
Trauma Informed Social Work 

Module 3: Class 7

Trauma, Resilience, 
Collective/Historical Trauma, & 
Social/Political Context of Mass 
Trauma and Collective Resilience
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Agenda 

• Collective Trauma

• Historical Trauma

• Social and Political Factors 
that Impact Trauma 
Recovery
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Traumatic 
Experiences
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Traumatic 
Experiences
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• Refers to the unique experience of an event or set of 
circumstances by an individual that has a lasting 
impact on their functioning or well-being.

• Can impact physical, social, emotional, and/or spiritual 
domains (Giller, 1999; van der Kolk & Courtois, 2005)

Individual Trauma

• Is an event that occurs with other people.

Interpersonal Trauma

• Are traumatic events or situations that involve a 
community or one’s social group.

Social Trauma

• Refers to an attack on the fabric of a society, affecting 
the essence of a community and its members

Cultural Trauma



Traumatic 
Experiences
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Historical Trauma

• Refers to the traumatic experiences or events shared by a 
group of people within a society, or by an entire community, 
ethnic or national group.

• HT has widespread effects, collective suffering, and malicious 
intent (Fraser et al., 2018)

Intergenerational/Multigenerational Trauma

• Refers to the ways in which trauma experienced by one 
generation affects the health and well-being of descendants 
of future generations (Bezo & Maggi, 2015; Goldblath, 2008)

Insidious Trauma

• Refers to the daily incidents of marginalization, 
objectification, dehumanizati0on, and intimidation 
experienced by individuals from groups targeted by forms of 
oppression (e.g., racism, heterosexism, ableism, ageism) that 
are not usually overt (Root, 1992)



Intergenerational / 
Multigenerational Trauma
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• A traumatic event that began years prior to the current generation 
and has impacted the ways in which individuals within a family cope 
with, understand, and heal from trauma. (Hill, 2017)

• Is trauma that is passed down from those who directly experience a 
traumatic event to subsequent generations.

• This trauma may begin by affecting one individual, multiple family 
members, or collective trauma that affects a larger community, 
cultural, racial/ethnic, or other groups. (Franco, 2021)



Historical Trauma

• Developed in the 1980’s by Native American social 
worker and mental health expert, Maria Yellow 
Horse Braveheart
• To explain the myriad symptoms experienced 

by a family, community, or a people in 
reaction to traumatic events.

• The cumulative emotional and psychological 
consequences of the trauma experience are 
transmitted to subsequent generations through 
the physical, environmental and social pathways 
resulting in an intergenerational cycle of trauma 
response.

• The idea that populations that have been 
historically subjected to long-term, mass trauma 
exhibit a higher prevalence of disease even 
generations after the original trauma occurred.
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Assumptions 
of Historical 
Trauma
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1. Mass trauma is deliberate and systematically 
inflicted on a target population by a dominant 
population.

2. Trauma is not limited to a single catastrophic 
event; continues over an extended period of 
time.

3. Traumatic events reverberate throughout the 
population, causing a universal experience of 
trauma.

4. The magnitude of the trauma derails the 
population, resulting in a legacy of disparities 
that persist across generations (Sotero, 2006).



Historical Trauma Among 
Native Americans and 

African Americans
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Native Americans

• Numerous acts of relocation of Native Americans with 
the goal of creating more White settlement

• Increased American Indian Residential schools

• Native Americans were oppressed resulting in loss of 
identity, cultural shame, and self-hate

• Experiences passed down intergenerationally

• These experiences often associated with increased 
rates of depression, anger, substance use, and 
hypervigilance in NA communities. 10



African Americans 

• The trauma endured by African 
Americans has also been passed  down 
from one generation to the next.

• The traumatic experiences of slavery is 
passed down through collective memory 

• Although many Black individuals did not 
directly experience slavery or had 
ancestors who did, they still were 
identified with and came to identify 
themselves based on the memory and 
representation of slavery.

