
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Enhancing Legal Advocacy through a Trauma-

Informed Approach 

By Olga Trujillo, JD & Patricia Moen Tip Sheet #1 July 2019 

Victims and witnesses of crime have experienced trauma when they are exposed to violence, physical or 

sexual abuse, neglect, natural disasters, accidents, or any other events that induce powerlessness, fear, 

recurrent hopelessness, and a constant state of alert. These victims and/or witnesses often need 

lawyers to help them get through administrative, civil or criminal legal proceedings.  

Why Consider Trauma? 

By their nature, legal proceedings are stressful and confusing for most people. Traumatic experiences 

can influence how well a client is able to participate in legal proceedings and, ultimately, the outcome of 

their case. The trauma that these clients experience can affect the outcome of their cases in two key 

ways: 

1. Participation in legal proceedings can be difficult for clients who have experienced trauma, 

because the client can be easily reminded of the crime by seeing the people, pictures of the places or 

scenes of the incidents of violence. This can bring up the feelings and sensations associated with those 

traumatic events, which can cause a literal re-experiencing of the incident. This kind of re-experiencing 

may cause feelings of panic, anger, disorientation, physical pain, grief, or numbing and shutting down. 

These traumatic reminders are referred to as “triggers” and these triggers during a court proceeding can 

disrupt the client’s testimony, cross examination or make it too hard for them to participate at all. 

 

2. Credibility determinations are often made in legal proceedings without recognizing the impact 

of trauma on clients. Judges and juries determine whether a person is truthful based on that 

adjudicator’s sense of what a reasonable person can remember, or how they believe a client should look 

or sound when testifying about life threatening events. However, traumatic events can alter the way a 

person thinks, talks and even remembers an incident. To survive, victims may have dissociated, allowing 

them to experience the incident without actually feeling the full effect. For example, someone who 

experiences a near deadly car crash caused by a drunk driver, may dissociate so they don’t feel all the 

pain and terror associated with the incident. The victim may talk about the car accident in a flat and 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

scattered manner when testifying. Judges and juries can find it hard to believe a client showing these 

signs of trauma. 

What Can Lawyers do to Help? 

Successful legal advocates incorporate an in-depth understanding of trauma into their legal knowledge. 

The legal process often leaves participants feeling a loss of control. Recognizing this and addressing it 

with clients can help them prepare for legal proceedings, which can help them fully engage by 

minimizing perceived threats and avoiding re-traumatization, to the extent possible. 

Lawyers who are trauma-informed expect the presence of trauma and do what they can to prepare for 

it. Ways to do this include: 

BEFORE LEGAL PROCEEDINGS 

 Review your office space and decorum: 

❏ Ensure it is not chaotic, over stimulating, and noisy. 

❏ Make sure the space you meet with clients is not too small or crowded with furniture. 

❏ Make sure the client has easy access to the door and feels they can leave at any point. 

❏ Ensure clients are clearly and kindly directed to your office or meeting room when they 

arrive for appointments. 

 Take time to develop a rapport with your clients before you have them discuss or recount 

traumatic experiences. 

 Talk to your client about what helps them when they are triggered or reminded of traumatic 

experiences. 

 Incorporate a what-to-expect discussion into every client’s routine preparation for legal 

proceedings. Predictability, to the extent possible, helps alleviate a client’s fears and helps 

them prepare to participate. 

 Explain and walk clients through the legal aspects of the process so they know what to expect. 

 Talk them through the process step-by-step. 

 Discuss logistical details such as where both parties will wait before the proceeding, where they 

will take breaks, and the location of restrooms. 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

DURING LEGAL PROCEEDINGS 

 Create a physical and emotional safety plan for attending and participating in the legal process. 

❏ Prior to the scheduled date of the hearing, deposition or interview, accompany your client 

to the location where the proceeding is scheduled. 

❏ Strategize with them around any emotional or physical challenges to the space, hearing 

deposition, or interview. 

