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Welcome to the American Psychological 
Association (APA) Culturally Informed Trauma 
and Grief Recovery Toolkit

“My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some passion,  
some compassion, some humor, and some style.” MAYA ANGELOU

As diverse people with multiple experiences of oppression, the burdens we bear are great. But our will to thrive is so often 
stronger. Even still, the trauma and grief we experience creates lots of harm and loss. The trauma and grief we endure can 
make it challenging to catch our breath, to resist, and to heal. We, a group of psychologists and mental health profession-
als from diverse marginalized communities, created this Culturally Informed Trauma and Grief Recovery Toolkit. Our hope 
is that this toolkit builds upon our communities’ inherent resourcefulness, resilience, and strength. 

The intended audience for this toolkit is diverse people who have been marginalized, including Black, Indigenous, and 
people of color, people in the LGBT+ community, people from lower income, people whose native country is not the U.S., 
ciswomen, older adults, people who are religious (e.g., Hindu, Muslim, Christian), and/or people with disabilities. Our 
purpose in creating this toolkit is to educate, share tools and resources, uplift, and affirm the experiences of members of 
our communities who have experienced trauma and loss. In addition to being used by individuals, it is our hope that the 
toolkit and resources can be used by groups to support community dialogue and healing. Specifically, we hope this toolkit 
will empower communities to mobilize their strengths and utilize their community resources and cultural practices to heal, 
resist, and thrive despite facing multiple types of discrimination. Therapists can also share this toolkit with their clients. 

The toolkit includes written documents and short videos. The written documents are each two pages and have been 
written by our group of diverse psychologists from marginalized communities. The videos are each approximately 5 
minutes long and were created by various members of the psychology community. We have created a resource page 
(here) for people who would like to learn more about the topics found in the toolkit. 

There are 3 categories of written documents: 

1.	 Overviews: In these documents, we explain what interpersonal trauma is, what collective trauma is, and what grief is. 
Each of these documents has definitions, common experiences, and typical ways people are impacted. 

2.	 Healing & Coping Strategies: In these documents, you will find information on reaching out for help, responding 
supportively to someone else, using the will to exist and live, engaging in religious and spiritual coping, and healing 
through dance and the arts. 

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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3.	 Cultural Considerations: In these documents, we explore special cultural considerations for trauma, grief, coping, and 
healing for people with: 

A.	 different ethnicities—Black people, refugees and immigrants, Asians, Latina/o/x, Indigenous people, Middle 
Eastern and North African people

B.	 different religions—Hindu, Muslim, Jewish, Christian

C.	 sexual orientations and gender identities—LGBT+ of color

D.	 multiple marginalized identities who face interlocking oppressions like racism, sexism, and homophobia (known 
as intersectionality). 

The short videos will build on the topics we cover in the written documents. 

Though created by psychologists, this toolkit is not therapy. Instead, we hope that this toolkit provides easy to understand 
information about interpersonal trauma, collective trauma, grief, coping, and healing that uplifts our communities, while 
reminding us all of the strength and wisdom we inherently possess. Let’s Begin! 

APA Presidential Task Force for Culturally Informed 
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Interpersonal Trauma: Violence & Abuse  
In Our Communities

“Something happened at home last week. I don’t know what 
to call it. But I feel crushed…and depressed.” 

Interpersonal trauma is violence and abuse that occurs between two or more people—typically where one or more person 
is the causing harm to the other(s). Because violence and abuse are about power and domination, research shows that 
people of Color, LGBT folks, and those with disabilities experience more interpersonal trauma. The person who commits 
the violence is usually called the perpetrator, while those who experience the violence are typically known as victims or 
survivors. Still, people are complex and multidimensional. Perpetrators are more than what they’ve done, and victims/
survivors are more than what they’ve experienced. 

