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WHY A TRAUMAINFORMED
APPROACH TO
CONTACT?

Key aim: To support children and
birth relatives to develop and
sustain positive relationships.

High expectations of / need for
parental participation.
Context where trauma effects
are apparent for children and
adults.

Birth parents:
• Heightened ‘fight or flight’ response
• Hypervigilance or avoidance

Children:
• Emotional dysregulation
• Over-arousal or withdrawal/numbing

Adoptive parents and practitioners:
• Confusion, concern, unsure how to respond

CONTACT
MEETINGS CAN BE
EMOTIONALLY
CHARGED
SITUATIONS IN
WHICH TRAUMAEFFECTS BECOME
APPARENT.

Actual or
perceived
physical or
psychological
harm
Adversity
and/or
maltreatment

Events may
or may not
be
experienced
by the
individual as
traumatic

Effect

“Individual trauma results from
an event, series of events, or
set of circumstances that is
experienced by an individual as
physically and emotionally
harmful or life-threatening and
that has lasting adverse effects
on the individual’s functioning
and mental, physical, social,
emotional or spiritual wellbeing” (SAMHSA, 2014 p.7).

Experience

The 3 E's

Event

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY TRAUMA?
Adverse
effects on
stress, coping,
emotion
regulation,
cognitive
function

PRINCIPLES FOR TRAUMA-INFORMED PRACTICE
Should aim
to promote:

STABLE AND
SUPPORTIVE
RELATIONSHIPS

PHYSICAL AND
EMOTIONAL SAFETY

A SENSE OF CHOICE
AND CONTROL

EMOTIONAL COREGULATION

AVOIDING BLAME
AND SHAME

Principle

Application

Practice
development

• Promote stable supportive relationships
• Educate the adults to respond sensitively
to the child
• Emotional support for the adults
• Facilitate empathy and communication
between adults
• Enabling positive relationships and
collaboration between adoptive and birth
parents outside of contact visits e.g.
preparation and debriefing

Principle

Application

Practice
development

• Ensure physical and emotional safety
• Agree with child how they will alert to
feelings of fear or overwhelm
• Ensure environment feels safe
• Ensure interactions are calm and nonthreatening
• Consider safety plans
• Plan visits to ensure everyone feels safe

Principle

• Support emotional co-regulation

Application

• Model calm state, neutral tone of voice
• Educate to interpret what is being
communicated through behaviour
• Environments and activities that promote
regulation

Practice
development

• Consider different venues or modalities
for contact e.g. green spaces; bodybased activities

Principle

Application

Practice
development

• Promote a sense of choice and control
• Flexibility and regular review of
arrangements
• Mediation, negotiation and regular
communication between adults
• Allow children choice in arrangements and
activities
• Find effective ways of enabling children
and adults to communicate their
perspectives on contact, and for these to
be heard and acted upon.

• Preparing the adults:
•What information needs shared?
• Planning the arrangements:
•What worked well last time? How can
potential difficulties be resolved?
• Preparing the children:
•What do they need to know? What
would they like to do? Have they any
worries?

The visit

Before contact

• Facilitating interaction:
•What helps everyone to engage and feel
safe?
• Maintaining boundaries:
•Are expectations clear and realistic? Is
there agreement?
•Observing behaviour:
• Does the child need help to selfregulate?

• Supporting the adults:
•How do they feel? Who can they talk to
and when?
• Planning for next time:
•What worked well and not so well? Do
plans need to change?
• Supporting the children:
•How are they? Would they like anything
to change?

Trauma-Sensitive Contact Practice (MacDonald, 2020).

After contact

AVOIDING BLAME AND SHAME

Negative language blames children for their trauma, is internalised by children and leads to negative labels
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