❏ Agree on a simple cue to let you know they are feeling overwhelmed or triggered. 

 Learn grounding techniques to help clients reorient in the present when they are triggered, 

dissociating, overwhelmed or feeling intense anxiety. 

❏ Practice these techniques generally and once proficient, practice them with clients to 

develop a rapport and to discuss when they might be needed. 

❏ If possible, practice them in the location of the hearing, deposition or interview before 

hand. 

 Ask for a recess to give your client a chance to get grounded after being triggered. 

 Suggest and help arrange for clients to have a supportive person in the legal proceeding. Victim 

advocates, close friends and even clinicians can fill this role. 

 Explore the use of emotional support animals during the legal proceedings. 

 If an interpreter is needed to participate in the proceeding, discuss the process so clients know 

what to expect and explore any potential trauma that may be compounded by interpretation. 

 Be prepared to request a recess or ask a judge or opposing counsel to rephrase questions if it is 

clear that the interpretation process is additionally re-traumatizing or confusing. 

 Be patient with victims who struggle to recount (and may be reliving) some of the worst 

moments of their lives. 

 Work closely with victim advocates and others involved in legal proceedings to help survivors 

and witnesses feel safe. 

 Maintain an awareness of how power and control and intimidation are being used in the 

proceeding and bring it to the adjudicator’s attention. 

 Advocate for courtroom accommodations to limit the opposing party’s ability to interact with 

your client. 

❏ When your client is testifying, stand between the witness stand and the opposing party. 

❏ In criminal cases, ask prosecutors to stand between the victim and the defendant when the 

victim is testifying. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

❏ For opposing parties that are pro se, be ready with a motion for use of standby counsel, 

should the opposing party want to cross examine your client. 

 Advocate for testimonial accommodations.  For example, your client could testify behind a 

screen or through closed circuit television or in another room. 

 Normalize your client’s behavior throughout the proceeding. In court cases, start with voir dire 

to help determine whether you may need to use an expert about the impact of trauma. 

 Introduce expert testimony on trauma and dissociation to normalize your client’s demeanor 

and behavior. 

 

Authors:  Olga Trujillo, JD and Patricia Moen Resource Center Partners for Trauma-Informed, 

Culturally Responsive Practices 

  Directors, Caminar Latino. 



 

 

 

Enhancing Access to Justice through 

a Trauma- Informed Approach 
 

By Olga Trujillo, JD & Patricia Moen Tip Sheet #2 July 2019 

Victims and witnesses of crime have experienced trauma when they are exposed to violence, physical or 

sexual abuse, neglect, natural disasters, accidents, or any other events that induce powerlessness, fear, 

recurrent hopelessness, and a constant state of alert. These victims and/or witnesses appear in court as 

parties to, or witnesses in, civil or criminal legal proceedings as a result of the crime. 

 

Why Consider Trauma? 
 

A trauma-informed court practice enables all parties and witnesses to participate in civil and criminal 

legal proceedings. Knowing about trauma and how it affects people will help courts respond to 

reasonable requests of accommodations for participation in legal proceedings and determine credibility 

of parties and witnesses more accurately.  

 

The trauma that people experienced can affect the outcome of their cases in two key ways: 

 
1. Participation in legal proceedings can be difficult for victims and witnesses who have 

experienced trauma, because they can be easily reminded of the crime by seeing the people, pictures 

of the places or scenes of the incidents of violence. This can bring up the feelings and sensations 

associated with those traumatic events, which can cause a literal re-experiencing of the incident. This 

kind of re-experiencing may cause feelings of panic, anger, disorientation, physical pain, grief, or 

numbing and shutting down. These traumatic reminders are referred to as “triggers” and these triggers 

during a court proceeding can disrupt the victim and witness testimony, cross examination or make it 

too hard for them to participate at all. 