There are 3 types of abuse: physical, sexual, and emotional. Physical abuse includes throwing things, shoving, hitting, 
strangling, or beating someone up. Physical abuse can include weapons, like a knife or gun. From research, we know that 
over half of the general population has experienced some form of physical abuse in their lifetime. 

Sexual abuse involves a wide range of unwanted behaviors where consent is not given, including, but are not limited to, 
molestation and unwanted touching, sexual harassment, attempted or completed rape, gang rape, and sex trafficking. Not 
giving consent includes saying “no” and/or trying to push the person off of you, as well as being unable to give consent 
due to drug/alcohol intoxication or limited cognitive capacity. People can also be unable to give consent due to age, such 
as a 50-year-old adult molesting a 5-year-old child; in those instances, the child is considered unable to give consent 
because they are too young. Research shows that between 24% and 80% of the general population has been sexually 
abused sometime during their life. Emotional abuse includes verbal words and behaviors like yelling, screaming, putting 
someone down, and calling them names. Emotional abuse can also be controlling behavior that isolates the other person, 
like someone not allowing their romantic partner to talk to their family. Researchers have found that about half of the 
general population experience emotional abuse. 

Interpersonal trauma often occurs in private, like in someone’s home. It can also happen in public. For example, commu-
nity violence happens on public streets and inside neighborhoods. It can also happen in semi-public locations, like at 
parties. 

Interpersonal trauma can be perpetrated both by people the victim or survivor knows and people who are strangers. 
Research finds that abuse is most often perpetrated by familiar people: acquaintances, friends, romantic partners, and 
family members. Authority figures, such as police officers and doctors, also commit interpersonal trauma. 

Interpersonal trauma is harmful for many reasons, including the betrayals that happen as part of the abuse. Research finds 
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that when perpetrators are someone trusted or needed like when a parent sexually abuses their child, there is a betrayal 
within the abuse. Cultural betrayal occurs when violence is perpetrated within communities that face societal discrimina-
tion, like people of Color and the LGBT community. Research shows that with cultural betrayal, the violence and abuse are 
impacted by it being perpetrated by a member of the same minoritized community. 

There are decades of research that document that interpersonal trauma is linked with mental health struggles, like depres-
sion and anxiety, physical health difficulties, like chronic illness, and behavioral health, like thinking of suicide. From 
research, we know that internalized racism, like a Black person thinking all Black people are violent, is also a possible 
outcome for those who experience violence with a cultural betrayal. Although these outcomes are common and under-
standable responses to trauma, researchers find that people can and do have happiness in their lives after violence. For 
more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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Collective Trauma
Why do people suffer when their communities face oppression? Different forms of injustice can contribute to the stress 
faced by many people. Collective trauma is an event or series of events that impact not only one person but also a group of 
identified or targeted people. Collective trauma usually refers to traumas rooted in oppression or discrimination toward a 
minority group by a dominant group, in contrast to interpersonal trauma. However, the term, collective trauma, is sometimes 
used to include environmental disasters, violence (e.g., school shootings), and pandemics that affect people across different 
communities. Therefore, collective trauma refers to both traumatic interpersonal interactions between the minority and 
majority group members, such as gender-based violence, micro-(for example, insults), and macro-aggressions (e.g., hate 
crimes), and governmental and non-governmental systems perpetuating discrimination, war, political and religious persecu-
tion, trafficking, and torture.

There are three important considerations regarding collective trauma, including how long it may last, its impact, and the 
severity of problems between different racial, cultural, religious, or political groups. First, how long does collective trauma 
last? This can vary depending on the type of trauma. For example, discrimination due to gender, race, color, or religion can be 
a lifelong traumatization process. Many communities are victimized by violence and neglect across generations. For example, 
poverty and the lack of access to safe housing, healthcare, and education can have a lifelong impact on individuals, families, 
and communities.

