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Trauma Stewardship, Kaya van Dernoot (2009) 
  
It is a gift to be present when people deal with trauma. 

We know that when the sources of anxiety go unrecognized, the 
anxiety cannot be managed. This book gives us a compass, but 
each of us has to find the direction. I had no access to the hu-
mility we need if we are to honestly engage our own internal 
process. The depth, scope, and causes are different for every-
one, but the fact that we are affected by the suffering of others 
and of our planet—that we have a trauma exposed response—
is universal. Homecoming vets also have to deal with another 
kind of collateral damage: traumatized caregivers.  

Have you ever felt depression, anger, or guilt: has your 
health deteriorated since taking on the responsibility of caregiv-
ing? If your answer is yes to either of these you may be suffer-
ing from caregiver stress. One expert on caregiving reports that 
many caregivers suffer from high blood pressure, diabetes, a 
compromised immune system, and other symptoms that can be 
linked to prolonged exposure to elevated levels of stress hor-
mones. They are often so immersed in their role that they ne-
glect their own care.  

Trauma stewardship refers to the entire conversation 
about how we come to do this work, how we are affected by it, 
and how we make sense of and learn from our experiences. 
Stewardship is to take care in a way that takes full and balanced 
account of the interest of society, future generations, and other 
species, as well as of private needs. It accepts significant an-
swerability to society. We are entrusted with people’s stories 
and their very lives, animals’ well-being, and our planet’s 
health. We care for others to the best of our ability without tak-
ing on their paths as our paths. To participate in trauma stew-
ardship is to remember the privilege and sacredness of being 
called to help.  

The most important technique in trauma stewardship 
is learning to stay fully present in your experience, paying at-
tention to your intention. Be as open-hearted and open-minded 
as you can. When we lose compassion, our capacity to think and 
feel begin to constrict. If we are truly to know joy, we cannot 
afford to shut down our experience of pain.  

During the Rwandan genocide, Tutsis tried desper-
ately to catch the attention of the international community. It 
was the question, “How could such suffering go unnoticed?’ 
that eventually made the headlines, not the suffering itself. 
Which reality should we focus on—the trauma itself, or the her-
oism of those who continue to struggle, the amazing capacity of 
humans to survive, help, love, repent? People who are working 
to help whose who suffer, or to repair the world to prevent suf-
fering, must somehow reconcile their own joy—the authentic 
wonder and delight in life—with the irrefutable fact of suffering 
in the world.  

Trauma always creates a ripple effect. The harms of 
trauma exposure response radiate, but so do the benefits of 
trauma stewardship. I have come to realize that sometimes I was 
part of the problem even as I aspired to be part of the solution.   

The more personal our connection to our work, the 
greater the gifts we bring to it, but the greater its impact on us 
may be. For many workers, it is difficult to see a clear line be-
tween the personal and the professional. When we speak up for 
people or creatures or environments that are unable to speak for 
themselves, we may gradually lose the ability to distinguish 
their voices from our own. We can sustain our work with trauma 
only if we combine our capacity for empathy with a dedication 
to personal insight and mindfulness.  

When people perceive their organizations to be sup-
portive, they experience lower levels of vicarious trauma. Vol-
unteers, teachers, and doctors often exhibit a phenomenon 
called service rationing. This refers to the process that workers 
go through to bridge the everyday divide between the ideal of 
how they would work if they were free to function to the best 
of their ability and the reality of how then can work, given the 
numerous obstacles in their way. It allows them to reconcile the 
growing contradiction. Over time, rationalizing such behavior 
may be a way to contain remorse and preserve a sense of satis-
faction in your work. Without it, many people simply couldn’t 
stay in their jobs at all. Without effective policy in place, both 
direct service delivery and efforts at larger social change are 
undermined. Ethical work cannot be sustained in an eroding en-
vironment that fails to support its workers. 

Street-level bureaucrats are workers who interact with 
people in ways that significantly affect the clients’ lives. They 
lack sufficient resources and do their job the best they can. Fur-
thermore, they are in positions where it is hard to hold them 
accountable because of the wide discretion they have in their 
jobs. Facing overwhelming challenges, they salvage job satis-
faction by shooting for lowered goals that they have some hope 
of meeting. Think about how your workplace feels. What’s the 
energy level and the vibe? These reflect the degree to which the 
organization’s structure, policies, and attitudes support or im-
pede the workers’ efforts to fulfill the mission. Factors affecting 
organizational culture range from irrational norms to ineffective 
leadership to non-sensical personnel policies.  