 

Lawyers and legal advocates find legal proceedings compromised or interrupted when their client and 

witnesses are triggered. In many cases the trigger can lead the victim or witness to recant or change 

their testimony. Moreover, hearings give the opposing party the opportunity to exploit a victim’s or 

witnesses’ mental state to gain an advantage in the courtroom. This can make a participation very 



 

 

challenging. 

 
2. Credibility determinations are often made in legal proceedings without recognizing the impact 

of trauma on victims and witnesses. Judges and juries determine whether a person is truthful based 

on that adjudicator’s sense of what a reasonable person can remember, or how they believe a client 

should look or sound when testifying about life threatening events. However, traumatic events can 

alter the way a person thinks, talks and even remembers an incident, which is in conflict with the 

linear, logical manner a judge or jury expects, and can leave judges and juries finding it hard to 

believe a client that is showing some signs of trauma. Rather than discounting victims or witnesses as 

unbelievable, Judges knowledgeable about the after-effects of trauma will see these symptoms of the 

trauma itself. 

 

What Can Courts Do? 
 

Becoming trauma-informed requires re-examining policies and procedures that may result in 

participants feeling loss of control in specific situations, training staff to be welcoming and non-

judgmental, and modifying physical environments. The goal is to fully engage participants by minimizing 

perceived threats and avoiding re-traumatization.  

 

There is often little to no cost involved in implementing trauma-informed principles, policies and 

practices. Trauma-informed court interactions begin with good judicial practice where individuals who 

come before the court are treated with dignity and respect.  

 

Judges who are trauma-informed: 

 
DURING LEGAL PROCEEDINGS 

 
◆ Expect the presence of trauma. 
 

◆ Are prepared to rephrase questions, when interpretation is needed and it’s clear that the 
interpretation process is additionally retraumatizing or confusing.  

 

◆ Prevent manipulation of the courtroom to re-traumatize victims and intimidate witnesses.  
 

◆ Understand that trauma may affect court participants’ feelings and behavior, as well as their 
ability to participate.  



 

 

 

◆ Are patient with victims who struggle to recount (and may be reliving) some of the worst 
moments of their lives. 

 

◆ Work closely with court personnel and other members of the team – attorneys, court 
coordinators, case managers, and advocates – to help victims and witnesses feel safe in their 
court. 

 

◆ Promote trauma-specific services and interventions designed to help individuals understand how 
their past experiences shape their behavior and responses to current events.  

 

◆ Explain to court participants what to expect to help alleviate fears and help all parties and 
witnesses prepare to participate. 

 

◆ Encourage lawyers and advocates to consider incorporating a what-to-expect discussion into 
every victim’s routine preparation for court, including logistical details such as where both parties 
will wait before court opens, where they will take breaks, and the location of restrooms. 

 

◆ Maintain an awareness of how power and control and intimidation are being used in the court 
room. 

 

◆ Keep control of the courtroom and limit the respondent/defendant’s ability to interact with 
victim and witnesses. 

 

◆ Provide reasonable alternatives to testifying in view of the respondent/defendant. For example, 
some courts allow victims and witnesses to testify behind a screen or through closed circuit 
television.  

 
 
CONSIDER THIS FOR COURT DECORUM 

  
Within the bounds of appropriate time management and courtroom decorum, the following represent 
some trauma-informed courtroom strategies. (These same suggestions can apply to interactions with the 
respondent as well so that there is no semblance of impartiality1) 
 

 

 
1 Beyond the basic impartiality issue mentioned above, it should be noted that some respondents may actually be 
dealing with similar issues when appearing before the court. The large number of veterans suffering from PTSD as well 
as traumatic brain injuries may well require a more nuanced understanding of our understanding of domestic violence 
dynamics while never making excuses for family violence. We look forward to providing a future article on this topic.  



 

 

 

◆ Let everyone know what to expect2.  
 

◆ Make sure the petitioner and respondent are kept as far apart in (and outside) the courtroom as 
possible.  

