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MESSAGE FROM THE ASSISTANT SECRETARY
FOR MENTAL HEALTH AND SUBSTANCE USE, 
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

As the Assistant Secretary for Mental Health and Substance Use in the United States Department of Health 
and Human Services and the leader of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA), I am pleased to present this new resource: Practical Guide for Implementing a Trauma-Informed 
Approach.

SAMHSA is committed to improving prevention, treatment, and recovery support services for individuals 
with mental illnesses and substance use disorders. SAMHSA’s National Mental Health and Substance 
Use Policy Lab developed the Evidence-Based Resource Guide Series to provide communities, clinicians, 
policymakers, and others with the information and tools to incorporate evidence-based practices in 
their communities or clinical settings. As part of the series, this guide expands the discussion presented 
in SAMHSA’s earlier resources on trauma-informed approach (TIA), specifically focusing on tools and 
strategies for implementing such an approach at the organizational level. 

This guide and others in the series address SAMHSA’s commitment to behavioral health equity, including 
providing equal access for all people to evidence-based prevention, treatment, and recovery services 
regardless of race, ethnicity, religion, income, geography, gender identity, sexual orientation, or disability. 
Each guide recognizes that substance use disorders and mental illnesses are often rooted in structural 
inequities and influenced by the social determinants of health. Behavioral health providers and community 
partners must give attention to health equity to improve individual and population health. 

I encourage you to use this guide to implement interventions and programs that support individuals living 
with mental health conditions and/or substance use disorders.  

Miriam E. Delphin-Rittmon, PhD 
Assistant Secretary for Mental Health and Substance Use 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
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Key Terms
Key terms included in the guide are listed below. Key terms are bolded the first time they appear in 
the text.

Term Definition
Adverse childhood 
experiences (ACEs)

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are potentially traumatic events that 
occur within the first 18 years of life. ACEs can include experiences of violence, 
abuse, or neglect, as well as aspects of a child’s environment that undermine 
their sense of safety and stability, such as parental separation or substance use 
problems within the household.

Baseline 
assessment

A baseline assessment provides a benchmark for measuring progress and 
improvement. It reviews an organization’s current competencies, identifies 
trauma-informed approach related areas to address, and creates a reference for 
continual monitoring and evaluation.

Lived experience Personal knowledge gained through direct, first-hand involvement. In the context 
of this report, lived experience refers to individuals who have experienced 
trauma.

Posttraumatic 
stress disorder

Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a mental health condition triggered by 
a traumatic event—either experiencing it or witnessing it in person. Symptoms 
may include flashbacks, nightmares, and severe anxiety, as well as uncontrollable 
thoughts about the event.

Social determinants 
of health 

Social determinants of health (SDOH) are the conditions in the environments 
where people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age that affect a wide 
range of health, functioning, and quality-of-life outcomes and risks. 

Trauma Trauma results from an event, series of events, or a set of circumstances an 
individual experiences as physically or emotionally harmful or threatening, which 
may have lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, 
physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being. Traumatic events may be 
experienced by an individual, a generation, or an entire community or culture.

Trauma-informed 
approach (TIA) or 
trauma-informed 
care 

A program, organization, or system that is trauma-informed realizes the 
widespread impact of trauma and understands potential paths for recovery; 
recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, staff, and 
others involved with the system; and responds by fully integrating knowledge 
about trauma into policies, procedures, and practices, and seeks to actively 
resist re-traumatization.
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Traumatic events can be a single incident or a long-term chronic pattern and are often categorized as 
natural or human caused. Examples of traumatic events include, but are not limited to:11

 • Physical, sexual, and emotional abuse
 • Living with a family member with physical or mental health conditions or substance use disorders
 • Domestic violence or sexual assault
 • Chronic poverty, racism, discrimination, or oppression
 • Violence in the community, war, or terrorism
 • Living through a natural disaster or other period of distress 

Traumatic events are experienced individually or collectively. The context within which the event takes place 
has implications for how individuals respond and the types of support or services they should receive.12,13 
Trauma occurs at various levels: micro (individual, family), mezzo (groups), and macro (organizations/
community). It is essential to acknowledge that these levels are interconnected and contribute to trauma’s 
collective impact.14 At the community level, systemic causes of trauma sustain its likelihood and the 
perpetuation of its effects. Historical trauma, defined as collective complex trauma inflicted on a group of 
people who share a specific identity or affiliation, is an example of community-level trauma.15 

1.2 Impact of Trauma
Individuals process traumatic events differently, and those who experience traumatic events may or may not 
experience any lasting, negative effects.4 Previous life experiences, social supports, personal coping skills, 
early relational health, and community reactions can influence how an individual responds to a potentially 
traumatic event. Among some cultural groups, there are taboos associated with overt demonstrations of 
trauma’s typical effects (described below).16 As a result, people might not look traumatized, so other ways 

Levels of Trauma Experience




