm and
support empowerment.

Safety

Ensuring psychological and emotional safety through language involves avoiding phrases that may
provoke fear, shame, or anxiety. Safe communication helps individuals feel secure enough to engage
and share their experiences.

Trustworthiness and Transparency

Using clear, honest, and straightforward language fosters trust. Avoiding ambiguous or misleading
terms allows individuals to understand their situation and the support available to them.

Peer Support and Collaboration

Language that encourages mutual respect and collaboration promotes a sense of community and
shared healing. This principle values the voices of those with lived trauma experiences.



Empowerment, Voice, and Choice

Trauma informed language prioritizes empowering individuals by validating their perspectives and
allowing them control over decisions. Words should reflect strength and resilience rather than
victimhood.

Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues

Language must be sensitive to diverse backgrounds and identities, acknowledging how cultural
contexts influence trauma and recovery. Avoiding stereotypes and biases is essential.

Benefits of Using Trauma Informed Language

Employing trauma informed language offers significant advantages for both individuals and
organizations. It enhances communication, supports healing, and contributes to more effective
service delivery.

Reduction of Retraumatization

Careful use of language minimizes the risk of triggering traumatic memories or emotional distress
during interactions. This creates a safer environment conducive to recovery.

Improved Engagement and Trust

When people feel heard and respected through trauma sensitive communication, they are more likely
to engage fully and trust professionals, improving outcomes in healthcare, education, and social
services.

Promotion of Healing and Resilience

Positive and validating language fosters hope, self-efficacy, and resilience. This helps individuals
move forward from trauma with a sense of empowerment and control.

Enhanced Professional Reputation and Effectiveness

Organizations that adopt trauma informed language demonstrate commitment to best practices and



ethical care, strengthening their reputation and effectiveness in serving vulnerable populations.

Guidelines for Implementing Trauma Informed
Language

The practical application of trauma informed language involves adopting specific strategies and being
mindful of communication nuances.

Use Person-First Language

Emphasize the individual rather than their trauma or condition. For example, say “person who
experienced trauma” instead of “traumatized person.” This approach respects identity beyond the
trauma.

Avoid Blaming or Judgmental Terms

Refrain from language that implies fault or weakness, such as “victim” or “abuser,” without context.
Opt for neutral descriptions like “survivor” or “person who caused harm.”

Be Clear and Specific

Ambiguous or vague language can cause confusion and anxiety. Use straightforward terms that
accurately describe situations and options.

Respect Privacy and Confidentiality

Use language that protects personal information and honors boundaries. Avoid probing or intrusive
questions unless necessary and with consent.

Practice Active Listening and Reflective Responses

Demonstrate understanding through language that reflects the speaker’s feelings and experiences,
such as paraphrasing or affirming statements.



Continuously Educate and Train Staff

Regular training on trauma informed language ensures consistency and sensitivity in communication
across all organizational levels.

e Person-first phrasing

e Neutral tone

 Validation of experience

e Clear, direct communication

e Respect for autonomy

Examples of Trauma Informed Language in Practice

Concrete examples illustrate how trauma informed language can be integrated into everyday
communication within professional settings.

Healthcare Settings

Instead of saying, “Why didn’t you follow treatment?” use, “Can you share any challenges you faced
in following the treatment plan?” This approach invites dialogue without judgment.

Education Environments

Teachers might replace, “Stop acting out” with, “I notice you seem upset, would you like to talk about
what’s happening?” This recognizes emotional needs rather than punishing behavior.

Social Services and Counseling

Language such as, “You survived a difficult experience,” rather than, “You were a victim of abuse,”
centers empowerment and resilience.



Workplace Communication

Managers can say, “Let’s discuss how to support you during this time,” instead of assuming capability
or assigning blame when trauma affects performance.

1. Use empathetic questions.

2. Acknowledge strengths and coping.

3. Offer choices and control.

4. Maintain respectful and inclusive language.

5. Be mindful of tone and body language.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is trauma-informed language?

Trauma-informed language refers to the use of words and phrases that recognize and respect the
experiences of individuals who have undergone trauma, aiming to avoid re-traumatization and
promote safety, empowerment, and healing.

