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Take Home Point
A trauma-informed 
approach to ABA is 

possible, desirable, and 
scalable



Trauma-informed Care



Trauma-informed Care
A universal approach—taken by practitioners 
and organizations—to appropriately support 

and avoid re-traumatizing clients who
 may have experienced trauma

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2014)



Trauma-informed Care

≠

Trauma-specific Services



Trauma-informed Care Pillars
Acknowledge the Potential for Trauma

Promote Choice and Collaboration

Ensure Safety and Trust

Emphasize Skill Building







Potentially 
Traumatic Event

Abuse Neglect

Witnessing violence
Domestic violence

Betrayal

Unstable relationships

BullyingNatural disaster

Discriminatory acts

Sexual violence

Food insecuritySuicide

Racial violence

Gaslighting

Economic hardship



“Childhood 
trauma increases 

the risk for 
seven out of ten 
leading causes of 
death in the US.”

Dr. Burke-Harris; www.burkefoundation.org (2023)
Centers for Disease Control; www.cdc.gov (2023)

Heart disease

      Cancer

Diabetes

      Suicide

Stroke
    Cirrhosis

Respiratory disease

http://www.burkefoundation.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/


…are at greater risk for encountering PTEs

Relative to “the norm,” individuals who…

are autistic or with an IDD
are black, indigenous, or other people of color (BIPOC)

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network; www.nctsn.org

identify as LGBTQ+

have experienced homelessness

have lower than average SES

are from military and vet families

enter foster care
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Increased negative thinking and feeling

Unwillingness to try new things

Self-destructive behavior
Irritable, aggressive behavior

Hyperarousal

Nightmares

Avoiding similar events

Learned helplessness

Posttraumatic Stress 
Symptoms

Lower self-perception

The Mayo Clinic; National Center for PTSD; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (2022)



Understanding Severe Behavior

Self-injury
Aggression

Property Destruction
Consequences

Hanley et al., 2003; JABA;
Layman et al., 2023; RJADD
Melanson & Fahmie, 2023, JABA

Antecedents
Behaviors











1. Identify goals and procedures together

2. Include learner in intervention planning

Promote Choice and Collaboration

Howell et al. (2019); Kern et al. (1998); Rajaraman et al. (2023); Shogren et al. (2004)



1. Identify goals and procedures together

2. Include learner in intervention planning

3. Incorporate choice-making opportunities

Promote Choice and Collaboration

Howell et al. (2019); Kern et al. (1998); Rajaraman et al. (2023); Shogren et al. (2004)
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1. Identify stressors/triggers and be thoughtful 
about their presentation

Ensure Safety and Trust

Gover et al. (2023); Rajaraman et al. (2022); Shillingsburg et al. (2014, 2019); Staubitz et al. (2022



1. Identify stressors/triggers and be thoughtful 
about their presentation

2. Be kind and empathetic

Ensure Safety and Trust

Gover et al. (2023); Rajaraman et al. (2022); Shillingsburg et al. (2014, 2019); Staubitz et al. (2022



1. Identify stressors/triggers and be thoughtful 
about their presentation

2. Be kind and empathetic

3. Allow learners to give and withdraw assent

Ensure Safety and Trust

Gover et al. (2023); Rajaraman et al. (2022); Shillingsburg et al. (2014, 2019); Staubitz et al. (2022





Trauma-informed Care
Acknowledge the Potential for Trauma

Ensure Safety and Trust

Promote Choice and Autonomy

Emphasize Skill Building



Promote Choice and  Collaboration



Promote Choice and  Collaboration



Promote Choice and  Collaboration



Trauma-informed Care Pillars
Acknowledge the Potential for Trauma

Promote Choice and Collaboration

Ensure Safety and Trust

Emphasize Skill Building
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