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Actions to support 
trauma-informed 
practice

“ It’s helpful to know what has led to the way people are. 
You feel more empathy. Otherwise, you can end up 
blaming them for their behaviour”.

  Peter, Lifestyle Coordinator
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• Staff understand that:

 - Trauma is common for older 

people. Both past and recent 

traumas can impact on the mental 

health and needs of older people, 

their families, loved ones and carers

 - Impacts of trauma may be reflected 

in an older person’s behaviour and 

the way families, carers and loved 

ones interact with staff

 - Aspects of care can inadvertently 

remind older people of past trauma 

and make its impacts worse 

• Staff use care plans to document the 

older person’s trauma history and their 

trauma-related needs and preferences

• Staff share information about an 

older person’s trauma history and its 

impacts with supervisors and other 

team members

• Staff support older people so that they 

can share their experience of trauma 

safely

• There are processes in place to 

identify trauma and support staff 

learning and development

 - In the admissions process there is 

routine assessment/screening for 

histories of trauma 

 - Appropriate staff are trained in 

taking a personal history that will 

identify older people’s trauma 

experiences and reminders of 

past trauma that may affect their 

experience of care 

• Staff training in cultural safety is 

expanded to include common 

trauma-reminders specific to the 

different communities who are 

accessing aged care services and 

to provide information on how 

these communities view trauma 

and mental health

• Staff use a broad knowledge of 

culture (cultural competency, 

demographic data, migration 

history and patterns) to inform 

questions and prompts during an 

assessment

This principle supports a shift in perspective in the labeling of an older person’s 

behaviour as ‘problematic’ or ‘challenging’. Instead, understanding how trauma is 

impacting them leads to greater understanding of why the older person is responding 

in a particular way, and to a more solution-focussed approach to care. The older 

person is no longer seen as the ’problem’. 

From the workers’ 
perspective

From an organisational 
perspective

1
1.  Understand the effects of trauma

Actions to support trauma-informed practice
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

“ I feel really humiliated when it’s a man who has to come 
and help me with the toilet … it’s hard to explain why, but 
in the camps, men saw our open toilets.”

  Iris, older person

Interventions and tips for managers

• When staff raise issues about an older person’s care or label a person’s behaviour 

as “challenging” or “problematic”, take every opportunity (during individual 

supervisory meetings, staff meetings and handovers) to:

 - Support staff to move away from seeing behaviours as problematic, instead 

asking ‘why’ this is happening for the person in front of them. Ask what they 

know of the older person’s background and offer advice about how to find 

out more about the person’s experiences and needs. This can also be done by 

introducing the following resources at a staff meeting: 

Trauma Awareness, Module 1: What is Trauma? 

phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au*

Trauma, loss and grief in older people: What do I need to know? 
phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources  

Trauma, loss and grief in older people: What do I need to do? 

phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources

 - Talk to your staff about how difficult behaviours can represent an older person’s 

best attempts to cope. Provide them with opportunities to understand that  

not all people and communities express distress in the same way

*  Access to the free training resources outlined in this workbook will require you to create a login to our online learning platform.

http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources
http://phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

• Make time available for staff to be familiar with the care and services plan on an 

ongoing basis 

• Develop a section in the assessment pro forma on the older person’s trauma 

history and its impact on their needs and preferences. Share this information 

regularly with all staff including PCWs, lifestyle staff and sessional staff coming into 

the organisation to provide specialist services

• Talk to your Learning and Development team to organise yearly trauma awareness 

training. Ensure the training provides skills for staff and managers to support 

people to disclose trauma safely:

Trauma Awareness for staff – phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

Trauma Informed care for managers – phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

• Actively engage staff in the importance of this training:

 - Discuss relevant aspects of this training at staff meetings 

 - View initial modules of the training at staff meetings

 - Discuss implications of training for what staff do day-to-day. The training listed 

below provides posters and conversation cards to help you talk to your staff 

 - Ask your staff to watch this five-minute training video:  

Trauma Awareness, Module 1: What is Trauma?– phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

“ The care plan is so useful for strategies to manage Mick’s behaviours 
around his dementia. I just wish all the staff had time to read it.”

   Darna, Nurse Unit Manager (NUM)

An example of the conversation cards downloadable from our training – or order by 

going to phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources

http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

What can trauma look like when it is 
affecting an older person?

• Keyed up and agitated (wound up and 
on edge)

• Highly emotional, including distress and 
anger

• Sad or withdrawn

• Mistrustful

• Disengaged or withholding information

• Refusing care or food

• Not engaging in group activities 

• Disorganised in their thinking

• Having difficulty remembering what they 
are told or filling out a simple form

• Having difficulty interacting with staff 
and other older people

“ I know that when I take the 
time to have a chat with Mr 
P, he’s much more relaxed 
and comfortable with me 
touching him. It may only 
add a few minutes to my job 
but it’s worth it.”

