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Accounting for Trauma in 
Your Court

Vivian Brown, Ph.D., National Consultant

Hon. Karen S. Adam, Arizona Superior Court Judge (ret.), 
Tucson, AZ

9:00 am – 9:45 am

What Does it Mean to be a 
Trauma-Informed Court?
Vivian B. Brown, Ph.D.
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Importance of Trauma-Informed (TI) 
Services in Courts

• High prevalence of trauma in FTC populations

• Parents need to understand impact of trauma on them and their 
children

• Need to reduce possible re-traumatization of parents and children

• TI services improve retention in services

• TI services improve family outcomes, including prevention of child 
disorders

Definition of Trauma

• Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, or set of 

circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically or 

emotionally harmful or threatening and that has lasting adverse 

effects on the individual's functioning and physical, social, emotional, 

or spiritual well-being (SAMHSA, 2013).
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Failure to Identify and Address Trauma

May lead to:

• Withdrawal from services or non-adherence to court plans

• Re-traumatization

• Increase in relapse events

• Increase in management problems

• Poor treatment outcomes

Responses to Traumatic Events

• FIGHT – Individual in court acts in an angry or hostile way

• FLIGHT – Individual does not follow court plan or does not return 
to court 

• FREEZE – Individual may be unable to communicate (seen in 
children mostly)

• All of which affect individual’s responses to court and other 
agency requirements 

• When you encounter a Fight-Flight-Freeze response, think trauma 
first
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Two Major Studies in Defining Trauma-
Informed Practice

• The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study

• Women with Co-Occurring Disorders and Violence Study (WCDVS)

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study

• Kaiser Permanente (Felitti) and the CDC (Anda)

• Large-scale study of impact of traumatic childhood experiences on 
health and behavioral health (17,000 people)

• Investigating adverse childhood experiences and adult health status
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ACE Study

• Recurrent and severe physical abuse – 28%

• Recurrent and severe emotional abuse – 11%

• Contact sexual abuse – 22% 

• Neglect: Physical – 10%; Emotional – 15% 

• Growing up in a household with:
o Member with substance use disorder – 27%
o Member being imprisoned – 6%
o Mentally ill, chronically depressed, or institutionalized member – 19%
o The mother being treated violently – 13%
o Both biological parents NOT present – 23%

ACE Study
• Scoring system used – one point for each category of ACE before 18

• ACEs not only common, but effects were cumulative

• Compared to persons with ACE score of 0, those with scores of 4 or 
more were more likely to:

– Experience mental health problems (depression) with an even higher rate of 
attempted suicide

– Be involved with domestic violence

– Have injected street drugs

– Have serious and multiple health issues
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Early 
Death

Disease, Disability

Adoption of 
Health-Risk Behaviors

Social, Emotional and Cognitive Impairment

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Death

Birth

The Influence of Adverse Childhood Experiences Throughout Life

ACEs Major Determination of Health & Well Being (Felitti, 2003)

Women with Co-Occurring Disorders and 
Violence Study (WCDVS)

• 5-year National Study funded by SAMHSA – 9 sites in the country

• 2,729 women enrolled in the study

• 54% White, 18% Latina, 29% African American

• Women had diagnoses of mental illness, substance use disorders and 
trauma/violence

• Women were to have 2 previous treatments
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Lessons Learned from WCDVS

The study found that services were most effective if they:

• Integrated trauma-specific interventions, substance use services, 
and mental health rather than treat these problems separately

• Used group environments and interventions to help restore trust 
and promote healing (e.g., Seeking Safety, TREM, Beyond Trauma)

• Included peers (consumer/survivor/recovering staff) in the planning 
and delivery of services

• Were embedded in a trauma-informed practice

In a Trauma-Informed Court

• Court creates a safe and calm environment in which everyone feels 
safe, supported, respected and engaged.

• Court practices and requirements are delivered in ways that avoid 
re-traumatization and do not overwhelm participants.

• Court provides clear information about what client can expect and 
supports client choice whenever possible.
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Re-Traumatization

• Refers to the psychological and physiological experience of being 
triggered (by a sound, sight, sensation) that recalls the original abuse

• Triggers may include:
– Strip searches

– Use of handcuffs or restraints

– Seeing security personnel with guns

– Shouting and insults

– Presence of a batterer in the courtroom (at the same time participant is 
asked about physical abuse)

– Child removed from home

Principles of Trauma-Informed Care 

• Safety: Ensuring physical and emotional safety, and minimizing re-
traumatization

• Trustworthiness: Maximizing trust, making tasks clear and 
maintaining appropriate boundaries

• Choice: Supporting participant choice and control whenever possible

• Collaboration: Maximizing the sharing of power with participants and 
team members

• Empowerment: Emphasizing participant skills-building and 
empowerment

Harris, M., & Fallot, R.D. (2001). Using trauma theory to design service systems. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
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Sanctions

• Sanctions should take into consideration behaviors that were 
precipitated by the trauma

– For example: not complying with drug testing because observed testing 
triggered memories of sexual abuse

• If participant is otherwise compliant with treatment and other 
requirements, but not responding to treatment interventions, make 
therapeutic adjustments (adjust treatment plan).  