11



Social and Political 
Factors that Impact 
Trauma Recovery

12



Resilience 
Defined

• The capacity of individuals to access needed 
resources to sustain their well-being and the 
capacity of their communities and 
governments to provide them with what 
they need in meaningful ways. (Ungar, 2011)

• “A set of adaptive capacities to a positive 
trajectory of functioning and adaptation 
after a disturbance.” (Norris, 2008, p.130)

• Is best viewed as an ability or a process but 
not an outcome. 13



Community Resilience

• Refers to the ability of individuals that share 
common characteristics (e.g., interests, culture, 
shared activities) to have positive collective 
functioning after experiencing a mass stressor, 
such as a natural or human-made disaster (Norris 
et al., 2008). 

• Like individual resilience, community resilience is 
not viewed as a trait or an end product, but rather 
as a process, (Nuwayhid et al. 2011)
• Emotional orientations, characteristics and 

resources  
• Activities

Source: The community resilience network. Retrieved from: https://www.communitypsychology.com/resilience-framework/



Emotional 
Orientations 

• Collective emotional 
orientations
• Refers to “cultural 

frameworks,” 
established through 
shared memories, 
goals, and myths of 
a society

• Collective senses of 
hope, agency, altruism, 
trust, and patterns of 
interdependence 

Source: (Bar-Tal, 2001; Ungar, 2011a; Wyche et al., 2011) ; Content adapted from Dr. C. Sousa



Community 
Characteristics

• A sense of collective identity and community 
cohesion 

• Hardiness borne of prior experiences of stress and 
trauma. 

Source: Nuwayhil et al. 2011



Common 
Types of 
Capitals Found 
Within 
Communities
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Human capital 

Social capital 

Natural capital 

Physical capital 

Financial 

Source: Ungar, 2011



Resources Within 
Communities 

• Social capital 
• Physical and organizational infrastructure 
• A set of “adaptive capacities” 

• “Property of the environment that describes changes in 
stability landscapes and resilience” (Gunderson, 2000, as 
cited in Norris, 2008, p. 135)

• Interaction of: 
• Information and communication
• Social capital 
• Economic development
• Community competence 

Source: Norris, 2008 & Ungar, 2011



Resources Within Communities: 9/11 

• Four types of shared resources facilitated community resilience in the wake 
of the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center: 
• Technical 
• Organizational
• Social
• Economic

Specific properties of resilience resource:
• Robustness

• The ability of infrastructure to withstand stress
• Redundancy

• The ability of systems to function in case primary systems are 
destroyed 

• Resourcefulness
• The possibility for mobilization of human and material resources 

• Rapidity
• The timeliness with which priorities are met

Source: Tierney, 2003; Content adapted from Dr. C. Sousa



Formal Networks
• Includes a range of systems:

• Education
• Child welfare
• Criminal justice 
• Health care 

• Focus should not only be on the number and strength of the resources within a 
community but on how these resources integrate as networks 



Informal networks

• Varies but can include 
individuals/activities such as:
• Friends and family members
• Religious institutions
• Wrap-around services 
• Family group conferencing 

• These networks help with trauma 
recovery while also building 
community



Activism & Engagement for Social 
Justice

• Efforts to resist and demand accountability 
moved suffering from the private realm into the 
public, and gave participants a sense of power 
over their symptoms of trauma (Robben 
(2005),on the decades-long repression in 
Argentina)

Content adapted from Dr. C. Sousa



Collective Memory

• Mental representation of past events that 
are common to members of a social 
group

• Expression of collective memory:
• Memorializing
• Story telling
• Commemorative rituals 
• Symbols

Content adapted from Dr. C. Sousa



Principles to Support Community Resilience

• An ecological perspective 
• The community’s social and physical ecology are critical to the 

resilience of members

• Facilitated navigation
• The more a community helps individual's navigate resources à

more resilient individuals, families and communities will be as a 
whole

• Facilitated negotiation
• The more a community helps individuals negotiate for needed 

resources à more resilient individuals, families and communities 
will be as a whole

