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Trauma Informed Practice on the Frontline

WHO ARE WE
MASH provide non-

judgemental support for
women in Greater Manchester

who are sex working.
Sue’s Space, MASH’s

wingwoman, is a group of
women who have been

supported by MASH, who come
together to make sure women’s
voices are front and centre of

everything MASH does.

For the last two years, Manchester Action on Street Health (MASH) and Sue’s
Space have been delivering trauma informed best practice training to staff
and volunteers across Manchester who deliver frontline services. We went
back to some of the organisations that 
attended the training to find out 
what is going well, and what 
the challenges are, 
in integrating trauma 
informed practices 
to the services that 
they provide.
 
Through open, reflective 
conversations, staff from 
statutory and voluntary 
frontline services co-created 
this guide to highlight current 
challenges and suggest some 
achievable tips to improve 
trauma informed practice.

The two challenges that were highlighted and that this guide focuses on are:

  1. The people in the most need for some services are those that have
experienced trauma, however the way that services are delivered can
sometimes be re-traumatising. 
How can organisations  ensure 
that the services that they provide 
are not re-traumatising?

  2. When supporting people who 
have experienced trauma, staff 
and volunteers can be impacted 
by vicarious trauma. 
How do organisations better 
support staff and volunteers 
experiencing vicarious trauma?

Vicarious trauma is
trauma that can result

from exposure to
someone else’s trauma. It

commonly impacts
frontline workers who

support people who have
experienced trauma.



In both the statutory and voluntary sector, we are often working with people
who have multiple experiences of trying to get the right support. Despite
doing as much as we can, we are not always able to help people get the
support and outcomes they need. Processes to access support and what
support is available can sometimes cause additional trauma. This is known as
re-traumatisation.

When you’re advocating for people, you
need to be able to demonstrate need. This

means showing and sharing more
vulnerable trauma. For many people,

putting anything into written words is a
challenge, let alone your whole life history.

With phone assessments, they don’t see
the whole person, you can’t see the

vulnerability

You can’t mitigate for every
trigger. It’s impossible to

know. We need to focus on
broadening people’s

tolerance

We try to be flexible, but we
also face a high level of
challenging behaviour.

Sometimes there’s only so
much you can do

Reflections from 
frontline staff

Trauma is individual. It can be challenging to provide the individual and
nuanced support people need. It requires getting to know someone,
understanding their background and trauma triggers. This can be especially
difficult in the context of service provision that is time limited and
prescriptive.

The Challenge

The people in the most need for some services are those that have
experienced trauma, however the way that services are delivered can
sometimes be re-traumatising. How can organisations ensure that the
services that they provide are not re-traumatising?

Our Guiding Principle

We need to provide trauma informed support for people who have
experienced trauma and work to prevent re-traumatisation.

Challenge 1 - Preventing re-traumatisation



Creating a safe space 

Only when people feel safe are they able to begin to build trust and access
support. Creating a safe space can mean making the physical environment
more welcoming. It can mean creating a space where people “don’t have to
shout the loudest” to get support. Feelings of safety are also created by you
- listening, being warm and non-judgemental will help people feel safe.

Reflections from the frontline

Remembering that I can't fix
everything, and it's the everyday

small practicalities that can make a
big difference.  Always be consistent
in what I say and do. Never assume I

know what's best for the client -
always give them the power to make

their own choices

Every interaction counts!

It starts with compassion. Try to understand why someone might present in
a certain way. Focus on “what happened and how has what happened
affected you?” Accept where someone is at in their journey and don’t judge.
Small things, like remembering what hot drink someone likes, go a long way!  
Equally, a raised eyebrow or a disbelieving expression can put doubt in
someone's mind and stick with them years down the line. Strive for every
interaction to come from a place of understanding, acceptance and
encouragement.  