Aspects of a trauma exposure response surface as 
guilt, fatigue, a sense of entitlement, and other deeply ingrained 
habits in a cumulative effect. Numerous forces contribute to the 
flow of trauma. Oppression can be defined as the negative out-
come experienced by people who are targeted by the cruel ex-
ercise of power. Structural violence corresponds with the sys-
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tematic ways in which a given social structure or social institu-
tion kills people slowly by preventing them from meeting their 
basic needs—life spans are reduced. Child protective services 
(CPS) workers carry a heavy burden of feeling that they are 
hated—by everyone. Firefighters, on the other hand, tend to 
have the benefit of an age-old image as saviors and heroes. Op-
pression thrives on misunderstanding, alienation, and us/them 
binaries. Isolation is one of the staples that keeps systematic op-
pression firmly in place. For CPS workers, they want control, 
as do the patients and their families. 

For an experienced Emergency Room worker, “The 
kick is that you make order out of it, and I miss that. But I don’t 
miss taking care of sick people.” We need to keep those expe-
rienced nurses that know so much, and we’re burning them out. 
Maybe we could keep people in the field longer and healthier if 
there were a way to deal with feelings. I’ve made a conscious 
effort to bring more compassion to what I’m doing.  

If we are to do our work with suffering people and en-
vironments in a sustainable way, we must understand how our 
work affects us. The trauma exposure response we refer to is 
about the ways in which the world looks and feels to you as a 
result of your doing your work. How we are impacted by our 
work in the present affects our work in the future. A trauma 
exposure response occurs when external trauma become inter-
nal reality. While the rate of secondary trauma among social 
workers is high, their awareness of trauma’s effects on them is 
low.  Sooner or later, we find ourselves locked into the defenses 
we have constructed for our own protection. We will find the 
key to our liberation only when we accept that what we once 
did to survive is now destroying us.  

Individuals hold themselves personally responsible for 
a troubled situation even when no one could reasonably be ex-
pected to master it. Individuals perceive that the traumatic event 
itself will be long-lived—they see no possibility of relief. This 
applies particularly to workers who view their work as their ca-
reer and not a time-limited job. They also believe that they are 
likely to repeat their current struggles in another time and place. 
In scientific circles where studies of trauma patterns are dis-
cussed, the tone may change from excitement and discovery to 
bewilderment and sadness. The belief that “I am not doing 
enough and I should be doing more” is widespread and often a 
powerful influence on our lives. Many of us are members of 
social groups for which the oppressive messages are continually 
reinforced.  

Oppression is most commonly felt and expressed as a 
widespread, if unconscious, belief that a certain group of people 
is inferior. We often attribute such bias to individuals. But when 
such feelings as racism sexism, homophobia, and classism are 
codified into law or integrated into the functioning of social sys-
tems, this becomes systematic oppression. When the victims of 

oppression come to believe the misinformation used to deni-
grate or dehumanize them, the result is “internalized oppres-
sion.” Ultimately, internalized oppression can drive members 
of target groups to turn the methods of the oppressor on each 
other or themselves.  

I rarely hear from workers that places they work or 
volunteer encourage them to take care of themselves, to pace 
themselves at a sustainable rate, or to maintain balance in their 
lives. Many seem to function instead, from a place of tremen-
dous urgency. This sense of urgency distracts many organiza-
tions from addressing how to best retain healthy, happy people 
who will continue to contribute to the betterment of the world. 
Hypervigilance in our work creates a dynamic of being wholly 
focused on our job, to the extent that being present for anything 
else in our life can seem impossible. 

Diminished creativity as a trauma exposure response 
may help explain the stagnant conditions in many of our fields 
of practice. The deeper we sink into a culture of trauma, the less 
flexible and original our thinking becomes. Creativity requires 
embracing a certain amount of chaos, and it demands some 
leaps of faith. When we contend with trauma exposure, how-
ever, we often find ourselves craving more structure and less 
creativity.  

While one service organization originally understood 
its mission as “ending domestic violence,” it came to under-
stand that the greater work was to create the conditions neces-
sary to support loving and equitable relationships. The inability 
to embrace complexity emerges as we crave clear signs of good 
and bad and right and wrong, and feel an urgent need to choose 
sides.  

Workers may escalate a volatile situation by making 
assumptions, passing judgment, talking about things they are 
unsure of, or engaging in other shortsighted behaviors. We live 
in a polarized civic universe: Our legal system is adversarial, as 
is our 2-party-based political structure. Yet, most situations cry 
out for people to honor and understand the complexities of the 
situation. “I learned to make my mind large, as the universe is 
large, so that there is room for paradoxes” (Maxine Hong King-
ston).  

