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An Invitation

It doesn’t interest me what you do for a 
living, I want to know what you ache for and 
if you dare to dream of meeting your heart’s 
longing…

- Oriah Mountain Dreamer
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Experience Shapes Us:
How We Are, Think, and Engage 
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The Pillars of Wellbeing 

• Belonging, Connectedness
• Control of Destiny 
• Dignity 
• Hope and Aspiration 
• Safety 
• Trust 

Prevention Institute. (2017). Back to our roots: Catalyzing community
action for mental health and wellbeing. Oakland, CA: Prevention Institute. 



5

Dismantling Wellbeing: Adverse 
Community Experiences

•Structural systemic oppression (racism. sexism, 
heterosexism and the products and tools of these 
structures)

• Poverty

• Lack of access to resources

• Hopelessness

• Lack of physical and emotional safety

• Consistent social betrayal -limited access to 
trustworthy systems, organizations and people
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Wellbeing as a Social Justice Issue

•Marginalized communities 
are at higher levels of risk 
for mental health 
challenges and related 
chronic diseases 

•High levels of stress

•Increase in “othering”
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What's trauma got to do with it?
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What Do We Mean by “Trauma?”

Individual Trauma is the unique individual 
experience of an event or enduring condition, in 
which:

•The individual experiences a threat to their life 
or to their psychic or bodily integrity (or to a 
loved one)

•The individual’s coping capacity and/or ability 
to integrate their emotional experience is 
overwhelmed

Giller 1999, NCDVTMH 2012, Packard//NIWRC 2012
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Collective and Historical Trauma:

the cumulative emotional, psychological 

and spiritual wounding over the lifespan 

and across generations emanating from 

massive group trauma experiences

What Do We Mean by “Trauma?”

Giller 1999, NCDVTMH 2012, Packard//NIWRC 2012
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Potential Sources of Trauma

• Childhood sexual, physical, 

emotional abuse, neglect,  

abandonment

• Rape, sexual assault, 

trafficking

• Domestic violence, all IPV 

forms of coercion  

• Other violent crime

• Injury, Illness, death,   loss, 

grief

• Institutional abuse, neglect

Cave and Johnan, 2007

• Dislocation

• War/terrorism/combat

• Community and school violence, bullying

• Hate crimes

• Abuse through religion

• Collective historical/ generational 

targeted violence 

• Chronic stressors like racism, poverty

• Natural disasters 

• Invasive medical procedures

• Any misuse of power by one 

person/group over another
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Shifts in Understanding Trauma

•Limited  
understanding

•“Right kind” of     
victims

•Taboo subjects

•Individual 
responsibility for 
healing

•Developing language

•Broad understanding

•Everyone is “trauma-
informed” 

•Resources, supports, 
protocols, policies

•Movements and 
advocacy

Where are we now?
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I want to know if you 
will stand in the 
center of the fire 
with me and not 
shrink back…

- Oriah Mountain Dreamer

Relational Approach to Healing Trauma
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One Person, Multiple Impacts

Other Layers to Consider
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A Public Health Approach to Wellbeing 
and Healing

•Public health is defined as 
“what we, as a society, do 
collectively to assure the 
conditions for people to be 
healthy”

•Not about us vs. them

•Not about their problem

•Socioecological approach 

Institute of Medicine. The Future of Public Health. Washington, DC: National Academy Press; 1988

CDC, 2015

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/overview/social-ecologicalmodel.html


16 Cave, 2014 16
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We may be 

aware or 

unaware.

Responses may 

be visible or 

invisible.
Information 

from internal 

and 

sensory

sources

While People Struggle to Survive and 
Navigate...

Fight

Flight
Freeze

Moss 2013, 
Cave, Curley and Johnan 2015

There are neurobiological and developmental impacts!
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Dysregulation of:

•Thoughts

•Emotions

•Physical connection (body awareness and 
movement)

•Energy

•Felt sense of safety

•Felt sense of connection

•Presence in the here-and-now

NCDVTMH 2015
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Trauma’s Effects 

Trauma can affect one’s capacity to:

•Feel internally connected to caring others

•Experience self as deserving and worthwhile

•Manage and share feelings

•Stay present and connected; maintain self-
awareness

•Comfort self and be comforted by others

NCDVTMH 2012
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How are these experiences labeled? 
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Labels Can Undermine Healing

•May not define current experience

•May not translate across culture or language

•Applied during time of greatest distress

•Used to “screen in” and “screen out”

•Often assigned without a trauma lens 

•Linked to demands for sobriety and compliance

•Keep person designated as “other”

Cave and Johnan 2015
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Assumptions of Privilege: Judgment

If Power is in 
the Inner 

Circle, Who is 
in the 

Margins?

Who

WhoWho

Who is included or 

excluded?

Who makes decisions?

What are the messages?

Who is judged?

Worthy? Capable?

Innocent? Complicit?

Cave 2001, 2014, Cullinan 
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Targeting Communities

Weaponizing Fear

Creating Vulnerabilities
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Judgment and Justice

•Well-meaning

•Well-meaning and uniformed or misinformed

•Unaware of inherent power structures and 
impact

•Aware and unsure

•Aware and manipulating to own advantage

•Individual and systemic shoring up of 
practices and policies that cause harm



An Example: NCDVTMH’s Framework

NCDVTMH, Creating Trauma-Informed Services and Organizations: An Integrated
Approach, revised, October, 2017 25
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Call to Action
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Seeing People as Whole

•Not just the parts of people’s experiences 
that we want to engage, treat, or study

•Working within communities from the inside 
out
•Assets

•Strengths

•Advocacy

•Rights Protections
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Noticing and Amplifying Protective 
Factors with Individuals and 
Communities

Don't ever take a fence down until you know 

why it was put up. 

Robert Frost
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Cultural Responsiveness: 
Shifting Attitudes and Behaviors

Relationships can be positively shaped by:

•Commitment to learning 

•Self-reflection and self-assessment

•Curiosity and effective cultural inquiry

•Community-led engagement

•Accessibility focus

•Providers’ willingness to adapt, change and 
advocate



30

Create Culturally-informed Relationships

•Welcoming individualized uncensored 
expression 

• Individualized defining of safety and working 
collaboratively to honor it

•Flexible environments that accommodate a 
range of experiences and responses

•Relationships that can sustain connection 
through doubt, distance and time

Cave, 2017
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Wellness First Approach

An approach to community wellness that 
makes use of the wellness resources already 

available in that community

Brandow and Cave, 2017
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Trauma-informed Communities

•Facilitate non-threatening 
ways of being in relationship

•Avoid revictimization, 
minimize retraumatization 

•Teach about trauma and seek 
to understand the meaning 
people make of their 
experiences

Brandow and Cave, 2017
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Trauma-informed Communities

•Take particular care to create welcoming, 

culturally-responsive, and accessible 

environments

•Hold transparent conversations about what is 

happening and create inclusive opportunities 

for participation
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Trauma-informed Communities

•Focus on resilience, 

healing, and mutual 

support

•Discuss definitions of 

safety and work 

collaboratively to honor 

what people need
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Rethink Accessibility

•Physical 

•Cultural and Linguistic 

•Attitudinal 
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What Action Will You Take?

•What can you learn?

•What can you share?

•What will you do?

•What will your commitment be?
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You have to act as if it were possible to radically 
transform the world. And you have to do it all 

the time. 

- Angela Davis
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Cathy Cave, BS, Co-founder

Inspired Vision, LLC

cathycave55@gmail.com

THANK YOU