Being accepted and
supported in the state I

was in was the only
kindness I was shown at
that time, the only time I

didn’t feel judged

Actions to prevent re-traumatisation

Transparency, consistency and boundaries to build trust

Transparent, consistent and boundaried 
communication help people feel safer 
and  more in control. Be clear about
what you can and cannot do, try 
not to make promises you can’t 
keep! Being consistent and 
sticking to  what you’ve said 
you’ll do will build trust 
over time.

We’ve tried to create a space that is
open and welcoming, with calm and

soft colours. We have colouring books,
word searches and fidget toys so

people have something to do. We’re
clear about our code of conduct which

sets out what we expect and what
people can expect from us.   Sue’s Space member

Reflections
from the
frontline



Grounding techniques can be used to
support people if they become triggered.
Grounding is anything that helps someone
come back to the here and now. To come
back to the present, we have to connect to
our senses. You can support someone to
do this by offering them a glass of water or
a sour sweet, giving someone a fidget toy
to play with, suggesting they take a few
deep breaths or rub their hands together.

Creating clear boundaries

Good boundaries means turning your
phone and emails off outside of work,
taking proper breaks, not oversharing
personal information, communicating
clearly the support you can offer.

Supporting people to create boundaries 

Regularly re-check preferred methods of communication and who
someone is happy to share their information with.
When answering a call, state how much time you have to speak -  
“I’m really glad you called. I have 15 minutes to talk right now.” 
When calling, ask “are you okay to speak right now?”.
Respect when people assert their own boundaries. If someone says,
“I  can’t speak right now.” Accept and validate their choice.

There needs to be a
boundaried culture where

people know they don’t need
to check their emails or pick
up the phone when they’re

not in work

You can have strong
professional boundaries
and still let people know
that you’re human, that

you care

Many of us don’t 
have or understand boundaries

because we were not shown
clear boundaries by parent

figures or our boundaries were
consistently violated 

or ignored

  Sue’s Space member

There are no “magic
answers”. None of us can

always know which trauma
response we will have in

any given situation,
including staff!

Responding when someone is triggered

  Sue’s Space member

Frontline staff
reflections



Your reflections
What do you do to prevent re-traumatisation?  What does your
organisation do to prevent re-traumatisation? Can you think of one
thing that is working well? Is there something new you could try?

You could try - 
The 5,4,3,2,1 technique 

Together 
5: Find FIVE things you can see. 

4: Find FOUR things you can touch. 
3: Find THREE things you can hear. 
2: Find TWO things you can smell. 
 1: Find ONE thing you can taste.

Encourage reflection 

Try to create spaces for reflective conversations with the people you
support. Ask, how do you like to be supported? After an incident or a 
challenging interaction ask, what could we do differently next time? 

Grounding techniques

Inhale for a count of 4, hold
your breath for 4, exhale slowly
for 4, and hold your breath for
4. Repeat this 4-5 times.
Clench your fists as tightly as
you can for 5 seconds, and then
completely release and relax
them. Repeat a few times to
physically release tension.
Choose a category (like
countries, fruits or football
teams) and list as many as you
can think of.
Count backward from 100 in 3s
(e.g., 100, 97, 94...)



The Challenge

When supporting people who have experienced trauma, staff and
volunteers can be impacted by vicarious trauma. How do organisations
better support staff and volunteers experiencing vicarious trauma?

Our Guiding Principle 

Staff and volunteers need support to limit the impacts of vicarious trauma.

What is vicarious trauma?

Vicarious trauma is trauma that can result from exposure to someone else’s
trauma. It commonly impacts frontline workers who  support people who
have experienced trauma. Vicarious trauma can impact staff and volunteers
in different ways. Here are some common signs to look out for:

feelings of anger and sadness
about people’s situations that
don’t go away 
becoming overly involved
emotionally with the people
you support
feelings of self-doubt, guilt and
shame that you can’t do more
thinking about people you
support outside of work
feeling hopeless and
pessimistic
avoiding, detaching and
distancing yourself from the
people you support
difficulty in maintaining
professional boundaries,
overpromising. 
Reference: Vicarious trauma:
signs and strategies for coping

If you are experiencing any of these signs, this could indicate that you are
suffering from vicarious trauma. Please reach out for support.

