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Using trauma-informed language

Why language matters in trauma-informed practice

The words we use when working with people affected by trauma can either support their healing or
unintentionally reinforce past harms. Trauma-informed language helps build trust, connection, and safety.
It's not about using a script — it's about being thoughtful, respectful, and responsive to the person’s experience.

Using trauma-informed language means:
e Reducing power imbalances
e Respecting individual experiences and identities -

e Supporting people to feel seen, heard,
and understood

¢ Communicating in ways that promote dignity ~_ =
and self-determination. -~

Practical tips for trauma-informed communication

Validate the person’s experience without judgement Highlight the person’s strength or resilience -

- don't rush to express concern, offer advice or e.g., "It sounds like you've found ways to get
solutions. through some really hard times.”

Use everyday language - limit the use of clinical Non-verbal communication matters - use calm,
terms, or labels. open body language, steady tone of voice and soft

eye contact — and consider cultural differences and

Ask open-ended, curious questions - e.g., "How did
personal space.

that experience affect you?”
For written content - use plain, respectful
language that avoids jargon and feels like you're
speaking directly to the person. Be clear and

Offer options instead of directives - e.g., “Would you
like to explore some ideas?”

Use collaborative phrases - e.g., “Let’s work on this concise, break information into simple steps, and
together.” always include next steps and ways to connect
with help.

Four key trauma-informed language tips to remember:

C.A.R.E. Use this acronym to help guide engagement with service users, carers, and families.

C Clarity - Use simple, straightforward language. Explain what's happening and why.
A Agency - Empower decision-making and control by sharing information and options.
R Respect - Use clear, non-judgemental, and inclusive language that promotes dignity.

E Empathy - Listen with compassion and help the person feel heard and understood,
without making assumptions.

For more information visit ORIA
hoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools Severnment
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This worksheet offers examples of trauma-informed language. Of course, non-verbal communication is also
essential for showing empathy, openness, curiosity, and for supporting others through discomfort or pain

(e.g., using co-regulation).

1. Enquiring about
someone’s experience

To have respectful and
empowering conversations about
a person’s experience, you can use
statements like:

e “Would it be OK if | ask you a bit
about what's been going on for
you?”

o “What's felt difficult or unsafe
lately?”

o “"What's been happening in
your family or community that’s
affecting you?”

e “How has this experience
impacted you?”

¢ "Isthere anything important about
your culture or community | should
know to better support you?”

e "You can share as much or as
little as you like — it's up to you.”

Other phrases:

For more information visit
hoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools

2. Containing distress

When someone is overwhelmed

or distressed, our role is to support,
not fix. To create safety and calm,
you can use statements like:

e "It makes sense you feel this
way, given what you've been/
going through.”

e “Would you like a moment
to pause or take a breath
together?”

e "Would it help to talk through
some grounding strategies
now, or just sit quietly?”

e "lt's completely understandable
to feel overwhelmed.”

e "We can slow things down.
There's no rush.”

Other phrases:

3. Finishing a conversation

How we end a conversation
shapes how someone feels
leaving the interaction. To show
understanding and provide clarity
about next steps, you can use
statements like:

e "Before we finish, is there
anything else you'd like to
say or ask about?”

e "Here's what | heard you
say today... (brief empathic
summary).”

e “Thanks for sharing what you
did today. That took strength.”

e "You canreach me again by...
and here’s what will happen
next.”

e “Are you OK with a follow-up,
or would you like to check in
another way?”

Other phrases:

Q
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Using trauma-informed language (continued)

Communication with families and carers Communication between workers

) ‘ and within teams
e Acknowledge their role and efforts: “| recognise
supporting your loved one can be challenging — Collaborative team discussions:

how are you managing?” )
e Use respectful, non-blaming language that

e Recognise their insight: “You know [name] well— upholds the person’s dignity.
your perspective is valuable to help me understand

e Focus on strengths and progress, not just risks o
their needs. What about your needs?” Y reng progr Justr r

setbacks.

e  Clarify boundaries: "l want to respect [name]'s «  When talking about behaviours or interactions
privacy, but | can share general strategies that you're struggling with, try to discuss it in context of
may help.” trauma.

e Validate their experience: "It sounds like this has ¢« When trying to understand difficult interactions or
been really tough for you too.” facing challenges with progress, try not to label the

«  Support their wellbeing: “Caring for someone person (e.g., “resistant”, “difficult”, “not ready”).

can take a toll — what support do you have for Handover and meetings:

’)"
yourself: e Share objective and descriptive observations —

e Encourage collaboration: “Let’s work together to avoid assumptions or judgement.
find the best way to support both you and [namel” o+  Acknowledge trauma histories without
unnecessary detail.

¢ Keep language purposeful and solution-focused,
promoting service users’ choice and safety.

Case notes:

o Write in clear, objective, and non-stigmatising
language.

e« Emphasise the person’s agency (e.g., “They
expressed...” rather than “They refused...”).

e Provide information about trauma where it
explains behaviours, beliefs, or choices.

e  Only include details about trauma that the service
user has shared with their knowledge and consent.

More self-reflective
activities are included in the

Reflective Practice tools

Activity: Self-reflection or scenarios to explore in supervision

Scenario Reflection 1 - A service user says: “No one ever listens to me.”
¢ How might you respond in a trauma-informed way?

e What language could help them feel seen and heard?

Scenario Reflection 2 - A service user disengages halfway through a session and avoids eye contact.

¢ What might be happening for them from a trauma-informed perspective?

e How could your words and body language support safety and connection?

Scenario Reflection 3 - A family member says: “I just don't know what to do anymore.”

¢ How can you acknowledge their role and emotional load while maintaining the service user’'s autonomy?
e What collaborative language might you use?

Scenario Reflection 4 - During handover, a colleague says: “They were being really difficult today.”

e How could you help reframe this in a trauma-informed, strengths-based way?

¢  What language might support more compassionate understanding in the team?

For more information visit ORIA
hoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools Severnment
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