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Abstract 

Trauma-informed leadership is an emerging framework that integrates an 
understanding of trauma and its impacts with leadership practices that foster resilience, 
empowerment, and emotional healing. Trauma-informed leaders prioritize the needs of 
their followers by practicing behaviors and embodying attributes that promote well-
being and resilience. This article examines trauma-informed leadership through the lens 
of established leadership theories, including transformational, servant, adaptive, and 
authentic leadership. It highlights its alignment with the trauma-informed care 
principles developed by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration. The four core attributes of trauma-informed leadership—authenticity, 
emotional intelligence, relational capacity, and resilience—are discussed in detail, 
providing leaders with a framework for creating supportive and healing environments. 
Additionally, the four behaviors of trauma-informed leaders—understanding trauma, 
regulating distress, empowering others, and providing emotional healing—offer 
practical strategies for navigating the complexities of trauma in the workplace. 
Together, these insights provide a comprehensive guide for leaders seeking to 
implement trauma-informed principles in their organizations. 

Keywords: trauma, trauma-informed leadership, leadership model, resilience, trauma-
informed care principles, leadership development 

Introduction 

The modern workplace is becoming more aware of the impact of trauma on employees 
and leaders alike, leading to the rise of trauma-informed leadership as a relevant and 
necessary framework for organizational success. Trauma-informed leaders prioritize 
the needs of their followers by practicing behaviors and embodying attributes that 
promote well-being and resilience. By understanding trauma and its long-lasting 
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effects, trauma-informed leaders are equipped to foster environments where 
individuals feel supported and able to thrive. This leadership framework is grounded in 
the work of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA; 2014), whose trauma-informed care principles provide an essential guide for 
implementing trauma-informed practices. 

As organizations face unprecedented challenges due to global crises such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, economic uncertainties, and social unrest, leaders are tasked with 
navigating these disruptions while ensuring the well-being of their teams. This article 
explores trauma-informed leadership through the lens of established leadership 
theories and SAMHSA’s trauma-informed care principles. It discusses the four 
attributes and behaviors of trauma-informed leadership in depth, offering leaders 
practical strategies for building resilient and high-performing teams.  

Defining Trauma and its Impact 

Trauma is defined as a deeply distressing or disturbing experience that overwhelms an 
individual’s ability to cope, resulting in long-term psychological, emotional, and 
physiological effects. Trauma can be caused by various events, such as violence, natural 
disasters, war, or abuse, and it is not limited to specific demographics or circumstances. 
According to SAMHSA (2014), trauma is a widespread public health issue that affects 
individuals of all ages, genders, and backgrounds. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders classifies trauma-related disorders, such as posttraumatic stress 
disorder, as significant mental health conditions that can disrupt an individual’s 
everyday functioning (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

The Neurological Impact of Trauma 

The impact of trauma on the brain is profound, altering critical brain structures 
involved in emotional regulation, memory, and executive functioning. The amygdala, 
responsible for processing emotions and detecting threats, becomes hyperactive in 
individuals who have experienced trauma. This heightened state of arousal, known as 
hyperarousal, can lead to exaggerated emotional responses, making individuals more 
prone to fear, anxiety, and irritability (Van der Kolk, 2015). Trauma survivors may find 
themselves in a constant state of alertness, perceiving ordinary situations as threats due 
to the amygdala’s overactivation. This response is often observed in workplace settings, 
where trauma survivors may struggle to manage stress and maintain focus. 

Trauma can damage the hippocampus, which plays a crucial role in memory formation 
and recall. Prolonged exposure to stress hormones like cortisol can shrink the 
hippocampus, resulting in memory fragmentation and difficulty distinguishing 
between past and present experiences (McEwen, 2007). Trauma survivors may have 
disjointed or incomplete memories of traumatic events, leading to confusion and 
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emotional distress. This may manifest as forgetfulness, disorganization, or difficulty 
processing new information in a work environment. 

Trauma also affects the prefrontal cortex (PFC), which is responsible for higher order 
cognitive functions such as decision making, problem solving, and impulse control. 
Trauma weakens the PFC’s ability to regulate emotions and respond rationally under 
stress. Individuals may struggle with concentration, decision making, and emotional 
regulation, leading to impulsive behaviors or difficulty maintaining composure during 
stressful situations (Arnsten, 2009). In the workplace, this can result in inconsistent 
performance, difficulty managing tasks, and challenges adapting to changes. 

