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5 Essential Strategies
for Trauma-Informed
Leadership




The E.L.I.S.M.E. Resilience Model

E - EMPOWERMENT
Building confidence and equipping individuals to lead with strength.

L - LEADERSHIP

Teaching trauma-informed leadership for safe, supportive environments.

| - INSIGHT
Understanding trauma’s impact on behaviour, decision-making and culture.

S - SAFETY
Creating trust, psychological safety, and emotional well-being.

M - MINDFULNESS
Encouraging self-awareness, emotional regulation, and intentional response.

E- EDUCATION : :
Providing evidence-based training for sustainable trauma-informed practice.
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Introduction

In today's complex professional environments, leaders face unprecedented challenges.
From managing remote teams to supporting employees through organizational change,
the demands on leadership have never been greater. Add to this the reality that many
team members bring their own trauma histories to work, and the need for trauma-
informed leadership becomes clear.

This guide introduces five essential strategies drawn from my proprietary frameworks—
the E.L.I.S.M.E. Resilience Model, the DEPTH Approach, and the ICEBERG Method—that
will transform your leadership approach and create psychologically safe environments
where people can thrive.
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Strategy 1
Recognize Behaviors as the "Tip of the Iceberg”

When faced with challenging behaviors from team members, many leaders respond to
what they can see—tardiness, missed deadlines, conflict, or withdrawal. However,
trauma-informed leaders understand that visible behaviors are merely the "tip of the
iceberg."

VISIBLE BEHAVIOUR
AND SYMPTOMS:

-Anger
-Withdrawal
-Anxiety
-Hypervigilence
-Difficulty

~Trusting others

Practical Application:

« Before addressing a challenging behavior, pause and consider: "What might be
beneath the surface?"

» Replace "What's wrong with you?" with "What happened to you?"

« Create space for team members to share context when appropriate

« Remember that defensive responses often signal past experiences of being unsafe

Quick Implementation Tip:

When a team member displays unexpected behavior, practice the 5-second pause. Take
a breath and remind yourself that there's more to the story than what you can see.
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Strategy 2
Develop Emotional Intelligence Through Self-
Awareness

Trauma-informed leadership begins with self-awareness. Understanding your own
triggers, responses, and patterns allows you to respond rather than react to challenging
situations.

Practical Application:

¢ Schedule regular reflection time in your calendar

 ldentify your own stress responses and develop regulation strategies

« Notice when you're being triggered and practice grounding techniques

» Model vulnerability by acknowledging your own emotions appropriately

Quick Implementation Tip:

Create a simple emotional check-in practice at the beginning of your day. Ask yourself:
"What am I bringing to my interactions today? How might my current emotional state
affect my leadership?"
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Strategy 3
Create Psychological Safety Through Predictability

Trauma often creates a sense of unpredictability and lack of control. Trauma-informed
leaders counter this by creating environments with appropriate structure, clear
expectations, and predictable responses.

Practical Application:

« Establish and communicate clear protocols for meetings and communication
Provide advance notice of changes whenever possible

Create consistent feedback mechanisms

Follow through on commitments to build trust

Explain the "why" behind decisions and changes

Quick Implementation Tip:

Begin meetings with a clear agenda and expected outcomes. End meetings by
summarizing decisions made and next steps, with clear ownership and timelines.
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Strategy 4
Practice Presence in All Interactions

In our distraction-filled world, presence has become a rare and valuable leadership
quality. Trauma-informed leaders understand that being fully present creates safety
and builds trust.

Practical Application:

e Put devices away during one-on-one conversations

¢ Practice active listening without formulating responses while others speak
« Notice non-verbal cues and emotional undertones

« Demonstrate that you value the person beyond their productivity

Quick Implementation Tip:

For your next three meetings, set an intention to be fully present. Notice what happens
to the quality of communication and connection.
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Strategy 5

Honor Individual and Collective Resilience

Trauma-informed leadership isn't just about recognizing trauma—it's about honoring
and building upon existing resilience. Everyone has strengths and coping strategies
they've developed through life's challenges.

Practical Application:

« Explicitly acknowledge team and individual strengths

Invite team members to share what helps them navigate challenges
Create opportunities for peer support and knowledge sharing
Celebrate growth and resilience, not just outcomes

Look for signs of post-traumatic growth and cultivate them

Quick Implementation Tip:

At your next team meeting, ask each person to share one personal strength they bring to
challenging situations and one thing they appreciate about a colleague's approach to
difficulties.
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Conclusion

Implementing these five strategies will begin to transform your leadership approach
and create environments where people feel safe, valued, and capable of bringing their
best selves to work. Remember that trauma-informed leadership is not a destination but
a journey of continuous learning and growth.

These strategies represent just the beginning of what's possible when you apply trauma-
informed principles to leadership. For a deeper exploration of these concepts and
personalized guidance on implementation, consider:

¢ Scheduling a consultation with Dr. Erlange Elisme
« Attending one of our specialized workshops
* Exploring our online courses on trauma-informed leadership
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About the Author

Dr. Erlange Elisme is a Trauma-Informed Care Leadership and Practice Specialist with
over 30 years of experience in social work, trauma-informed care, and training across
multiple industries. As the CEO of Elisme Consulting Services, she helps individuals and
organizations create psychologically safe, trauma-informed environments that foster
resilience, well-being, and effective communication.

Dr. Elisme is the creator of the E.L.I.S.M.E. Resilience Model, The DEPTH Approach, and
The ICEBERG Method—three frameworks designed to deepen trauma-informed
leadership, communication, and engagement.

© 2025 Elisme Consulting Services. All rights reserved.

For more resources on trauma-informed leadership and practice, visit
www.elismeconsultingservices.com
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