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I am a social worker and designer.



I study trauma in the context of design.



I practice being a trauma-responsive designer.
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How can designers become trauma-informed?
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How do we move from being trauma 
sensitive… 
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… to building awareness to be informed … 
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… to being trauma responsive? 
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Two very important 
{academic} design 
research insights.



2002



“We believe that many 
professionals share the goals of 
designers who want to do socially 
responsible work, and therefore 
we propose that both designers 
and helping professionals* find 
ways to work together.”

*In this context, the helping professionals the Victor and Sylvia were referring to are social workers. Other professionals to take into consideration are 
those working in clinical and mental health counseling, criminal justice systems and reform, abolitionists, activists, care, health, and human services. 



2020



“A growing number of design research 
projects intentionally recruit vulnerable 
participants. […] Our ability to entice 
participants to share their most 
personal stories and feelings raises 
the potential of using rapport to 
exploit participants in order to ‘gain 
source material.’”



Defining trauma in the 
context of design. 



Trauma is a response to anything that’s 
overwhelming and that happens too 
much, too fast, too soon, or too long. 



Trauma is a response to anything that’s 
overwhelming and that happens too 
much, too fast, too soon, or too long. 

It is coupled with a lack of protection or support. It lives 
in the body, stored as sensation: pain or tension - or is a 
lack of sensation, like numbness. 



Trauma is a response to anything that’s 
overwhelming and that happens too 
much, too fast, too soon, or too long. 

It is coupled with a lack of protection or support. It lives 
in the body, stored as sensation: pain or tension - or is a 
lack of sensation, like numbness. 

It does not impact us all in the same way. Context is critically important. 

This integrated definition of trauma is attributed to Karine Bell, Resmaa Menakem, and Bessel van der Kolk.



Trauma is connected to 
memories. The attachment to 
traumatic memories greatly 
influences the many identities 
we all have. 



Our identities as designers – 
and the attachments we have 
to certain ways of doing 
design  – greatly influence 
how and why we design. 



What can we use as a guide?





Safety
People must feel emotionally, 
physically, and psychologically 
safe in our spaces or when 
taking part in our design 
services.

1.



Trustworthiness 
& Transparency
All design ops and decisions 
are conducted with 
transparency, with the goal of 
building and maintaining trust 
with all staff, clients, 
participants, and those with 
lived experience who will be 
utilizing anything we might 
design. 

2.



Peer Support 
We enable individuals to 
involve their peers or the 
people they care about. This is 
crucial for design approaches 
that build trust, establish and 
maintain safety and 
relationships and empower 
everyone involved.

3.



Collaboration 
& Mutuality
As designers, we recognize 
that healing and co-healing 
happens through critical 
consciousness and meaningful 
sharing of power and 
decisions-making. We will 
strive to involve people in 
radical participatory design. 

4.



Empowerment, 
Voice, & Choice
We continuously strengthen 
and empower the experience 
of those we are inviting in, 
while recognizing that every 
person’s experience is unique 
and may sometimes require a 
more personalized approach. 

5.



Cultural, 
Historical, 
& Gender Issues
In design, we must: avoid 
cultural stereotypes and 
biases, provide culturally 
responsive design services, 
leverage the healing value of 
relationships, and address 
structural barriers by 
recognizing and addressing 
historical trauma. 

6.





My closing question… 



How can we move through 
this trauma river while being 
responsive in civic design? 



THANK YOU!
RACHAEL DIETKUS

Web: www.socialworkerswho.design
Email: rachael.dietkus@gmail.com
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/rachaeldietkuslcsw
Instagram: @socialworkerswhodesign
Twitter: @rdietkus

Important Note: This talk, research, and design was created by Rachael Dietkus and in collaboration with Social Workers Who Design.
Please ask for her permission before any use or reproduction of these slides. 
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