Importance of Parenting Training
• Mothers with a history of trauma may:

– Be unable to hear their child’s distress

– Find parenting stressful

– Have less nurturing parenting styles 

• Parents need to be encouraged to talk to their babies (First 5 LA program –
“Talk-Read-Sing”).

• Parents need to be taught to smile at, praise and play with babies in a 
reciprocal, non-intrusive way.

• Parents need to understand and practice routines for times that might be 
stressful (bedtime, mealtime).
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Trauma-Informed Systems Change 
and Assessment

Trauma-Informed Assessment for FTC and 
Partners
• Harris and Fallot (2004) developed Agency Self-Assessment – 5 core elements:

– Safety

– Trustworthiness

– Collaboration

– Choice

– Empowerment

• Brown (2013) adapted the Assessment into System/Agency “Walk-Through” –
staff/administrators move through system processes through eyes of the client 

Harris, M., & Fallot, R. (2004). Creating Cultures of Trauma-Informed Care (CCTIC): A Self-Assessment and Planning 
Protocol. Washington, DC: Community Connections.
Brown, V.B., Harris, M., & Fallot, R. (2013) Moving Toward Trauma-Informed Practice in Addiction Treatment: A 
Collaborative Model of Agency Assessment., J. of Psychoactive Drugs, 45(5): 386-393.
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Assessment (continued)

• Look at each step from first contact with the court to treatment and 
other options

• Identify “triggers” and develop an Action Plan that includes several 
possible solutions for each potential trigger

• Constant question: “Could this procedure/step/practice upset or 
trigger a client?”

• Mutual information-gathering strategy that does not feel like a 
judgment

– When look through the “trauma lens,” understand we may be 
unintentionally re-traumatizing clients

Assessment (continued)

• Formulation of Action Plan includes:
o Issues  Potential Triggers  Possible Solutions

• Team then spends time expanding possible solutions and 
implementing them

• Trainings and TA then grow from the Assessment and Action Plan 
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For More Information

• www.acestudy.org

• Brown, V. B., Harris, M., & Fallot, R. (2013). Moving toward trauma-
informed practice in addiction treatment: A collaborative model of 
agency assessment. Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 45(5), 386-393.

• Brown, V. B. (2017). Through a trauma lens: Transforming health and 
behavioral health systems. New York, NY: Routledge Publishing.

The Experience of a Trauma 
Consultation

How one court changed its practices and made life 
better for everyone

Hon. Karen S. Adam

Arizona Superior Court Judge (ret.), Tucson, AZ

http://www.acestudy.org/
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The Family Drug Court Effect

• Over 90% of clients surveyed had history of sexual trauma.  Very few 
received therapy to address it.

• SAMHSA grant enabled FDC to contract for 1:1 trauma therapy.

• 92% of those who completed trauma therapy graduated from FDC 
and reunited with their children.

• 8% left FDC in good standing, but were not reunited.

• Using trauma-informed principles in all cases.
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NCJFCJ* Working Definition of Trauma-
Informed Courts/Justice

A system in which environments, practices, 
policies and persons limit unnecessary stress 
and promote healing in those who have been 
trauma-exposed, to include court consumers 
and court professionals.

*National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges

Trauma Consultation Activities

• Pre-post site visit survey 

• Site visit (teams)

– Typical team background: social psychologist(s); clinical 
psychologist; developmental psychologist; domestic violence 
expert; and researcher(s)

• Facility tour, hearing observation, interviews/focus groups, file 
reviews, policy and procedure manual reviews, environmental 
measures (heat, humidity, lighting, sound)
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Examples: What the Trauma Consultation 
Team is Looking For
• General stress (e.g., noise, crowding, long waits)

• Potential trauma triggers

• Cogent connection between identified need(s) and the intervention

• Use of a trauma screen and assessments at the right place and time

• Availability of evidence-based treatment

• Ease of facility navigation

Summary of Trauma Consultation 
Recommendations: Persons

1. Create a shared definition of trauma

2. Prioritize secondary traumatic stress

3. Solicit opinions of community members

4. Promote diversity in court professionals
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Summary of Recommendations (continued): 
Practice

5. Match services to unique needs of youth and families

6. Promote a healing environment through positive interactions in the 
court

7. Discuss how to implement trauma screening into current practice

Summary of Recommendations (continued): 
Environment

8. Provide separate waiting areas

9. Create an environment conducive to limiting arousal
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Pima County Juvenile Court Center (PCJCC) 
Responses to Recommendations

Recommendation Response

Consider implementing 
process to apprise and 
describe to stakeholders of 
the court’s vision for a 
trauma-responsive court.

