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Why Trauma-Informed PA?
The prevalence of trauma is intertwined 

with some of our largest community challenges.

Poverty
Racism

Poor Physical Health
Poor Mental health

Barriers to Workforce Development
Crime

Substance Abuse
Child Abuse/Domestic Violence

Community/Economic Development
Covid-19
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Syndemic: A set of linked health 
problems involving two or more 
afflictions, interacting synergistically, 
and contributing to excess burden of 
disease in a population. 

Syndemics occur when health-related 
problems cluster by person, place, or 
time. 



Definitions

Trauma

Trauma results from an event, series of events, or a set of circumstances experienced 
by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life threatening.  Potentially 
traumatic events may include those directly experienced by the individual, as well as 
witnessing such events as threatening to others (e.g., a loved one). Depending on the 
presence of resilience factors, trauma can create biologically-based responses and can 
have long-lasting, adverse effects on the individual’s learning, relationships, 
functioning, and mental, physical, social, emotional, and spiritual well-being. Not all 
individuals will experience a potentially traumatic event in the same way. An individual’s 
reaction to the event may influence its effect on their functioning and wellbeing.



Definitions

Chronic stress is a prolonged and constant feeling of stress that 

can negatively affect your health if it goes untreated. It can be 

caused by the everyday pressures of family and work or by traumatic 

situations.



Chronic Stress from 
Covid-19 & 2020



You lost your job / You’re working from home
Your kids are in school / Your kids are online
You lost a loved one / You think it’s a hoax

You can’t visit your parents at home / in a facility
You have comorbidities / You’re a long-hauler

You’re afraid of the police / You’re afraid of protestors
You think one candidate is a criminal / socialist

You don’t feel safe at work / You want everything to open

Everyone is experiencing at least chronic stress
if not full-blown trauma right now.



Signs of Chronic Stress & Trauma

•irritability, which can be extreme
•fatigue
•headaches
•difficulty concentrating, or an inability to do so
•rapid, disorganized thoughts
•difficulty sleeping
•digestive problems
•changes in appetite
•feeling helpless
•a perceived loss of control
•low self-esteem
•loss of sexual desire
•nervousness
•frequent infections or illnesses



I believe the after affects of 2020/2021 are 
going to be with us for a generation.



People living in poverty 
and those who experience discrimination 

were experiencing chronic stress and trauma 
every day of every year prior to 2020.



Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

SELF-
ACTUALIZATION

Pursue Inner - Talent 
Creativity - Fulfillment

SELF-ESTEEM

Achievement - Mastery

Recognition - Respect

BELONGING-LOVE

Friends - Family - Spouse - Lover

SAFETY

Security - Stability - Freedom from Fear

PHYSIOLOGICAL

Food - Water – Shelter - Warmth

Chronic & 
Toxic 

Stress & 
Trauma









Adverse
Childhood
Experiences



Snakes and Sticks



“Trauma decontextualized in a person looks like 
personality. Trauma decontextualized in a family 
looks like family traits. Trauma in a people looks 
like culture.”

-Resmaa Menakem, trauma expert



“Children and families of color experience disproportionate 
rates of child welfare involvement at various points along the 
child welfare continuum (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 
2016). This includes overrepresentation of children and youth of 
color in congregate care settings. In 2019, for example, Black 
children and youth represented 26 percent of youth in 
congregate care (Children’s Bureau, 2018a) and only 14 percent 
of the total population (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2020). Black 
male children and youth are almost 30 percent more likely to 
experience congregate care than other children and youth in 
care (Miller et al., 2014).” - U.S. Department of Health and Human Services



- PA Juvenile Justice Task Force 

18% of all youth in 
PA’s Juvenile Justice 
System are there 
because their parents 
couldn’t afford to pay 
fines and fees.



Historical Trauma



Historical Trauma



Historical Trauma



Historical Trauma isn’t just historical
It’s not just a function of conscious memory

It’s biological
Trauma lives in our bodies and the bodies of our children

Neurobiology 
Epigenetics - Rewriting RNA

Our Perception - We’re here to help
Their Perception - We’re there to take their children away



There is no “those people.”
All of us need the same things, and 

all of our brains react 
the same way 

when we don’t get what we need.









When people don’t get what they need they can 
often look for it in the wrong ways/places or find 
ways to dull the pain of not having it. Thus, as a 
community we get:

Poverty
Racism

Poor Physical Health
Poor Mental health

Barriers to Workforce Development
Crime

Substance Use
Child Abuse/Domestic Violence

Community/Economic Strife



How Do We Begin to Tackle All This?



Our Approach

Formation of Trauma-Informed PA Think Tank

An Outside Perspective from Experts in the Field

68 Applicants – 25 Selected Members

Virtual meetings from March through June focused on:

• Defining the terms we would be using as a commonwealth to ensure we were all speaking the same 

language.  

• Setting mission, vision, and values for the effort.

• Building a network to connect and support community-based, grassroots movements across the 
commonwealth.

• Prioritizing changes at the state level to affect culture, policy, and practice.
• Healing from the trauma of a major disaster like the Covid-19 pandemic.
• Healing the damage of racism, communal, and historical trauma.