  Armaan, PCW
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• Older people and staff feel 

physically, culturally and 

emotionally safe 

• Staff prioritise older people’s needs 

for safety, respect, and acceptance 

• Staff use simple strategies like 

explaining what they will do 

before providing care so that 

even unidentified trauma survivors 

are protected from reminders 

of trauma that cause or trigger 

distress 

• Staff view every interaction as an 

opportunity to connect and make 

older people feel valued and safe

• Staff self-care is an essential 

element of promoting safety. It 

reduces the likelihood of staff 

burnout and vicarious trauma, and 

enhances staff capacity to help 

older people feel safe when they 

have emotional reactions

• Staff feel supported to report elder 

abuse or their own experience of 

abuse

• Staff are provided with training and 

information so that they know how to:

 - Respect privacy and confidentiality

 - Treat older people and their families, 

loved ones and carers with dignity, 

compassion, and respect

 - Provide transparent care

 - Engage in interactions that are 

predictable, consistent, and respectful

• Information matching older people’s 

needs and capacity is made available, 

taking into consideration health literacy, 

language barriers, and disability

• Staff are trained in presenting as non-

judgemental and patient

• The design of the organisation supports 

privacy, autonomy, and is culturally 

sensitive

• The self-care of staff is supported and 

promoted. There are opportunities to 

discuss staff wellbeing, and staff have 

information on accessing support

• There are clear processes in place so that 

staff can report elder abuse and neglect 

or instances of occupational violence

Trauma survivors can often feel unsafe. Many people from vulnerable communities 

have experienced betrayal, abuse or neglect, and misuse of power. Knowing the 

needs of different communities affected by trauma will help you and your staff to 

build trust and provide older people in aged care with a sense of safety. This includes 

understanding how different communities provide a sense of meaning and belonging 

to their members as well as the barriers to wellbeing and support they are more likely 

to experience. 

From the workers’ 
perspective

From an organisational 
perspective

2. Promote safety and trust

Actions to support trauma-informed practice

2
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

“ I’ve learned it’s important to build a good relationship with someone 
who’s experienced trauma. It helps reduce the behaviours that can get in 
the way of caring for them.”

  Angela, PCW

 - Remind staff to introduce themselves and their role to each older person before 

providing them with care

 - Remind staff to respect privacy as the care setting is now the older person’s home 

– the following module can help assist you in conversations with your team: 

Trauma Awareness, Module 2 - Video 1: Building Relationships 
phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

 - Practice de-escalation strategies and matching the strategy to common 

behaviours, or request training from your Learning & Development team: 

Trauma Awareness, Module 2: Strategies for helping trauma-affected older  

people – Videos 3-7 - phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

 - Discuss how setting up the physical environment (an older person’s room, where 

and how group activities are conducted etc.) can optimise a sense of safety

• Ensure staff training on dementia incorporates considerations on mental health and 

trauma (for example, older people with dementia may be particularly vulnerable to 

changes in behaviour when distressed)

• Staff wellbeing:

 - Ensure that you (or direct supervisors who work under you) have the training to 

identify staff who are not coping, support safe disclosure of trauma and talk to 

staff who are not coping or have wellbeing issues:

Trauma Informed Care for Managers – phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

Caring for older people: How can it affect me?  

phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources

Caring for older people affected by trauma: How do I look after myself? 

phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources

 - Regularly discuss the importance of self-care

 - Create opportunities for staff to discuss their wellbeing

 - Ensure staff have the information they need to access support, including to the 

Employee Assistance Program

Interventions and tips for managers

• In meetings:

http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
http://phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources
http://phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/resources
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

• Staff ask for permission before care 

tasks (e.g. showering)

• Staff provide the older person with 

choices about the care they receive 

wherever possible, including asking 

about the preferred gender of the 

person providing that care

• Staff are transparent about their role 

and the purpose of all interactions 

and care they provide.

• The preferences of each older person 

are captured in care plans, and those 

preferences are accommodated

• Interpreters or bilingual workers 

are used to support transparent 

communication with older people

• Staff provide care in a culturally safe 

manner

• Staff are provided with training and 

information so that they:

 - Know how to ask for permission 

(informed consent)

 - Involve older people in decisions about 

their care

• Older people are involved in every 

decision made about every aspect of 

their care (e.g. strategic planning involves 

representatives from those using aged 

care services and care plans are developed 

with the older person)

• The older person’s family, loved ones or 

carers are included in decisions about 

their care

• Rights, complaints, and advocacy 

information is meaningfully provided to 

older people using aged care services and 

available to their families or loved ones in 

a language they understand

In a trauma-informed organisation, older people have a sense of efficacy and personal 

control over their lives. This principle emphasises the importance of informed choice 

for older people, collaboration between staff and older people, and their families, 

loved ones and carers, and facilitating the voice of the older person.