He really opened up to me
but I couldn’t stop thinking

about what he told me. It was
so awful. I had to ask for help

because it was really
affecting me

Reflections from
frontline staff

Challenge 2 - Supporting staff

We’re all just walking nervous
systems, if we’re out of whack

the people we support can
feel it too. People who have

experienced trauma are extra
perceptive

https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/your-wellbeing/vicarious-trauma/vicarious-trauma-signs-and-strategies-for-coping
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/your-wellbeing/vicarious-trauma/vicarious-trauma-signs-and-strategies-for-coping


Actions to support staff

To create a trauma informed workplace, there needs to be an environment
and culture where you are able to look after yourself, you are able to access
regular spaces for reflection and support, and you can access further
support when you need it.

Looking after YOU! 

Proper breaks!

It can feel hard to take a break when 
you have so much to do. There will 
always be so much to do! Try to 
take a proper break every day and give 
yourself some time away from your desk.

Regular checking in and grounding

Take time every day to check in with what’s going for you. If you’re feeling
stressed or overwhelmed, try to take a minute to reflect on what exactly is
making you feel that way. Is this something you are in control of? If so, what
actions can you reasonably take? If not, try writing down “I cannot control
XYZ” to let go of what is beyond your control. A few long deep breaths or a
short walk can help calm down your nervous system. Try to be realistic
about what you can achieve each day! 

Doing something for YOU!

Try and make regular time for yourself, to do something that helps you
unwind and relax. Moving your body, being creative, getting out in nature,
having a long bath. Find out what works for you.

Your reflections
What do you do to look after yourself? What do you do throughout
your working day? What do you do outside of work? Is there something
new you could try? 

If you can’t solve it
within the working day,

that’s what the
handover is for!

 Frontline staff
reflection



Spaces for reflection and support
Having regular shared spaces for reflection, give us the chance to process,
take stock, and feel supported by a sense of collective – “we’re in it
together”. Creating shared spaces for reflection in a busy schedule can be
challenging. You can only feel the benefit if you are able to be present and
not distracted by all the other things on the to-do list!

Your reflections
How often are you able to access a space for reflection? What does
your organisation do to create spaces for reflection?  Is there
something new you could try? Are you able to access the individual
support you need?

As managers we need to
have an open door

policy so staff know
they can come and have

chat if they need

This can look like
Regular team debriefs – Reflecting
together on a situation and thinking
“what could we have done differently?”
Reflective practice or peer supervision –
Group sessions where staff can come
together and discuss the challenges they
are facing.
Attending training – A chance to develop
understanding and learn from other
organisations.

Alongside shared spaces for reflection, staff who support people affected
by trauma need to have access to regular clinical supervision with the
chance to reflect individually on the impact that work might be having.

 Frontline staff
reflection



Write down three achievable actions that you can take to improve
trauma informed practices in your work - 

1

2.

3.

Thank you to Manchester City Council, Trauma Responsive
Manchester, Justlife, Shelter and Etrop Grange for your support

and involvement in bringing this piece of work to life!

If you have any questions, reflections or feedback you’d like to
share about this guide and workbook, please get in touch with 

Lou Shaw - louises@mash.org.uk

If you would like more information about Sue’s Space and MASH
Trauma Informed Best Practices training, please follow this link

https://mash.org.uk/get-involved/sues-space-and-mash-trauma-
informed-best-practice-training/ - 

Turning reflections into actions

https://mash.org.uk/get-involved/sues-space-and-mash-trauma-informed-best-practice-training/
https://mash.org.uk/get-involved/sues-space-and-mash-trauma-informed-best-practice-training/
https://mash.org.uk/get-involved/sues-space-and-mash-trauma-informed-best-practice-training/
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