State agency staff from DHS, OMHSAS, PDE, and DOH helped to edit the plan. 

Phase One was putting these concepts into a plan that is both aspirational and actionable.



The Plan



Recommendations
Structure

A. State Government

1. Culture

a) Training

b) Job Descriptions

2. Policy

a) Retraumatization

b) Prevention

c) Healing

3. Licensing

a) Continuum

b) Retraumatization

c) Prevention

d) Healing

B. Community-Based, Grass 

Roots Movement

1. ACEs Connection

2. Community-Based 

Coalitions

3. Free Training and Technical 

Support

4. Annual Summit

C. Communal Trauma

1. Racism, Discrimination, 

and Disproportionate 

Minority Contact

a) Core Causes

b) Creating Safe Spaces

c) Incentivize People 

Who Have 

Experienced Racism 

and Discrimination to 

Become Healers

d) Eliminate Policies and      

Practices that    

Retraumatize

e) Shifting from 

Unnecessary Levels of 

Policing to Social 

Work, Therapy, and 

Healing

2. Natural Disasters, Crisis, 

and Public Health 

Emergencies (Learning 

from Covid-19)

a) Understanding Where 

We Are During Crisis

b) Healing What We’ve 

Been Through

c) Building on Empathy



48 Recommendations
Actions Already Underway

Insurance Parity
Telehealth Coverage

Shared Data
Living Minimum Wage

Broadband Access
Anti-Stigma Campaign for Mental Health



Training to Change Our Culture

We recommend that all state employees and the employees 

of all licensed, contracted, and funded entities be required 

to at a minimum successfully complete a Trauma-Informed 

Care introductory training. 

We likewise have recommendations for training for police 

officers, judges, parole officers, social workers, etc.



Expanding Our ACEs Definition
We recommend expanding the list of Adverse Childhood Experiences the 
commonwealth recognizes to include the list of expanded ACEs laid out in 
Adverse Childhood Experiences: Expanding the Concept of Adversity as 
well as one ACE recommended through our work.  They include:

• Witnessed violence
• Felt discrimination and bigotry
• Lived in an unsafe neighborhood
• Experienced bullying
• Lived in foster care or another youth congregate care setting
• Experienced poverty for an extended period of time



Child Abuse as a Public Health Crisis
We recommend the Governor and the Secretary of the 
Department of Health declare child abuse and neglect a public 
health crisis.

How much worse will this problem be when we emerge from 
Covid-19?



Requiring the Evolution to Trauma-Informed and Beyond
We recommend the PA continuum from Trauma-Aware, to 
Trauma-Sensitive, to Trauma-Informed, to Healing-Centered be 
employed to guide all state agencies, offices, licensed, 
contracted, and funded entities in the steps and requirements to 
become trauma-informed and healing-centered.

This was already in development by DHS (OMHSAS & OCYF)



Getting to the Heart of Racism and Discrimination
We recommend that each community identify safe spaces to 
have conversations about racism, reconciliation, and healing 
led by entities that are run by African Americans, Latinos, 
LGBTQ+ individuals, and other ethnic and religious groups that 
have experienced hate and discrimination.



Connect People to Each Other and Healers During Crisis
We recommend the creation of targeted, temporary support 
groups in communities that have experienced trauma as well as 
chronic and toxic stress due to natural disasters, crisis, and public 
health emergencies. 



HEAL PA



Early Wins -
• OMHSAS/OCYF - Working on TIC Licensing & Assessments using the TIPA 

continuum 

• OAR - First recorded training tested for DHS (available to the public soon)

• PID/OMHSAS - Working on parity and telehealth

• Governor Wolf - $368.7 million for broadband access

• PDE - ACEs related questions will be in YRBS survey and new trainings 
available to all PA schools

• Universal Healing strategy coming out of NGA ACEs collaborative -
building resources and tool kits for caregivers

• OAR - Highlighting intersectionality between chronic stress and trauma 
from 20/21 with escalating public health emergencies



Early Wins -

• AG/OAR - PATIN page on PACEs Connection with partners

• Legislature - TI training for law enforcement Title 53, Sec 2164, (18) - AG 
working on training curriculum for all police departments

• Legislature - Enhanced de-escalation training Title 53, Sec 2164, (6)

• Community Conversations starting post Covid-19

• Work on prevention of violent extremism connected to white supremacy 
in partnership with Mediators Beyond Borders and Parallel Networks\

• Trainings on trauma and intersectionality of trauma with poverty, juvenile 
justice, congregate care, intellectual disabilities, and racism (77)

• OAR - Actively advocating for funding and policies based on TIPA 



There is Reason to Hope!

Alaska ACEs Prevention Research.

Over 40% reduction in C&Y contact
By addressing the 5 household 

dysfunction ACEs pre-birth



We must build systems of prevention
focused on what the data and the science

have shown us to be true. 



Questions?

djurman@pa.gov

https://www.governor.pa.gov/about/office-
of-advocacy-and-reform/

mailto:djurman@pa.gov

