
A TRAUMA INFORMED 
PALLIATIVE APPROACH



Grounding
Exerise



Objectives
01 02 03

Consider how 
trauma is present 
in palliative care

Explore how 
trauma impacts 
people

Become familiar 
with trauma-
informed care 
strategies



Palliative Approach to Care:

Palliative care is an approach that improves the quality of life of 
persons and their families facing the problem associated with 
life-limiting illness, through the prevention and relief of suffering 
by means of early identification and impeccable assessment and
treatment of pain and other issues including physical, 
psychosocial and spiritual.

Definitions



What is  Trauma?

Trauma arises from a deeply distressing or disturbing experience(s).

We can speak about trauma when an individual continues to 
experience overwhelming feelings of helplessness, loss of control 
and fear for their safety in response to a frightening event or 
events.

Trauma does not lie in an event, it lives in the body. 

Definitions



Traumatic responses can be triggered by single events or multiple 
single events such as accident, illness, surgery, natural disaster, 
violence, abuse or by the experience of ongoing traumatic events such 
as abuse, poverty, war, racism, colonialism, residential schools, adverse 
childhood events. 

Traumatic responses can also be triggered by “smaller” events such as 
being employed in stressful, traumatic work settings. 



Traumatic symptoms are not caused by an event 
itself. They arise when residual energy from the 

experience is not discharged from the body. This
energy remains trapped in the nervous system

where it can wreak havoc on our bodies and 
minds.

 Peter Levine









What is Trauma-Informed?

An approach, 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.

Responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, procedures, 
and practices.

Seeks to actively prevent additional trauma.



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://usq.pressbooks.pub/traumainformedpractice/chapter/3-6-using-the-window-of-tolerance-in-the-school-context/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Self-Regulation

We need to check in with ourselves!

1. What can I notice in my body, emotions, sensations, and thoughts?

2. How can I attend to these things?
• Cloud or train
• “Where are my feet” and other sensory experiences.
• Stare Down



Crisis Stabilization and Safety Aid



Six Principles of 
Trauma-Informed Care



Commitment to trauma awareness:
Nervous system flow between activation (SNS) and de-activation (PSN)
Survival responses remain largely present 

Create safe context:

Physical safety
Emotional safety
Trustworthiness
Clear and consistent 
boundaries
Transparency
Predictability

*What has happened to
this person?

Recognize and 
honour the 
individual:

Relationship
Respect
Compassion
Acceptance and 
non-judgment
Coordination
Mutuality

Restore power:

Strength focus
Empowerment
Choice
Skill building

Self-Care and 
Compassion

Mindfulness
Integration
Self-Regulation

Connected Teams

Non-violent communication



Exercise
How does trauma show up in your work?

What does it look like?

Think of a situation where you observed high 
activation in someone else or yourself. Sit with 
it for a moment. Can you notice where you feel 
it in your body?





Tara Cohen, Program Manager - 
Champlain Hos pice Pallia tive  Care Program
tcohen@champlainpallia tive.ca
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