The urgency of the need can narrow our view and dis-
order our priorities. We can convince ourselves that the harm 
we are trying to end is so bad that the details of how we spot it 
don’t matter. By paying too little heed to the complexities of the 
issues of women’s safety in family violence, the movement to 
support women found itself floundering in an ever-urgent, per-
petual-crisis maelstrom of criminal legal response. As a result, 
the movement inadequately addressed the concerns most ex-
pressed by survivors—breaking isolation, building community 
support, meeting children’s needs, and fostering economic sta-
bility.  
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People who bear witness to a range of human experi-
ence may become increasingly inoculated to others’ pain. “Min-
imizing” occurs when we trivialize a current situation by com-
paring it with another more dire. The kind of tired that results 
from having a trauma exposure response is a bone-tired, soul-
tired, heart-tired kind of exhaustion. And you can’t remember a 
time when you weren’t tired. It is difficult to say how much of 
one’s weariness and compromised energy and the struggle 
against despair are due to one’s personality and aging body and 
how much to the toll of one’s work. Realization of the over-
whelming need and pain in the world and our relative ineffec-
tiveness to mitigate it is difficult to cope with. Our symptoms, 
like feeling helpless and hopeless or being hypervigilant, are 
exhausting. Even if we think we’re meant to change jobs, we 
may believe that we’re meant to remain in a helping profession. 
When humans feel obligated, they often feel tired. Compared to 
the cynical world-weary old-timers, people who are excited and 
energetic are often seen as young and naïve. Back pain, mi-
graine headaches, body aches, clinical depression, high blood 
pressure, and other ailments may be symptoms not only of 
physical distress but also of the accrued consequences of trauma 
exposure.  

Passion is commitment without condition. It requires 
intensity for caring about something without regard to diffi-
culty. The best parts of life are in the roads traveled to get to 
your destination. Taste life. Taste what interests you. Take your 
time to be sure of what you want. Then work like hell to get it. 
Without a robust sense of being in charge of oneself, a mindset 
of persecution can take root and we can lose faith in our own 
power to take the initiative.  

Guilt is one of the strongest signs of a trauma exposure 
response.  Joy can come from overcoming guilt and being au-
thentic with our clients. Cynicism is a sophisticated coping 
mechanism for dealing with anger. Its undercurrent is anger.  

Workplaces often adopt a very harried pace even when 
there’s no crisis. Action for its own sake keeps people moving, 
makes them superficially productive, and limits their capacity 
for reflection about their lives. This becomes seductive because 
we can confuse being amped up, attending to crises, and having 
a sense of being needed with being fully awake, living life, and 
being effective. An addiction is an attachment so strong that it 
persists despite our understanding of its potentially destructive 
nature. We can be addicted to the rush of adrenaline attached to 
the feeling of being needed and useful. If our work is breathtak-
ingly important, so are we.  

Equanimity is the internal space to be expansive 
enough that we can sit with the sorrow in life even as we can 
feel the miracle of it all. I run the risk, as we all do, of relying 
too much on my work for my sense of esteem. I can start to feel 

dependent on other people’s suffering and their need for me to 
relieve it, for my own feeling of purpose.    

The essence of trauma stewardship is to cultivate the 
quality of being present, both to the events of our lives and for 
others and our planet. The essence of life is the complex coex-
istence of hardship and blessings. I found that I was sharing in 
the human capacity to experience horror and beauty at the same 
time--on a daily basis. I felt my old isolation melt and experi-
enced a profound healing.  

My decision to leave the hospital came when it became 
apparent that I could no longer stay on top of the enormity of 
what I was witnessing and experience and still serve patients 
well. At the end of my time in the ER, the accumulation of 
trauma had takes its toll.  

Ask yourself if what you are doing in your life is work-
ing for you on all levels of your being. Does it edify you? Does 
it bring you joy? Several traits are shared among stress-resistant 
persons: a sense of personal control, pursuit of personally 
meaningful tasks, healthy lifestyle choices, and social support. 
I confer with other people who can support me and help me 
think and talk through my work. I get support and am able to 
support others. I’ve taught just about everyone how to do my 
job. I have no concerns about someone trying to take it. It builds 
trust if they know what I’m doing. Advocates know that there’s 
the good, the bad, and the ugly in this work. The good is when 
your heart wants to help; the bad is when you don’t feel like the 
system is on your side; and the ugly is the hoops you have to 
jump through to keep things running.  