• Differential impact
• Resources within a community will have a greater impact on 

individuals who are more disadvantaged

• Complexity
• Need for a complex and interrelated set of processes to allow for 

the availability of more resources over time 24
Source: Ungar, 2011



Model of Community Resilience

required for the system to return to equilibrium once dis-

placed (Bodin and Wiman 2004). Across these definitions,
there is general consensus on two important points: first,

resilience is better conceptualized as an ability or process

than as an outcome (Brown and Kulig 1996/97; Pfeffer-
baum et al. 2005); and second, resilience is better

conceptualized as adaptability than as stability (e.g.,

Handmer and Dovers 1996; Waller 2001). In fact, in some
circumstances, stability (or failure to change) could point

to lack of resilience. The resilience of systems, for exam-
ple, depends upon one component of the system being able

to change or adapt in response to changes in other com-

ponents; and thus the system would fail to function if that
component remained stable (Adger 2000; Klein et al.

2003). Adaptability also takes different forms. ‘‘Engineer-

ing resilience’’ makes a system return to one pre-designed
state or function after a disturbance, whereas ‘‘ecological

resilience’’ allows for many possible desirable states that

match the environment (Gunderson 2000). The second type
of resilience is probably the relevant one for human com-

munities, organizations, and societies.

With these past definitions in mind, we define resilience
as: a process linking a set of adaptive capacities to a
positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation after a

disturbance. Adaptive capacities are resources with

dynamic attributes, a point to which we will return
momentarily. The specific elements of the definition would

be operationalized differently depending upon the level of

analysis, be it an individual, grass-roots group, larger
human community, or entire ecology, but our basic defi-

nition aims to apply across levels. In our definition, we

carefully did not equate resilience with the outcome, but
rather with the process linking resources (adaptive capac-

ities) to outcomes (adaptation).
Figure 1 introduces a variety of concepts that we elab-

orate upon in the discussion to follow. Table 2 provides a

summary of definitions of key terms in the model.
Although the notion of positive trajectories occurs in recent

writings (Butler et al. 2007), our model of resilience owes

its fundamental structure to Dohrenwend’s (1978) model of
psychosocial stress, presented as part of her presidential

address to Division 27 (Community Psychology) of the

American Psychological Association. Our model has been
updated, however, to encompass contemporary theories of

stress, to use the nomenclature common in discussions of

resilience, and to apply across multiple levels of analysis
(e.g., persistent dysfunction has replaced psychopathology

as the adverse outcome).

Fig. 1 Model of stress resistance and resilience over time: Resistance
occurs when resources are sufficiently robust, redundant, or rapid to
buffer or counteract the immediate effects of the stressor such that no
dysfunction occurs. Total resistance is hypothesized to be rare in the
case of severe, enduring, or highly surprising events, making transient
situational dysfunction the more likely and normative result in the
immediate aftermath of disasters. Resilience occurs when resources
are sufficiently robust, redundant, or rapid to buffer or counteract the

effects of the stressor such that a return to functioning, adapted to the
altered environment, occurs. For human individuals and communities,
this adaptation is manifest in wellness. Vulnerability occurs when
resources were not sufficiently robust, redundant, or rapid to create
resistance or resilience, resulting in persistent dysfunction. The more
severe, enduring, and surprising the stressor, the stronger the
resources must be to create resistance or resilience

130 Am J Community Psychol (2008) 41:127–150
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Source: Norris, 2008
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Food For 
Thought

“The depth at which we take in the 
preceding generations astonishes me. 
There is likely an epigenetic component to 
this as well as transmission through the 
internalizations that get passed down 
through the generations. Whole cultures 
are carried forward that way, so it makes 
sense that family legacies might be 
transmitted that way as well.” (Bonnie 
Badenoch) 
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