Why is using trauma-informed language important?

Using trauma-informed language is important because it helps create a supportive and non-
judgmental environment, reduces the risk of triggering or re-traumatizing individuals, and fosters
trust and understanding in both personal and professional interactions.

How can professionals incorporate trauma-informed language
in their communication?

Professionals can incorporate trauma-informed language by using neutral and non-blaming terms,
avoiding assumptions about a person's experience, asking for consent before discussing sensitive
topics, and being mindful of the impact words can have on someone who has experienced trauma.

Can trauma-informed language be used outside of clinical
settings?
Yes, trauma-informed language can and should be used outside of clinical settings, including in

education, workplaces, social services, and everyday conversations, to promote inclusivity, empathy,
and support for individuals who may have experienced trauma.



What are some examples of trauma-informed language versus
non-trauma-informed language?

An example of trauma-informed language is saying 'person who experienced trauma' instead of
'victim' or 'survivor' to avoid labels; using phrases like '‘What happened to you?' instead of 'What's
wrong with you?' encourages understanding rather than judgment.

Additional Resources

1. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma

This groundbreaking book by Bessel van der Kolk explores how trauma reshapes both body and brain,
compromising sufferers’ capacities for pleasure, engagement, self-control, and trust. It offers a
comprehensive look at innovative treatments that activate the brain’s natural neuroplasticity to heal
trauma. The book is essential for understanding trauma-informed approaches that prioritize safety
and empowerment in communication.

2. Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While Caring for Others

Written by Laura van Dernoot Lipsky, this book addresses the emotional toll on those who work with
trauma survivors. It emphasizes the importance of using trauma-informed language to create safe
spaces and foster resilience. The book provides practical strategies for maintaining compassion
without burnout, making it invaluable for caregivers and professionals.

3. What Happened to You?: Conversations on Trauma, Resilience, and Healing

Co-authored by Oprah Winfrey and Dr. Bruce Perry, this book shifts the focus from “What's wrong with
you?” to “What happened to you?” It highlights how trauma-informed language can change our
responses and interactions. Through accessible dialogue, it promotes empathy and understanding,
encouraging readers to adopt a trauma-informed mindset in everyday conversations.

4. Language of Letting Go: Daily Meditations on Codependency

By Melody Beattie, this book offers daily reflections that encourage self-awareness and healing from
trauma and codependency. It models trauma-informed language by promoting gentle, non-
judgmental self-talk and communication. The meditations help readers develop compassionate
language patterns essential for trauma recovery.

5. Healing from Trauma: A Survivor's Guide to Understanding Your Symptoms and Reclaiming Your
Life

Peter A. Levine’s work provides clear explanations of trauma symptoms and the healing process. It
emphasizes the use of trauma-informed language to validate survivors’ experiences and foster safety.
The book is a practical resource for both survivors and professionals seeking to communicate with
sensitivity and respect.

6. Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services

This comprehensive manual from SAMHSA outlines the principles of trauma-informed care, including
the critical role of language. It guides practitioners in adopting communication styles that avoid
retraumatization and promote empowerment. The book is a foundational text for agencies and
individuals implementing trauma-informed practices.

7. Safe and Sound: Trauma-Informed Communication in Schools
Focused on educators, this book offers strategies for using trauma-informed language to support



students affected by trauma. It explains how words can either trigger distress or foster safety and
trust. The text provides practical examples and tools to transform school environments into healing
spaces.

8. Words That Wound: Critical Race Theory, Assaultive Speech, and the First Amendment

Mari Matsuda’s book explores how language can harm and retraumatize marginalized communities.
While not exclusively about trauma-informed care, it underscores the importance of mindful
communication that acknowledges historical and personal trauma. The book encourages readers to
adopt language that promotes healing and justice.

9. Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror

Judith Herman’s seminal text examines the psychological impact of trauma and the stages of
recovery. It highlights how trauma-informed language validates survivors’ experiences and supports
their journey to healing. The book is foundational for understanding the intersection of trauma,
language, and recovery across diverse contexts.
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