 

◆ Listen as attentively as possible, making appropriate eye contact while avoiding looking at files.  
 

◆ Be as patient with emotion as courtroom etiquette will allow.  
 

◆ Take a break if needed and if possible. 
 

◆ Grant recesses when requested by victims’ advocates and lawyers wherever possible. 
 

◆ Be tolerant of repetitions and try not to interrupt. 
 

◆ Remain calm and even keeled.  
 

 
 

 
Authors: Olga Trujillo, JD, and Patricia Moen 

Caminar Latino/Latinos United for Peace & Equity 
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Victims of crime experience trauma when they are exposed to violence, physical or sexual abuse, 

neglect, natural disasters, accidents, or any other events that induce powerlessness, fear, recurrent 

hopelessness, and a constant state of alert. These victims often access system responses as a result of 

the crime, including law enforcement, prosecution and corrections, and community-based advocacy 

services, such as MADD, Parents of Murdered Children and Justice for Homicide Victims, as a result of 

the crime. Whether you’re an advocate in a system response or one in a community-based organization, 

knowing about trauma will enhance your ability to work with these victim/survivors.  

Why Consider Trauma? 

Crime and/or violence is often traumatic. When you work with victims of crime you are 

working with people who have experienced trauma. Victims of crime may also have 

been traumatized by previous experiences such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs), which can have an impact on how they respond to more recent trauma. In 

addition, our responses and services can be stressful and confusing for most people. All 

of this can influence to what extent a victim is willing and/or able to participate in system 

responses and services. Trauma and your response to it, can impact your ability to 

carry out your role. The trauma that these victims experience can affect their 

participation in two key ways:  

  

1.    Participation in services and interventions can be difficult for victims who have 

experienced trauma, because the services, investigations, prosecution, and 

release notifications throughout the process can bring up the experience of the 

crime. When victims see the people or pictures of the places or scenes of the incidents of 

violence, it can bring up the feelings and sensations associated with those traumatic 

events, which can cause flashbacks, when a victim/survivor re-experiences the incident. 

This kind of re-experiencing may cause feelings of panic, anger, disorientation, physical 

pain, grief, or numbing and shutting down. These traumatic reminders are referred to as 

“triggers” and these triggers during the service or response you offer can disrupt your 

service, investigation, prosecution or notification, while also causing significant pain to 

the victims/survivors.  

 

2.  Credibility determinations of whether the victim is being truthful are often 

made by people with positions of authority in our system responses and services, 

without recognizing the impact of trauma on victims. A great deal of our system 

response is based on proving that something did or did not happen. Most people’s 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

lives aren’t like that. When someone is forced into the criminal justice system 

because they have been victimized, their credibility is constantly being assessed.  

 

 This experience is unsettling for most people but to someone who is traumatized it can 

be triggering. It can also impact the course of a criminal investigation, whether the 

incident is referred to prosecution. Triggering experiences can also impact a victim’s 

ability to access advocacy services. Even if your program is not set up to determine 

credibility it’s a natural instinct to assess credibility with someone in your program. The 

problem of making accurate credibility assessments is that determining whether a person 

is truthful is often based on the investigator, prosecutor or victim advocate’s sense of 

what a reasonable person can remember, or how they believe a victim should look or 

sound when talking about life threatening events. However, traumatic events can alter 

the way a person thinks, talks and even remembers an incident. To survive, victims may 

have dissociated, allowing them to experience the incident without actually feeling the 

full effect. For example, someone who experiences a near deadly car crash caused by a 

driver under the influence, may dissociate so they don’t feel all the pain and terror 

associated with the incident. The victim may talk about the car accident in a flat and 

scattered manner when contacting an advocate, reporting to law enforcement, or 

testifying. Without knowing dissociation is normal for trauma, an advocate, investigator 

or prosecutor can find it hard to believe a victim who is showing signs of trauma. An 

advocate, investigator, or prosecutor may find it hard to believe a victim is credible if they 

don’t understand what dissociation is or how it is related to trauma. 