If I treat others like I’m superior to them and act like I 
have all the answers, I lose their trust and they lose respect for 
their job and me. I now include them when decisions need to be 
made. I want them to reach out and network with others, join 
agency committees, or go to outside trainings. Being successful 
is being able to do it while you’re still taking care of yourself.  
Don’t get caught up in hopes of what you’ll achieve and how 
good your situation will be some day in the future. What you do 
right now is what matters. Consistently value being awake, pre-
sent, and aware in this moment.  

“I realized we were losing [police officers] emotion-
ally because of secondary trauma. The things that make you a 
good police officer don’t make a good marriage partner. You 
go to work, get high, then come home and crash. You keep re-
peating this and the bottom of that cycle feels like depression. I 
learned to translate the language from my spiritual journey into 
what law enforcement understands--calling it health and well-
ness and ethics and diversity training. Police officers are forced 
to consume violence on a daily basis. To take care of yourself 
involves understanding the cycle and what’s happening. It’s 
also important not to have all your best friends as police offic-
ers. The command presence required to take charge and develop 



4 

 

good interview and interrogation skills at work don’t lead to be-
ing a good partner in intimate relationships.” 

Few things are as powerful as knowing why we’re do-
ing what we’re doing. Commit to persevere with reflection. Re-
flection is a powerful antidote to the helplessness we may feel 
as a result of trauma exposure. Part of it is the humility of real-
izing this is my piece of the garden, and I want to tend to this 
piece the best I can, but I’m not in charge of the whole garden. 
We are part of a much larger and troubled judicial system. Fig-
uring out how to not get overloaded is critical, and when you 
can’t, then sometimes the only response is to stop entirely. Re-
duce the clamor in your mind.  

For many survivors of trauma, our lack of control over 
a traumatic incident is one of the most terrifying and unnerving 
things about it. We seek to turn it into a new situation where we 
feel competent and in charge. If we are conscious that we are 
seeking trauma mastery and navigate with insight, mindfulness, 
and honesty, this may contribute to our healing.  

Trauma mastery emerges in our lives in our activities, 
relationships, and choice of work. We may find trauma mastery 
if we consider where we are most determined to spend our time. 
We call into our lives the teachers we most need to learn from. 
It can be invaluable to reassess the problematic people in our 
lives as teachers instead of tormentors. We often see trauma 
mastery in our choice of work and careers, one of the reasons 
why people stay in helping professions. If we want people 
working with empathy and care and to do this well, we have to 
build in practices around health and trauma. 

People in the center of trauma feel there is nothing 
more urgent, and in one sense there isn’t. But every conversa-
tion is about saving the world, about life and death.  I had to 
learn that the world didn’t end because I wasn’t there. I’m try-
ing to build a healthy structure. The pattern is set at the begin-
ning, and you live in a pattern.  

It’s a huge privilege to be able to cultivate being your-
self. Family provides a context for learning and ways to build 
patience. One observer told me, “This is no longer helping you. 
This only harming you now. Are you ready to put this down?” 
The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new land-
scapes but in having new eyes. No matter how uncontrollable 
and torturous our external world, we remain sovereign over 
what we focus on. 

Create a Plan B. Through creating and re-creating it, 
we come to understand that it is we who make the fundamental 
choices about the work we do. It can be as subtle as a change in 
our attitude and the way we approach our existing commit-
ments. By developing a microculture of supportive friends and 
family, we create an environment that sustains us.  

Reconnecting with patients has a profound effect on 
caregivers as they gain valuable insights and feel renewed com-
mitment to their chosen professions. In critical incident stress 
debriefing, each person was able to go through how it affected 
them at the time and influenced them for the rest of their lives. 
“I eventually went to school to be a social worker” or “the only 
thing that has to happen in my life is that I have to be in an ER.” 
“When you have had your own connecting-the-dots experience, 
it makes life much more compelling. When you’ve been born 
again, you want everyone else to be born again. When you have 
the good fortune of something positive coming out of a tragedy 
and believe it’s possible for others to heal in this way, you want 
them to have this opportunity. In that way it is a trauma mastery 
thing for me. 

We take our trauma patients from the patient role and 
put them into the educator role, the role of expert, and have 
them talk to all kinds of medical providers as well as fire and 
rescue about their experiences. This transforms the way they 
see themselves, as well as experience the gratification of being 
listened to by service providers. Paramedics, firefighters and 
other providers are able to see the parallels between the survi-
vor’s experiences and their own.  