Trauma’s impact extends beyond the brain to the body, as the brain–body connection 
links psychological trauma to somatic symptoms. Trauma survivors often experience 
chronic pain, fatigue, digestive issues, and other physical symptoms related to 
prolonged activation of the autonomic nervous system (Porges, 2011). This connection 
between mental and physical health underscores the importance of trauma-informed 
leadership, as leaders need to recognize the somatic manifestations of trauma and 
provide appropriate support to affected individuals (Kessler, 2018). 

However, one of the most hopeful aspects of trauma recovery is neuroplasticity, the 
brain’s ability to adapt and form new neural connections. Individuals can recover 
cognitive and emotional functioning over time through therapeutic interventions, 
mindfulness practices, and supportive environments (Doidge, 2007). Trauma-informed 
leaders are critical in fostering environments that support neuroplasticity by promoting 
emotional regulation, psychological safety, and continuous learning. 

Understanding the neurological effects of trauma helps trauma-informed leaders 
recognize behaviors that may be rooted in trauma, such as hypervigilance, memory 
challenges, and emotional dysregulation. By creating environments that support 
emotional healing and resilience, trauma-informed leaders can mitigate the long-term 
effects of trauma and help individuals thrive both personally and professionally. 

Defining Trauma-Informed Leadership 

Trauma-informed leadership integrates the principles of trauma-informed care into 
leadership practices. Trauma-informed leaders prioritize their followers’ needs by 
practicing behaviors and embodying attributes that promote well-being and resilience. 
They emphasize the importance of creating environments where individuals can feel 
safe physically, psychologically, socially, morally, and culturally and where they can 
develop resilience in the face of adversity (Lloyd, 2024). 
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The foundation of trauma-informed leadership is grounded in empirical research and 
the trauma-informed care principles established by SAMHSA (2014), which include the 
following: 

 safety: ensuring that individuals feel physically and psychologically safe. 

 trustworthiness and transparency: building and maintaining trust through 
transparent actions. 

 peer support: encouraging connection and shared experiences among 
individuals. 

 collaboration and mutuality: promoting teamwork and shared decision 
making. 

 empowerment, voice, and choice: recognizing and fostering individuals’ 
autonomy and ability to make informed decisions. 

 cultural, historical, and gender issues: acknowledging the impact of identity 
and history on individuals’ experiences of trauma. 

Trauma-informed leadership aligns with these principles by prioritizing relational 
safety, emotional regulation, and empowerment. Leaders adopting this model aim to 
foster environments where trauma survivors can feel seen, heard, and respected, 
contributing to individual growth and organizational success. 

Cross-Reference With Research-Based Leadership Theories 

Trauma-informed leadership intersects with several established leadership theories, 
offering a holistic approach that blends emotional intelligence (EQ), servant leadership, 
transformational leadership, adaptive leadership, and authentic leadership. Each 
leadership model contributes unique insights that complement and enhance the 
trauma-informed leadership approach, particularly in fostering environments where 
individuals can thrive despite experiencing adversity. 

Servant Leadership 

Robert Greenleaf (1977) introduced the concept of servant leadership, which 
emphasizes the leader’s role in serving the needs of others. Servant leadership aligns 
closely with trauma-informed leadership in its focus on empathy, emotional healing, 
and putting the well-being of followers at the forefront. Both models recognize that 
effective leadership involves creating environments where individuals feel supported, 
valued, and empowered. Trauma-informed leadership, however, expands on servant 
leadership by addressing the specific needs of trauma survivors, offering strategies to 
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promote emotional healing and foster a culture of resilience. By prioritizing the 
emotional and psychological safety of team members, trauma-informed leaders serve as 
facilitators of growth and recovery. 