Second, what is the impact of collective trauma? This may depend on what is called the “density” of overlapping traumas or 
intersectionality. Discrimination and bias based on factors such as gender, race, color, national origin, immigration status, 
social class, sexual orientation, religion, and disability are denser than discrimination or bias based only on race. For example, 
transwomen of color continue to be among the most targeted communities in the U.S. and globally.

Third, the severity of collective trauma influences how a person or a community experiences its effects. The harm or injury 
caused to a group or a community varies. Some examples of severe collective traumas include genocide of indigenous people, 
slavery, the incarceration of Japanese Americans in the Second World War, the Nazi Holocaust, violence against those 
perceived as Muslims in the aftermath of 9/11, and the separation of migrant children from their family members at the U.S./
Mexico border.

Because collective trauma impacts a targeted group, any traumatic event experienced by one group member, like George 
Floyd's murder, is observed and witnessed in the media by other group members who can experience parts of the traumatic 
event as their own. Another example is that the violence and harassment of Asian Americans during the COVID-19 
pandemic have raised anxiety among many Asian Americans who may not have been directly targeted. In addition, what 
happened to parents and grandparents can be transmitted cross-generationally through similar dynamics, especially in 
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genocides and slavery. Collective trauma that occurred in the past can be powerful and may affect a community's sense of 
safety across generations. For example, historical and ongoing police brutality and White supremacy directed against African 
Americans and Black Americans have left a mark such that families and communities remain highly alert about their safety, 
which can affect their sense of belonging in U.S. society.

Healing the wounds of collective trauma is a challenge that requires supporting each other, and fighting together to achieve 
social justice.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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Grief & Loss: The Ones We Acknowledge  
and The Ones We Don’t

“Grief is really just love. It’s all the love you want to give but cannot. All that unspent love gathers 
up in the corners of your eyes, the lump in your throat, and in that hollow part of your chest. Grief 
is just love with no place to go” JAMIE ANDERSON 

Throughout our lives and especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, our communities experienced considerable losses. 
Losses trigger grief: an intense emotional experience that is a normal and automatic response to losing anything that we 
value. Related to loss, grief is an internal process that involves feelings, emotions, and behaviors that are unique and healthy 
expression of love. It is so important to preserve the dignity of grief and grieving, which can sometimes take a lifetime. 

Some losses that can trigger grief are easily recognized by society and ourselves. These include things like death of a loved 
one, a break-up, or loss of a job. However, there are other losses that do not always fit into the norms of what our society 
may identify as worthy of grief. Examples of these kinds of losses include: miscarriages; a decline in health; separation of 
families through immigration; an adoption that doesn’t go through; infertility; loss of a loved one by suicide; living while a 
loved one is incarcerated; or a loss of cognitive functioning through things like dementia. Children can experience unique 
unrecognized losses, such as loss of connections with teachers, peers, and other meaningful adults in their lives when 
school is canceled or interrupted. These and other losses are called “unrecognized losses.”

Even though often unrecognized, these losses can be just as detrimental to our mental health and overall well-being. 
Those of us who experience grief from these unrecognized losses may get more judgment and stigma from others, which 
can result in our increased isolation and disconnection from the very support systems that could mitigate the impact of 
these losses

Grief itself impacts our whole being—physically, mentally, socially and spiritually. Experiencing recognized and unrecog-
nized losses of any kind can leave us with a range of emotions, including anger, despair, depression, confusion, frustration, 
exhaustion, loneliness and anxiety. While grieving, we can also experience trouble sleeping, difficulty concentrating, a lack 
of motivation, fatigue, despair, aggression and/or difficulty connecting or re-engaging with others after the loss.  If left 
unaddressed, there may be long-term disruptions in our ability to complete daily tasks related to school, work, or home. 