I’m very protective of time that is just for me. If your 
compassion does not include yourself, it is incomplete. It is eas-
iest to access compassion when we perceive no threat to our-
selves. Meeting another’s struggle with compassion, instead of 
getting our back up, decreases the suffering of all involved. 
When humans act in damaging, unethical, harmful, or heinous 
ways, they are suffering enormous destruction internally. 

It is my experience that the most difficult tasks for in-
dividuals lie not in high-profile, macro efforts to shift some-
thing external, but rather in the smaller moments of moderating 
our own behavior. Decide that being a martyr in the workplace 
is a thing of the past. The labor movement and countless other 
individuals have worked hard to create weekends and breaks 
and more humane working conditions. If I don’t go surfing or 
biking or for a run, I can’t function anymore.  

We can consciously create a sense of balance in our 
lives by cultivating our sense of gratitude. It’s an essential part 
of trauma stewardship. Welcome the difficult people in our 
lives as “teachers.” Weave gratitude time into your staff meet-
ings. Create systems, formal or informal, that allow workers to 
praise and thank one another. We’ve all made a choice to do the 
work we’re doing. It could follow, then that we may be thankful 
for the opportunity and may experience being able to do the 
work as an honor. 

A practice is not just a healthy option; it is our best 
hope of creating a truly sustainable life for ourselves. As our 
practice deepens we are likely to improve our skills at rebalanc-
ing ourselves when we stumble. Create an intention for your 
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day and cultivate moments of mindfulness. Creating an inten-
tion is like allowing sunlight to flood the next few steps in front 
of us. A daily intention can focus on a mood or an action. By 
creating a deliberate intention about what we want for our next 
hour, next meeting, next interaction, or next day, we are partic-
ipating in a powerful process of centering ourselves.  

The story of Solomon with one baby and two mothers 
is a story about a child welfare problem. We try to keep children 
safe, but the challenges are so huge and the resources so slim 
that we’re overwhelmed and can’t take care of the children the 
way we wish. And then we work with families who are over-
whelmed and say the same thing about their parenting.  

When you remove a child from his or her home, you’re 
creating trauma. So, our workers are both the agents and objects 
of trauma. Atrocities to children are the most disturbing events 
that occur to us as humans. We become irrationally obsessed 
with finding someone to blame, and always the child welfare 
system is the closest party to blame. The press won’t under-
stand. This is so primal, it’s so deep, that reporters themselves 
lose their minds.  

The child welfare system is fundamentally a trauma-
tized enterprise, and because it is so traumatized, it can’t learn. 
It is like this because the objects of this work are so politically 
weak. Engagement is with families who are traumatized, chil-
dren who are traumatized, and they themselves are both agents 
and objects of trauma. They are soaked in trauma. Child welfare 
is trauma work and you can only do trauma work in teams. I’m 
an attorney and I know that you don‘t want one set of eyes mak-
ing core decisions about facts. That is why we have jury sys-
tems.   

Kids have a preternatural capacity to read your natural 
state, because their survival depends on intuitively reading the 
emotional state of the adults in their lives. If you’re emotionally 
shut down, they’ll know it.  

Respond to the pain of this work by encouraging resil-
ience and the ability to get back on your feet. The steps to resil-
ience are self-reflection, relationships, and action.   

If you’re lucky, 75% of your workforce would say they 
were serious about their task. In child welfare, its 99%. The 
commitment to the task is very intense, and there is very little 
cynicism about the task.  

Though the grief and pain that has filled the entire 
screen of my consciousness doesn’t disappear, it does become 
manageable.  The tendency for my feelings to overwhelm me is 
reduced. I don’t have a television and that’s very important to 
me. Some of that is about not having internal and external chat-
ter all the time. Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask 
yourself what makes you come alive. And go do that. Because 
the world needs people who’ve come alive. Being present is a 
radical act. It allows us to soften the impact of trauma, interrupt 

the forces of oppression, and set the stage for healing and trans-
formation.   

 
[If we are truly to know joy, we cannot afford to shut 

down our experience of pain. Commit to persevere with reflec-
tion. Reflection is a powerful antidote to the helplessness we 
may feel as a result of trauma exposure. We call into our lives 
the teachers we most need to learn from. The real voyage of 
discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in having 
new eyes. Kids have a preternatural capacity to read your natu-
ral state, because their survival depends on intuitively reading 
the emotional state of the adults in their lives. If you’re emo-
tionally shut down, they’ll know it].  

 