Transformational Leadership 

As Bass (1985) described, transformational leadership emphasizes inspiring and 
motivating followers to achieve higher levels of performance. This leadership style 
involves creating a vision, fostering innovation, and encouraging personal 
development. Trauma-informed leadership shares common ground with 
transformational leadership, focusing on inspiring growth and change. However, 
trauma-informed leadership adds an additional layer of support by ensuring that 
leaders consider their team members’ emotional and psychological well-being 
(Seligman, 2011). While transformational leaders push for high performance, trauma-
informed leaders balance this ambition with empathy, understanding the need to 
regulate distress and create a safe space for individuals who may be navigating the 
long-term effects of trauma. 

Adaptive Leadership 

Adaptive leadership, as described by Heifetz and Linsky (2002), focuses on the ability of 
leaders to navigate change and uncertainty by mobilizing individuals to face complex 
challenges and adapt to new circumstances. Adaptive leadership is particularly relevant 
in trauma-informed leadership because it emphasizes the leader’s capacity to respond 
flexibly to complex and unpredictable situations. Trauma-informed leaders, like 
adaptive leaders, understand that trauma can manifest in unexpected ways and that 
rigid leadership approaches may not be effective in addressing the emotional and 
psychological needs of individuals who have experienced trauma. Both leadership 
styles emphasize the importance of learning, growth, and resilience, particularly in 
adversity. Adaptive leaders empower their teams to develop new strategies and coping 
mechanisms in response to changing environments, aligning with the trauma-informed 
leadership behavior of empowering others to take ownership of their recovery and 
growth. 

Authentic Leadership 

Authentic leadership, developed by Avolio and Gardner (2005), focuses on self-
awareness, relational transparency, balanced processing, and moral integrity as core 
components of effective leadership. Authentic leaders are genuine, self-aware, and true 
to their values, creating trust and fostering open communication within their teams. 
Trauma-informed leadership closely aligns with authentic leadership, particularly its 
emphasis on relational capacity and authenticity. Trauma-informed leaders must be 
authentic in their interactions, as building trust is essential for creating environments 
where trauma survivors feel safe and supported. Both leadership models recognize that 
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authenticity fosters psychological safety, which is critical for individuals who may be 
coping with the effects of trauma. By being transparent and genuine, trauma-informed 
leaders model vulnerability and openness, encouraging their team members to express 
their emotions and needs without fear of judgment or reprisal. 

Integrating Leadership Theories Into Trauma-Informed Leadership 

These leadership theories—EQ, servant leadership, transformational leadership, 
adaptive leadership, and authentic leadership—provide valuable insights that enhance 
the trauma-informed leadership framework. EQ contributes to the development of 
empathy and self-awareness, both essential for understanding and responding to 
trauma in the workplace. Servant leadership emphasizes the leader’s role in fostering 
emotional healing and prioritizing the well-being of others, while transformational 
leadership focuses on inspiring growth and resilience. Adaptive leadership highlights 
the importance of flexibility and innovation in response to the challenges posed by 
trauma, and authentic leadership underscores the value of trust and relational 
transparency in creating psychologically safe environments. 

By integrating these leadership theories, trauma-informed leadership offers a 
comprehensive approach to addressing the emotional and psychological needs of 
individuals in the workplace. Trauma-informed leaders not only drive performance and 
growth but also ensure that their teams feel safe, supported, and empowered to 
navigate the complexities of trauma. The combination of these research-based 
leadership theories creates a leadership model that is both compassionate and effective, 
fostering resilience, trust, and long-term organizational success. 

The Four Attributes of Trauma-Informed Leadership 

Trauma-informed leadership is distinguished by four core attributes that guide leaders 
in fostering resilient, supportive, and safe environments for individuals who have 
experienced trauma. These attributes are authenticity, EQ, relational capacity, and 
resilience. Each attribute reflects a leader’s ability to understand trauma’s emotional 
and psychological complexities while promoting an organizational culture that 
prioritizes safety, trust, and empowerment (Spencer, 2019). Understanding these 
attributes allows leaders to create spaces where individuals can feel supported, heard, 
and empowered to grow despite the challenges they may face due to their trauma 
experiences. 

Authenticity. Authenticity is central to trauma-informed leadership because it fosters 
an environment of trust and psychological safety, which are crucial for trauma 
survivors. Authentic leaders are genuine in their interactions, transparent about their 
values, and consistent in their behavior. This attribute is essential because trauma 
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survivors often have heightened sensitivity to inconsistency or perceived dishonesty, 
which can trigger feelings of mistrust or fear (Brown, 2018). 