While loss is a shared human experience, losses don’t impact each of us in the same way. It is important to remember that 
grief is not a linear process with predictable stages that you can work through. Instead, grief is more like a spiral where 
you go in and out of stages more than once. Not only are we impacted differently by loss, but there is also lots of variation 
in our expressions of grief across genders, races, classes, religions, ages, and cultures. Therefore, cultural ways of express-
ing grief, as well as the developmental impact of grief on children and youth should be incorporated into tools and 
resources that support individuals experiencing recognized and unrecognized losses. 
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And some communities experience increased risk and vulnerability for certain types of losses, which create and reinforce 
social, economic, health and wealth disparities. These kinds of losses can include death of a loved one by gun violence, 
loss of contact with a family member through deportation, inability to travel to your home country to grieve with family 
after a loss, and not being able to openly love a life partner because of homophobia. 

Though grief can be overwhelming, we can remember the words of Jamie Anderson: Grief is just love with no place to go. 
Our love—even when that love is in the shape of grief—can hold us as we mourn our recognized and unrecognized losses. 
For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html


1

APA PRESIDENTIAL TASK FORCE 

CULTURALLY INFORMED 
TRAUMA AND GRIEF RECOVERY
TOOLKIT 

My Religion, My Spirituality, My Coping
Do you ever feel that life is meaningless? 
Do you wonder why bad things happen to good people? 
Have you experienced loss without a chance to grieve?

One of the highest human needs is to find meaning and purpose in life. This may include the need to connect to 
something bigger than ourselves, a creative force that can give us strength to face life. Trauma and grief can impact us 
on a spiritual level, causing feelings of emptiness, isolation, and disconnection from meaning and purpose. Religion and 
spirituality can be powerful coping mechanisms to help us navigate life’s problems, traumatic experiences, and losses. 

Religion usually refers to a set of practices, rituals, and guidelines that advise many of our everyday behaviors. Religious 
rituals can help some of us cope with death and grieving, celebrate weddings and births, connect to the seasons and 
each other. Religion can relate to specific cultural traditions and symbols, such as the Cross or the Star of David or the 
Crescent. 

Spirituality refers to an experience of oneself on a spirit or soul level. It includes a sense of connection to something 
greater than yourself that gives meaning to life and provides an inner peace. Some people feel spiritually connected to 
nature, art, or a faith community. For others, spirituality is linked to one or more Gods or another higher power. 
Spirituality may be open-ended and can be practiced by individuals or in groups, and in most any surrounding. Spiritual 
practices such as lament, meditation, revelry, and making room for uncertainty can calm the nervous system and have 
been practiced for thousands of years.

During times of stress, we may not have a chance to grieve losses, and it can be hard to find a quiet time to calm 
ourselves. Trauma can take us to a fight, flight, freeze, or appease response. So, calming ourselves to a more peaceful 
place helps us make better decisions and choose better actions. Participating in culturally relevant rituals and practices, 
such as the Mexican Día de los Muertos, can help us face death and carry on the memories of loved ones. Prayers, 
chants, and songs can also bring meaning during loss and help heal the soul.

Consider, are there particular sacred symbols or spiritual practices that help you feel more connected to the 
transcendent, the world, or the universe? Do you find special comfort in connecting with a religious or worship 
community? For some, these practices can be helpful if you engage them. They may not totally erase all sense of a loss 
or pain, but the meaning they help to bring to the loss can be a valuable, lifelong process.  

Local shamanic healers, rabbis, imams, priests, pastors, and other spiritual leaders can be beneficial on the healing 
journey. Religious and spiritual leaders are valuable resources, and often offer spiritual support and provide important 
perspectives and connection to a larger story, force, and power in life. We can use the same tips for identifying 
supportive people (here) to identify supportive faith leaders.   

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/seeking-help.pdf
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However you choose to heal on a spiritual level is up to you. The important thing to remember is that you do not have 
to do it alone. If it feels right for you, consider seeking support from your local church, synagogue, mosque, temple, or 
other faith organization. Be uplifted by joining with others. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and 
abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Support As Healing: How To Respond When 
Someone Tells You They’ve Been Abused

“My best friend just told me they’ve been abused by someone we 
both love and trust. What do I do? What do I say?”