From the workers’ 
perspective

From an organisational 
perspective

3. Provide choice and control

“ Locks on doors, windows that don’t open, shutting doors at 
night … they can all increase feelings of lack of control and not 
being able to escape … especially for trauma survivors.”

  Andrew, Aged Care Manager

3
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

Interventions and tips for managers
• At meetings:

 -  Regularly discuss the importance of explaining to the people 

receiving care what service is going to be provided, by whom, 

when, and why

 - Role model asking for permission before care activities, 

including providing choices about timing or location (”I’m here 

to help you with your shower. Is that OK? Would you prefer 

having it now or in half an hour?”) – see training:

Trauma Awareness, Module 2 - Video 1: Building Relationships 

– phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au

 -  Provide training on how to obtain consent for care tasks, 

especially touching or moving an older person’s possessions, 

administering medications or medical procedures

• Review (or develop) a Use of Interpreter Services Policy – ensure 

that your staff know how to work with an interpreter and only 

ask family members to translate with the permission of the older 

person

• Consider recruitment of bilingual staff who share a language 

with older people accessing your services or living in your aged 

care home

• During transition into the care setting, do you ask  

about language preferences, including reading ability  

in those languages? (you can incorporate this into  

the admissions process)

“ Now that we have a separate section in the care 
plan for the preferences of each older person, we 
can be more confident regular care tasks won’t 
cause distress.”

  Fatima, PCW

http://phoenixaustralia.elearn.net.au
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Actions to support trauma-informed practice

“Older people with dementia lose the last language they 
learned – usually English, so they go back to speaking 
their first language, and communication is a challenge.”

  Vivian, PCW

• Develop a process so that the care preferences of each older person are captured 

in the care plans and case notes, in particular:

 - around privacy and preferred gender of their carer

 - when trauma has been disclosed, how to manage care activities that act as a 

reminder of the trauma

• Develop a process to ensure that all staff (including PCWs) have regular access to 

a person’s care preferences.

• Develop (or review) the process around families / carers contributing to care 

planning. Ensure that they access the information in the care plan with the 

permission of the care recipient (with clear guidance about what consent means 

when someone has power of attorney and guardianship)

• Ensure that staff know the preferred support person for each older person, and 

where this is recorded

• Invite representatives from your resident group to contribute to the planning for 

the organisation
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• Staff take opportunities to engage 

and build connections with older 

people in their care

• Staff introduce older people 

to each other and facilitate 

participation in social activities

• The strengths and coping skills 

of those who receive care are 

identified, recorded, and nurtured 

• Practical support is provided to 

care recipients to pursue preferred 

past-times

• Staff engage with the older 

person’s support network of 

choice

• A strengths-based approach to 

care is promoted through training, 

supervision, and handovers

• Diversity in the workforce is 

supported

• External connections with older 

people’s families, loved ones, carers, 

and support networks are promoted

• Those in care are assisted to access 

external care and services including 

professional mental health support 

networks

• Service delivery and the facilitation 

of relationships between those in 

care and their community needs to 

be based on an understanding of 

the historical relationships between 

different communities, so that 

people are not exposed to prejudice, 

discrimination or underlying conflict 

between communities

Trauma-informed care focusses on strengths rather than disability. A strengths-

based approach encourages staff to view the older people they interact with as 

resourceful and resilient. Older people can be more independent and thrive when 

they are assisted to form and maintain relationships, use existing strengths, and 

focus on meaningful goals.

From the workers’ 
perspective

From an organisational 
perspective

4.  Build connections, focus on strengths  
and promote quality of life

 “ I didn’t want to be involved with 
a crowd because I have been 
through so much. Because of the 
information and support (from a 
lifestyle coordinator) I gave it a 
chance. Since I have, I look forward 
to it. I want to be part of this group 
– it is a new life for me.”

  Shannon, older person

Actions to support trauma-informed practice

4
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Interventions and tips for managers

• Provide information to staff about the support services 

available for those in care, including rehabilitation, advocacy 

and mental health services

• Review referral processes to ensure that care recipients have 

access to coordinated care. For those with complex needs, 

this may include appointing a care coordinator or scheduling 

care coordination meetings

• Help shift staff thinking away from an older person’s level of 

disability, to identifying strengths and resources by:

 - discussing older people’s strengths at meetings, handovers 

and supervision

 - providing opportunities for older people to actively 

participate in planning of activities or in presentation to staff

• Make information about older people’s goals and strengths 

accessible for all staff – for example, in the care plan

• Pair older people with individual staff members to enhance the 

opportunity for relationship-building

• Organise a regular event for older people and their families 

and carers to share together (older people may like to plan the 

event, such as an afternoon tea)

“ Jack has dementia and challenging behaviours. We 
encouraged him to join staff in walking our dog. His 
behaviours changed because he was listened to and 
formed relationships with staff and people in the 
community.”

  Annabelle, Registered Nurse (RN)

Actions to support trauma-informed practice
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