Authentic leaders demonstrate vulnerability by openly acknowledging their challenges 
and limitations and encouraging others to do the same. By being transparent and 
truthful, these leaders create a culture of openness where team members feel 
comfortable sharing their emotions and concerns without fear of judgment or reprisal. 
This is especially important in trauma-informed environments, where psychological 
safety is paramount. Leaders who model authenticity help normalize emotional 
expression and foster a sense of belonging, which is critical for trauma survivors to feel 
supported. 

Authenticity also helps build deeper connections between leaders and their teams. 
Trauma survivors may struggle with trust, often because of previous negative 
experiences with authority figures or organizations. When leaders demonstrate 
authenticity by aligning their actions with their words and showing genuine concern for 
their team’s well-being, they break down barriers to trust and create a more inclusive, 
empathetic workplace (Gentry et al., 2020). 

Emotional Intelligence (EQ). EQ is the ability to recognize, understand, and manage 
one’s emotions while being attuned to the emotions of others. It is a critical component 
of trauma-informed leadership, as it allows leaders to navigate the emotional 
complexities that arise when working with individuals who have experienced trauma. 
Leaders with high EQ are better equipped to create environments where team members 
feel emotionally safe and understood. The three most important aspects of EQ for 
trauma-informed leaders are self-awareness, empathy, and self-awareness.  

Self-Awareness. Self-awareness involves recognizing one’s emotional responses, 
particularly in high-stress situations, and understanding how these emotions might 
affect others. For trauma-informed leaders, self-awareness is critical to avoiding reactive 
behaviors that could unintentionally retraumatize employees. By being mindful of their 
own emotional state, leaders can model calmness and composure, which helps regulate 
the team’s emotional climate (Goleman, 1998). 

Empathy. Empathy, on the other hand, is the ability to understand and share the 
feelings of others. Trauma-informed leaders must practice empathy to connect with 
their team members on a deeper level, especially when addressing the effects of trauma. 
Unlike sympathy, which often involves feeling pity for others, empathy requires leaders 
to step into their employees’ emotional world, offering support grounded in 
understanding rather than judgment. Leaders who show empathy validate the 
experiences of trauma survivors, making them feel seen, heard, and valued. This 
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validation is crucial in helping individuals regain a sense of agency and control over 
their work and personal lives (Lloyd, 2024). 

Self-Regulation. Beyond self-awareness and empathy, trauma-informed leaders with 
high EQ are also skilled in self-regulation, which allows them to manage their 
emotional responses in stressful situations. This is critical for preventing conflicts from 
escalating or triggering traumatic memories in others. Through EQ, leaders can create 
emotionally safe spaces where individuals feel supported and capable of contributing to 
their fullest potential. 

Relational Capacity. Relational capacity refers to a leader’s ability to build, maintain, 
and strengthen relationships. It is a foundational aspect of trauma-informed leadership. 
Trauma often damages an individual’s ability to trust and connect with others, making 
relational capacity essential for leaders who are tasked with fostering team cohesion 
and psychological safety. Trauma-informed leaders must prioritize relationships and 
recognize the importance of emotional bonds within their teams. 

Leaders with strong relational capacity are adept at creating an inclusive environment 
where individuals feel a sense of belonging. They are intentional about fostering 
connection, offering support, and building trust. This is especially important for trauma 
survivors, who may struggle with feelings of isolation or alienation because of their 
experiences. Leaders with high relational capacity actively listen to their team members, 
practice patience, and are responsive to their emotional and psychological needs. 

Furthermore, relational capacity involves understanding the nuances of interpersonal 
dynamics and navigating complex relationships in the workplace. Due to past 
experiences, trauma survivors may have difficulty forming new relationships or 
maintaining healthy ones, so leaders must be sensitive to these challenges and work to 
cultivate positive, supportive interactions. By prioritizing relationships and fostering a 
collaborative environment, trauma-informed leaders can help their team members 
rebuild trust and form meaningful connections, essential for emotional healing and 
professional growth (Brown, 2018). 