From research we know that many emotions can overwhelm us when someone tells us they’ve been abused, such as 
being beaten up or sexually assaulted. We may feel empathetic, sad, confused, fearful, anger for them, hatred 
towards the person(s) who abused them, and/or overcome by our own memories of being abused. An impulse can 
be to take control, but this approach can be harmful because it takes away their control, similar to how they weren’t 
in control during the abuse. Research has guidance on how to compassionately listen and support. 

1.	 Use body language that shows you are paying attention

A)	 Do things that let them know you are listening, like nodding

B)	 Keep good eye contact without staring uncomfortably at them

C)	 Do not roll your eyes or raise your eyebrows in shock of their behavior

D)	 Do not move your body a lot, like playing with your phone or fidgeting

2.	 Say things that show you care

A)	 Allow silence, using supportive phrases like “uh-huh”

B)	 Reflect back the emotions that they are feeling, like “That seems very scary and confusing” and “That part seems 
to make you feel really sad”

C)	 Gently ask questions when you are unsure of what they mean, like “I don’t know what you mean by…” and “What 
was that like?”

D)	 Do not change the subject 

3.	 Let them know you support them

A)	 Validate what they’re feeling, like saying “I think I’d feel the same way if that happened to me”

B)	 Do share positives about them, like “You are so strong for going through that and still being the wonderful person 
you are” 

C)	 Remind them that what happened was not their fault

D)	 If they and the perpetrator(s) are all from marginalized communities (i.e., communities of color, LGBT community): 

	» If requested, can help them think through the pros and cons of telling what happened to formal sources, like 
school officials and police
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	» Can remind them that what happened is not a negative reflection on their entire community

	» Let them know that they are not responsible for protecting the perpetrator(s) and the community from discrim-
ination because of the perpetrator(s)’ abusive behavior

	» Share that pride and solidarity in their community does not mean putting up with abusive behavior

E)	 Do not try to reassure them through minimizing what they’ve experienced; don’t say things like “That happened 
so long ago, I’m sure you’re fine”

F)	 Do not negatively judge or shame them for what they did during or after being abused. Avoid saying things like, 
“Why didn’t you do ___ instead?”

Research shows us supportive responses to someone who’s telling you they’ve been abused plays such an important 
role in their healing AND healing across our communities. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, 
and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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I Can Do Bad All By Myself: Knowing When  
& How to Reach Out For Help

“I know I’ve been struggling because of what happened. Is it bad enough for me to get help?  
And who would understand what I’m going through anyways?” 

There are many reasons why a person wouldn’t tell anyone that they’re struggling. Research tells us that these 
include not having anyone they trust, wanting to not burden other people with their problems, and being worried 
they’ll be blamed for what’s happened to them. Being alone with our pain can become a habit. Getting help is 
important: whether we are feeling depressed, suicidal, and/or just not living our best lives. 

There are different kinds of help for people who have experienced or are experiencing interpersonal trauma, violence, 
and abuse, collective trauma, and grief. The first is formal therapy. Individual therapy involves sessions with just you 
and the therapist. Group therapy has one or more therapists who work with a group of people together. Therapists 
have education and training in how difficult experiences, like an assault, the pandemic, or the death of child, impact 
people and how to help them heal. That said, not every therapist is right for everyone. In finding a therapist, you can 
look at their website or brochures and ask for a free initial consultation to see how they approach therapy: Do they 
see their clients as damaged and in need of fixing? Do they think hold prejudicial or antagonistic beliefs about their 
clients’ cultures, communities, and religions are corrupt? Or do they understand the many strengths that people 
from different cultures have and want to work in collaboration with their clients along the road to healing? In 
preparation for your first appointment, you can think about your therapy goals. Because therapy is a new experience, 
it is normal to feel anxious during your first sessions. However, if something feels off, you don’t have to stay with 
that therapist. Because research shows the importance of fit between therapist and client, it doesn’t mean therapy 
isn’t for you if you don’t like a therapist. It may just mean that you haven’t found the right therapist for you yet. 