What Can Advocates do to Help? 

The most effective advocates incorporate an in-depth understanding of trauma into every part of their 

services. The crime and subsequent investigatory and prosecutorial processes often leave participants 

feeling a loss of control. Recognizing this and alerting investigators and prosecutors about the impact of 

trauma can help them fully engage victims in their responses by minimizing and avoiding re-

traumatization, to the extent possible. Advocates can provide victims with information about the impact 

of trauma and adapt how they work with victims to create a welcoming environment that incorporates 

both physical and emotional safety.  

Advocates who are trauma-informed expect the presence of trauma and do what they can to prepare 

for it and help system responders to adapt as well. Ways to do this include: 

➔ Review your office space and decorum: 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

◆ Ensure it is not chaotic, over stimulating, and noisy. 

◆ Make sure the space you meet with victims is not too small or crowded with furniture. 

◆ Make sure the victim has easy access to the door and feels they can leave at any point. 

◆ Ensure victims are clearly and kindly directed to your office or meeting room when they 

arrive for appointments. 

➔ Take time to develop a rapport with the victims you work with before you have them discuss or 

recount traumatic experiences. 

➔ Normalize the victim’s behavior. Help others understand the impact of trauma and adapt the 

way they work with victims. 

➔ Talk to victims about what helps them when they are triggered or reminded of traumatic 

experiences. 

➔ Incorporate a what-to-expect discussion into every meeting with the victim. This should be a 

routine preparation for investigators, prosecutors, probation and parole officers and other 

system responders as well. Predictability, to the extent possible, helps alleviate a victim’s fears 

and helps them prepare to participate in a system response or service. 

◆ Explain and walk victims through the process of your advocacy service, investigation, 

prosecution or release notification so they know what to expect.  

◆  Talk them through the process step-by-step.  

◆ Discuss logistical details, and have the material available in many formats: e.g. a pamphlet, a 

graphic, a simple step-by-step instruction page, available in different languages such as 

where they will go, who they will talk to, the purpose of the discussion, remind them that 

they can ask for breaks, and show them the location of restrooms or how they can get 

something to drink or eat, if needed.  

◆ Be clear about the limitations of your role.  

◆ Be clear about the role you can play. 

◆ Advocates can often remember more about what the victim told them, than victims might 

when they are recounting events under stress. Talking with the victim ahead of time about 

how they might help the victim if they forget key details would be helpful. 

➔ Create a physical and emotional safety plan for meetings with investigators, prosecutors, 

participating in a legal proceeding, or anticipating the release of the person who committed the 

crime.  

➔ Whenever possible offer to accompany the victim through a specific investigation, courtroom 

proceeding, meeting with probation or other system response. 

➔ Prior to the scheduled event, offer to and plan how you will accompany the victim to the 

location where the event is scheduled. 

➔ Strategize with them around any emotional or physical challenges to the space, investigation, 

prosecution or other event. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

➔ Agree on a simple cue to let you know they are feeling overwhelmed or triggered. 

➔  Learn grounding techniques to help victims reorient in the present when they are triggered, 

dissociating, overwhelmed or feeling intense anxiety. 

◆ Practice these techniques generally and once proficient, practice them with victims to 

develop a rapport and to discuss when they might be needed.  

◆  If possible, practice them in the location of the investigatory interview, hearing, deposition, 

or victim impact statement before it takes place.  

➔  Ask for a break to give the victim a chance to get grounded after being triggered. 

➔ If you are not able to accompany a victim, or you feel they need more support, suggest and help 

arrange for the victim to have a supportive person come with them.  

➔ Explore the use of emotional support animals during any of these services or responses.  

➔ If an interpreter is needed to participate in the interview, service or any legal proceedings, 

discuss the process with the victim so they know what to expect and explore any potential 

trauma that may be compounded by interpretation. 