Court definition: In order to be a 
trauma-responsive court, we must 
assume every person we interact 
with at the court may have a 
trauma history, and we must do our 
best to treat them with compassion
and not re-traumatize them.

PCJCC Responses to Recommendations (continued)

Recommendation Response

Consider making available a 
room – separate from the lobby 
or waiting area – for professional 
stakeholders to use when they 
need to decompress or relax 
away from the public while 
waiting for subsequent hearings.

1. Not a top priority for staff – space 
constraints

2. Changes to lobby:
 Soft wall colors
 Comfortable seating for adults and 

children 
 Library story-time during adoption 

blocks
 Library book cart
 Child art on walls



4/16/2018

18



4/16/2018

19

PCJCC Responses to Recommendations (cont’d)
Recommendation Response

Consider training all 
staff on trauma, 
traumatic stress and 
relational skills for 
working with high-
need populations

1. 2012: Pre-audit, Court-wide and stakeholder trauma training (mandatory for 
court staff)

2. 2014: Court-wide and stakeholder vicarious trauma training (mandatory for 
court staff)

3. All CASA volunteers trained in vicarious trauma by clinical director
4. 2015: Vicarious trauma training for all detention officers
5. Clinical Director class re: trauma, mental health, delinquency
6. 2015: Office on Violence Against Women grant.  Six DV trainings
7. Staff ACEs training and train-the-trainer
8. Clinical Director and Children and Family Services Director training teachers 

re: trauma
9. Motivational interviewing training required for all Probation Officers,

including Juvenile Court
10. Kids at Hope
11. Sex trafficking training
12. Implicit Bias training

PCJCC Responses to Recommendations (continued)

Recommendation Response

Consider leveraging “captive 
audiences” by enhancing 
educational materials 
available to court consumers

1. Airport style screens in lobby used to 
show hearing schedules and video clips

2. Better signage
3. Information packets in multiple 

languages
4. Regular correspondence with staff and 

stakeholders about progress
5. Improved website
6. Intra-net updates
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Taking Care of Yourselves
Wellness and Vicarious Trauma
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How are these things going?

• Sleep

• Drinking or using medications

• Maintaining healthy weight

• Feeling rested

• Finding joy
o Spirituality, creativity

• Relationships
o Family, friends, peers

“Susan, this might be the 
wine talking but I’d like to 

order more wine.”
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Wellness Defined

• Self-care

• Health maintenance

• Management of stressors

• Enjoyment of life

• Connections

• Support

Stress and Wellness

• All stress isn’t bad

• Work on stress leading to problems

• At work:
o Judge buddy

o Leave bench/office frequently

o Take breaks (important for staff, too)

o Change your environment

o Decompression break 

- Breathing, exercise, nutrition
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Compassion Fatigue is a state experienced by those 
helping people or animals in distress; it is an extreme 
state of tension and preoccupation with the suffering of 
those being helped to the degree that it can create a 
secondary traumatic stress for the helper.

Dr. Charles Figley

Professor, Paul Henry Kurzweg Distinguished Chair

Director, Tulane Traumatology Institute

Tulane University, New Orleans, LA

Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS)

• Working with or having exposure to trauma victims can lead to 
trauma symptoms

• Form of emotional duress after hearing someone else’s firsthand 
trauma

• Doesn’t always lead to STS

• Still a concern to those regularly exposed

Marsh, S. C., Summers, A., DeVault, A., & Villalobos, J. G. (2016). Lessons learned from developing a 
trauma consultation protocol for juvenile and family courts. Juvenile and Family Court Journal, 67(3), 5-22.
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STS Indicators

• Detachment
o From Cases
o From Family
o From Self 

• Emotional Lability
o Can’t cry
o Always cry

• Feeling Helpless, Overwhelmed
o Behind in rulings
o Unable to concentrate
o Short-tempered, frustrated

STS Reduction Techniques

• Educate yourself about Trauma and STS

• Available Resources

o Compassion Fatigue Awareness Project – http://www.compassionfatigue.org/

o Vicarious Trauma Institute – http://www.vicarioustrauma.com/

http://www.compassionfatigue.org/
http://www.vicarioustrauma.com/
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STS Reduction Techniques (continued)

• Step away
o Examine how your job affects 

your emotions

o Detach with love

o Re-attach to the healthy

• Establish boundaries
o Time

o Compassion

o Empathy

• Maintain/sustain self
o Be kind to yourself

o Take care of yourself with good 
nutrition, exercise, spirituality, 
connections

• Get professional help
o Counseling

o Support groups

My name is Bunny 
and I’m a chocaholic.
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Team Discussion Qs:
• How trauma-informed and culturally responsive is our 

court? What about our court partners? 

• What are we currently doing to support staff to prevent 
or cope with vicarious trauma?

• What are we currently doing to address the trauma needs 
of parents?  What about children?

• Where and in what ways do we need to strengthen our 
efforts in these areas?
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