Resilience. Resilience is the ability to adapt and thrive in the face of adversity, and it is 
a cornerstone of trauma-informed leadership. For leaders, resilience means maintaining 
composure and stability in challenging situations and helping their team members 
build resilience by creating environments that promote growth, learning, and recovery. 
Trauma-informed leaders recognize that trauma can have a lasting impact on an 
individual’s ability to cope with stress, and they are committed to fostering resilience 
within their teams. 

Flexibility and Adaptability. A trauma-informed leader’s resilience is rooted in 
flexibility and adaptability. They remain calm and composed during crises, 
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demonstrating confidence in guiding their team through difficult times. This stability is 
crucial for trauma survivors, who may feel overwhelmed by change or uncertainty. By 
modeling resilience, leaders provide their team members with safety and assurance that 
challenges can be overcome (Luthans et al., 2007). 

Growth Mindset. Additionally, trauma-informed leaders recognize that resilience is not 
a fixed trait but a skill that can be developed over time. This belief is supported by 
research on neuroplasticity, which shows that the brain can form new pathways and 
recover from trauma through deliberate practice and learning (Doidge, 2007). Trauma-
informed leaders encourage their teams to adopt a growth mindset, which involves 
viewing challenges as opportunities for learning and development rather than 
insurmountable obstacles. By promoting a growth mindset, leaders help their team 
members build resilience and increase their capacity to navigate future adversities. 

Well-Being. Resilient leaders also invest in their teams’ well-being by promoting self-
care, providing access to mental health resources, and encouraging practices that 
support emotional and physical recovery. They understand resilience is not simply 
about bouncing back from hardship but building the internal and external resources 
necessary for long-term recovery and success. By fostering a resilient team, trauma-
informed leaders ensure that their organizations can weather crises while maintaining 
high levels of performance and well-being. 

The Four Behaviors of Trauma-Informed Leadership 

In addition to the four core attributes, trauma-informed leadership is distinguished by 
four key behaviors that allow leaders to create psychologically safe, empowering, and 
supportive environments for individuals who have experienced trauma. These 
behaviors include understanding trauma, regulating distress, empowering others, and 
providing emotional healing. Each behavior builds on the trauma-informed leadership 
framework, offering practical strategies for leaders to navigate complex emotional 
landscapes, reduce the risk of retraumatization, and foster team resilience. 

Understanding Trauma. The first and most foundational behavior of trauma-informed 
leadership is understanding trauma and its far-reaching effects. Leaders must recognize 
that trauma is not a one-time event but a long-lasting emotional and psychological 
response that can affect an individual’s ability to function in personal and professional 
settings. Trauma manifests differently for each person, depending on factors such as the 
nature of the trauma, the individual’s support system, and their coping mechanisms. 
Understanding trauma requires leaders to be knowledgeable about its symptoms, such 
as hypervigilance, anxiety, emotional numbing, and difficulty concentrating (Van der 
Kolk, 2015). 
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Trauma-informed leaders go beyond surface-level knowledge by familiarizing 
themselves with the neuroscience of trauma, including how traumatic experiences can 
alter brain structures such as the amygdala, hippocampus, and PFC. This 
understanding helps leaders recognize that certain behaviors—such as heightened 
emotional responses, memory issues, or difficulty making decisions—may be trauma 
related rather than signs of incompetence or disengagement. For example, an employee 
who struggles to meet deadlines or maintain focus might be coping with the long-term 
effects of trauma. Rather than reprimanding the individual, trauma-informed leaders 
approach them with empathy and provide support, such as adjusting workloads, 
offering flexible deadlines, or suggesting mental health resources. 

Additionally, understanding trauma involves recognizing that trauma can stem from 
various sources, including personal experiences (e.g., domestic violence, sexual assault) 
or collective events (e.g., natural disasters, war, or pandemics). Leaders must be 
sensitive to individual and collective trauma and how these experiences impact their 
teams. This holistic understanding allows trauma-informed leaders to create a 
supportive environment where individuals feel seen, heard, and valued. 

Regulating Distress. A critical behavior of trauma-informed leadership is the ability to 
regulate distress within the organization. Trauma survivors often experience 
heightened sensitivity to stress, and workplaces can inadvertently become 
environments that trigger distress if not managed carefully. Trauma-informed leaders 
understand that promoting safety—physical, psychological, social, moral, and 
cultural—is essential for mitigating the negative impacts of stress and creating a 
conducive work environment. Regulating distress requires leaders to foster safety in 
five key areas. 