➔  Help investigators, prosecutors, probation officers and other system responders understand 

that the victim may need them to rephrase questions if it is clear that the interpretation process 

is additionally re-traumatizing or confusing. 

➔ If immigration and customs enforcement are conducting targeted apprehensions in your 

courthouse, coming to court may pose an additional risk for victims that should be considered 

and carefully discussed. 

 

 

 

Authors:  Olga Trujillo, JD and Patricia Moen Directors, Caminar Latino, NRC Partner 

 



Tools for Working with Survivors:  Grounding 

 

What is grounding and why is it helpful? 
 

Grounding is the feeling of being present and connected in the here and now.  
 
Trauma can make survivors feel lost in time and space or overwhelmed by their 
emotions. Grounding is helpful when survivors are triggered, leading them to re-
experience parts of a traumatic incident. In that moment survivors are caught in 
the past. Grounding lessens the distress of flashbacks and helps to bring survivors 
back into the present.  
 
Grounding is also a helpful tool for survivors to use in situations that could be 
triggering. By diverting their attention away from the potential trigger, they are 
able to minimize the impact of it. For example, a survivor could use grounding 
techniques to focus on other aspects of an examining room during a gynecological 
exam in order to get through the exam, a potentially triggering experience. 

 
Grounding is also helpful when dissociation begins to happen outside of a 
survivor’s control. Adult survivors of child sexual abuse have years or decades of 
coping with the trauma of child sexual abuse. Many survivors have effectively 
used dissociation as a coping mechanism to numb themselves, so they don’t 
experience the terror and the horror of trauma in the moment of the abuse. Years 
after the abusive incidents have ended, dissociation is still a great coping tool 
when the adult survivor feels overwhelmed or unsafe. However, dissociation can 
reduce present day awareness and participation in daily life. Grounding can help 
survivors be more present, have here-and-now awareness and utilize present-day 
resources.  
 

Our Tools for Working with Survivors series includes discrete tools that 
you can use in your work with adult survivors of child sexual abuse to meet 
each individual’s unique needs. This resource is not designed to be used by 

survivors, but instead to help advocates develop skills. As you develop this skill it 
will become an ingrained part of your advocacy practice and you will no longer 
need this resource to prompt your practice. There is a companion to this tool for 
survivors’ use:  [insert link] 



How can advocates help survivors ground themselves? 
 
Whether you are working with someone on the phone, via video, or in person, 
you can walk a survivor through a few exercises to help them become and remain 
present. Always check in with survivors about their physical abilities and the 
resources or limitations of their environment, and adapt the grounding 
techniques you use accordingly. For example, survivors who are incarcerated will 
be limited in the grounding tools they can access. 
 
Some adult survivors of child sexual abuse cope by distancing and disconnecting 
from their body. This is important to note before walking a survivor through a 
grounding technique, as it may be harder for them to physically find and sense 
their own bodies. Checking in is as simple as asking if they feel connected to their 
body or if they would feel more comfortable using a grounding technique that 
involves deep breathing exercises or using their senses to identify objects in the 
room.  
 
• Help the survivor to use their breathing to help ground them.  

o You do this by asking the survivor to notice their breathing. There’s no 
need to control it at first; just notice it.  

o Ask them to take a slow deep breath through their nose and hold it for 2 
to 3 seconds and release breath slowly through their mouth. Ask the 
survivor to try to totally fill their belly with breath and then totally 
empty it.  

i. Sometimes people get dizzy or lightheaded when they start using 
this technique. That’s okay! If that happens, the survivor can take 
a few normal breaths before taking another deep one. 

o Once you feel they are starting to focus on their breathing see if you can 
get them to breath in as they do a mental count. Breathe in through 
their nose, as they do a mental count to 4, hold it for a count of 4 and 
release it through their mouth for a mental count to 8. 

o There are GIFs and phone apps that provide an image to focus on and 
time the breath. 

o Repeat this exercise as needed for the survivor to become more 
present. 
 