Physical Safety. Leaders must ensure the workplace is free from physical threats or 
harm, creating an environment where employees feel safe from accidents, injuries, or 
violence. Trauma survivors, especially those with histories of physical or emotional 
abuse, need reassurance that their physical well-being is prioritized. 

Psychological Safety. Psychological safety is an environment where employees feel safe 
expressing themselves without fear of judgment, retaliation, or humiliation 
(Edmondson, 1999). Trauma-informed leaders promote openness, encourage emotional 
expression, and validate employees’ feelings, ensuring individuals can share their 
experiences without fear of negative repercussions. 

Social Safety. Social safety fosters an inclusive and supportive community where 
employees feel a sense of belonging (Huerta et al., 2020). Trauma survivors often 
struggle with isolation or distrust, making it crucial for leaders to promote positive 
social interactions and ensure that team dynamics are respectful and collaborative. 
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Moral Safety. Moral safety is the alignment between an individual’s values and the 
organization’s actions and principles (Bloom, 2017). Trauma survivors, particularly 
those who have experienced betrayal or moral injury (such as soldiers in combat), may 
be sensitive to ethical violations or injustice in the workplace (Shay, 2014). Leaders must 
ensure that organizational practices are transparent, fair, and aligned with the 
organization’s stated values. 

Cultural Safety. Cultural safety involves recognizing and respecting individuals’ 
diverse backgrounds, including their cultural, racial, and gender identities (SafeWork 
NSW, n.d.). Trauma survivors may feel vulnerable or marginalized due to their 
experiences, and trauma-informed leaders ensure that the workplace is culturally 
competent, offering support and validation to individuals from all backgrounds 
(Williams, 2019). 

By addressing these five types of safety, trauma-informed leaders create a stable and 
predictable environment where individuals can regulate their emotions, manage stress, 
and perform effectively. For instance, a trauma-informed leader might implement 
flexible working hours or provide quiet spaces for employees to decompress when they 
feel overwhelmed. These strategies ensure that distress is mitigated and employees are 
equipped with the resources they need to thrive in the workplace. 

Empowering Others. Empowerment is a core behavior of trauma-informed leadership. 
It involves recognizing each individual’s intrinsic value and providing opportunities for 
growth, autonomy, and self-determination. Trauma can leave individuals feeling 
powerless or helpless, so leaders must foster an environment where individuals are 
encouraged to take ownership of their work and feel confident in their decision-making 
abilities. 

Empowering others requires leaders to actively involve their team members in decision-
making processes, giving them a voice in shaping their roles and contributions. This is 
especially important for trauma survivors, who may feel disempowered or 
disconnected from their sense of agency. Trauma-informed leaders recognize the 
importance of providing choice and control, allowing individuals to set goals, make 
decisions, and contribute to the organization in ways that align with their strengths and 
interests (SAMHSA, 2014). 

One powerful metaphor for empowerment in trauma-informed leadership is the 
Japanese art of kintsugi, where broken pottery is repaired with gold, emphasizing the 
beauty in imperfection and recovery (Princer, 2022). Trauma survivors, like kintsugi 
pottery, are often shaped by their experiences, but these experiences do not diminish 
their value. Instead, they can be seen as sources of strength, resilience, and wisdom. 
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Trauma-informed leaders understand this and provide opportunities for individuals to 
rebuild their sense of self-worth through meaningful contributions to the organization. 

Leaders can empower their team members by offering mentorship, professional 
development opportunities, and leadership roles that allow them to grow and develop. 
Trauma-informed leaders foster a sense of autonomy and trust to help individuals 
reclaim their power and build the confidence necessary to succeed in their personal and 
professional lives. 

Practicing Emotional Healing. Practicing emotional healing is a central behavior of 
trauma-informed leadership, rooted in the principles of servant leadership, where 
leaders prioritize the well-being of their team members. Trauma survivors often carry 
deep emotional wounds that affect their performance and relationships within the 
workplace. Trauma-informed leaders recognize the importance of fostering 
environments where healing can occur, and they actively engage in practices that 
promote emotional well-being, resilience, and recovery. 

Rather than attempting to “fix” individuals or offer superficial solutions, trauma-
informed leaders practice emotional healing by creating a space where team members 
feel safe expressing their emotions, receiving validation, and engaging in their healing 
journeys. This process is built on empathy, active listening, and a commitment to 
supporting the emotional needs of their followers. 

Two examples of emotional healing in leadership—one from President George W. Bush 
and another from former President Donald Trump—illustrate how trauma-informed 
leaders can practice emotional healing during crises. 

Following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, President Bush provided a clear 
example of practicing emotional healing (Shogan, 2011). His speeches and public 
appearances were filled with empathy and unity, acknowledging the collective grief 
experienced by the nation. When Bush addressed first responders at Ground Zero, his 
message of resilience, solidarity, and resolve helped create a space for emotional healing 
among Americans. His ability to express empathy and foster national unity contributed 
to collective recovery during overwhelming trauma. 

During his 2024 presidential campaign, former President Trump faced an assassination 
attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania (Holmes, 2024). In response, Trump practiced 
emotional healing by acknowledging the gravity of the situation and expressing 
gratitude for his safety, law enforcement, and the continued support of his followers in 
the immediate aftermath of the situation. His focus on resilience and appreciation 
fostered a sense of unity and strength among his supporters, offering emotional 
reassurance in the face of danger. While Trump’s leadership style is often assertive and 
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direct, this moment showed his capacity to promote emotional healing through 
gratitude and resilience. 

These examples highlight how trauma-informed leaders practice emotional healing by 
fostering environments of empathy, emotional support, and validation. This practice 
involves more than responding to individual needs—it requires leaders to cultivate an 
organizational culture where emotional well-being is prioritized. Trauma-informed 
leaders can promote emotional healing by facilitating access to mental health services, 
advocating for work–life balance, and creating an atmosphere where open 
communication is encouraged. 

Conclusion 

Trauma-informed leadership is a critical framework for navigating the complexities of 
trauma in today’s organizations, where leaders must recognize and respond to the 
profound impacts trauma has on individuals and teams. This leadership approach 
integrates an understanding of trauma with the practical behaviors and attributes 
necessary to foster resilience, empowerment, and emotional healing. Trauma-informed 
leaders prioritize the needs of their followers by practicing behaviors that promote well-
being and embodying attributes that build resilience. This framework is rooted in the 
understanding that trauma affects individuals’ emotional, cognitive, and physiological 
functioning, often disrupting their ability to perform and thrive in the workplace. 

By synthesizing established leadership theories—transformational, servant, adaptive, 
and authentic—trauma-informed leadership offers a comprehensive model that 
integrates safety, trust, and empowerment. The four key attributes of trauma-informed 
leadership—authenticity, EQ, relational capacity, and resilience—create a foundation 
for leaders to build supportive and healing environments. Furthermore, the four core 
behaviors—understanding trauma, regulating distress, empowering others, and 
practicing emotional healing—provide practical strategies for mitigating trauma’s 
effects while fostering growth and recovery. 

In particular, the focus on regulating distress through the five types of safety (physical, 
psychological, social, moral, and cultural) ensures that leaders create environments 
where individuals can manage stress, feel secure, and engage fully. The ability to 
practice emotional healing, as demonstrated by leadership examples from President 
George W. Bush and former President Donald Trump, highlights the importance of 
empathy, resilience, and validation during times of crisis. Trauma-informed leadership 
requires an ongoing commitment to these principles, fostering a workplace culture 
where employees are empowered, supported, and able to recover from adversity. 

As organizations continue to face global challenges and uncertainties, the principles of 
trauma-informed leadership offer a pathway to effectively responding to trauma and 
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building resilient and thriving teams. Leaders who prioritize trauma-informed practices 
will mitigate the negative impacts of trauma and unlock the potential for growth, 
innovation, and lasting success within their organizations. 

Author’s Note 

Dr. Rebekah C. Lloyd is a leadership consultant, United States Army combat veteran, 
and trauma-informed expert specializing in resilience, organizational development, and 
innovative leadership strategies. 

Correspondence concerning this article should be directed to Dr. Rebekah C. Lloyd, 
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