• Ask the survivor to notice how their body feels and focus on parts of their 
body as you guide them. (Cautionary note: this is not a technique to use for 
adult survivors of child sexual abuse who cope through distancing and 
disconnecting from their body.) 

o Ask them to focus on their feet and notice how their feet feel on the 
floor.  

o Ask them to focus on their legs and how they feel against the chair they 
are sitting in.  

o Ask them to focus on their back and how their back feels against the 
back of the chair  

o Ask them to focus on their arms and how their arms feel on the chair.  
• The part of the mind that is focusing is only in the present moment, and is only 

noticing. You can explain to the survivor that no matter how big their emotions 
are or no matter how bad the flashback might be, there is a part of their mind 
that is only in the present moment.  

 

• Ask survivors to notice their senses and ask them questions based on their 
senses.  

o Sight – look around; name some present-day sights that are a 
particular color or shape and then connect with them. “I see a red 
ball. I squeeze this red ball when I get nervous.” They can also look at 
objects in their environment that help them reconnect to the 
present. You can ask them to identify 3 blue objects in the room, 2 
square things that they can see, and connect to them by asking 
whose are those things? Or for example, “This is my shirt. It’s an 
adult size shirt. That means I am an adult now.” 

o Sound – listen for present-day sounds and name them. What is that 
sound connected to in your life now? For example, ask what the 
noise is – a dog barking – and whether they know the dog’s name or 
owner. 

o Taste – give a survivor a candy or gum they like (they can carry this 
with them as part of a grounding kit) or you can give a survivor a cup 
of tea or soda. Ask them what it tastes like or how it tastes.  

o Smell – use comforting smells like scented candles or incense and ask 
the survivor what it smells like to them and how do they like it? 

o Touch – Ask a survivor to run their hands under cold water, hold a 
fuzzy blanket or pet a cat or dog and describe how it feels. Emotional 



support animals are perfect for this sense. You can continue this 
grounding exercise by asking the survivor “who’s is this?”   

 
Facts about the present day can help ground a survivor who is experiencing a 
flashback. Invite them to look at a calendar or clock and note the day and time. 
You can also ask survivors the date and if they remember where they are and if 
they remember who you are.  
 
Focus skills that distract can help after these grounding exercises if survivors are 
still struggling. Advocates can use the alphabet to help survivors focus, by asking 
survivors to identify objects in the room that start with each letter of the alphabet 
or name a country, state, city or town for each letter of the alphabet. The kind of 
focus required to do this can help survivors release the remnants of a flashback, 
dissociative state or keep their focus away from something they are trying to 
avoid.  

 
Tips to consider:  

1. Practice grounding techniques with other advocates, friends, or family 
before helping a survivor. 

 
2. Worry stones and beaded bracelets are great objects for survivors to use 

that allows them to fidget with, focus on, and feel in an effort to ground 
themselves in the present. Providing these to survivors (or making them 
together!) would be a great strategy to help survivors ground 
themselves on their own and as a reminder of the support they are 
getting to you program.  

 
3. A grounding kit might also be helpful for the survivor to create and carry 

with them. That way they have belongings with meaning that enable 
more connection for the survivor. Items that might be included in the kit 
might be a cell phone for sight or sound, scented lotion or essential oils 
for smell, candies or gum for taste, a stone or ball for touch. These 
should all be things the survivor has positive connections to. Remember 
to take into account the survivor’s physical abilities when guiding them 
through the development of a grounding kit. 

 



4. It’s important when working with survivors that you remain as present 
and attentive as possible. These grounding exercises can be helpful to 
you before or after you’ve been working with survivors throughout your 
day to manage your emotions.  

 

5. Survivors can use this technique on their own. We’ve developed a tip 
sheet for survivors to walk through these grounding techniques. [Link to 
Grounding tool for survivors]. It might be helpful to walk them through 
the tip sheet before they use it on their own. 
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