Researchers have documented healing strategies outside of therapy. This includes reaching out to leaders at your 
religious/spiritual institution, like your mosque, synagogue, or church, telling someone close to you, like your 
romantic partner(s), loved one, close friend, or family member, and/or calling a national hotline or joining an internet 
forum that helps people who are struggling like you are. Thoughtfully choosing who to reach out to is important 
because research shows that other people’s negative reactions are harmful. Qualities to look for include being 
empathetic and caring; qualities to avoid could be being judgmental or making fun of people who have experienced 
what you have. If you’re not sure how someone will react, you can disclose a small piece of what you’re going 
through or share the story of someone else who has experienced what you have (without disclosing their name). If 
they respond well, then you can try sharing more. To help others understand and respond well to you, you could 
share with them information about interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse (here), collective trauma (here), grief 
and loss (here), and how to be supportive when someone tells them they’ve been abused (here). 

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/overview.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/disclosure.pdf
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Researchers have found activities you can incorporate into your daily life that promote healing. These include doing 
arts and crafts, playing or listening to music, watching or acting in theatre, drawing strength from your spirituality, 
enjoying nature, engaging in activism, and writing poetry or journaling. You can ask yourself “What would being free 
look like for me?” This question can lead to better understanding of what you want in your life and what you can do 
to start or continue living the life that you want. Feeling joy and happiness while having a good life is possible, no 
matter what you’ve gone through. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To 
learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
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https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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When Words Aren’t Enough: The Power  
of Expressive Arts in Healing

“Have you ever felt at a loss for words? When something bad happened to you, did you feel numb? 
Wish you could communicate what happened?”

When we experience trauma, violence, loss, and grief, our emotions can be so overwhelming that our body either shuts 
down or disconnects. We might discover that we don’t know what we feel, or we can’t feel anything. Even though these 
natural responses can be confusing and painful, they are normal ways of reacting to life-altering events.  

Oftentimes, healing from trauma, violence, loss, and grief, comes in the form of words. We are encouraged to connect 
with people, or seek professional help in therapy. For instance, you can see our resource on knowing when and how to 
seek help, here. However, words with our loved ones and/or professionals are not always an option to us. And there are 
times when someone asks us, “How do you feel?”, and we just don’t know what to say. 

Not having the words to express what we are thinking, feeling, and experiencing makes sense. Our memories from 
traumatic events doesn’t always include words; sometimes, the memories are stored in our bodies. For instance, during 
a miscarriage or when witnessing someone being murdered, we may dissociate, or disconnect emotionally, from 
ourselves and the experience. So, after it is all over, the harm can live hidden within us in ways that words can’t express. 
Instead, our emotions and memories can come out in our dreams and nightmares. 

How can we express our hidden and wordless feelings? And how can we experience the healing that comes with 
sharing those feelings in a warm and supportive environment? One way is through Expressive and Creative Arts 
Therapies. Beginning with shell-shocked war veterans of World War II who could not speak following the war, music 
therapists found that music reached a part of the psyche that was still active. In this way, music therapy helps people 
who have been traumatized, with music as a way of communicating with and through our hidden and unknown 
feelings.  

Art therapists can also help children and others heal when they’ve experienced something, like sexual abuse or 
community violence, that they do not yet have words for. In art therapy, therapists work with people to help them draw 
their fears, share them with others, and discover their own creativity and strengths.  

As detailed in our resource on resistance strategies, found here, we know that we can flee, fight, freeze, or appease 
when we experience a traumatic event. When that happens, fear, terror, anger, grief, depression, anxiety, and other 
emotions can get locked in our bodies. How do we unlock our bodies so they can flow again, and we can move forward 
into a new day? Dance Therapists are trained to work with the body, to understand nonverbal communication, and to 
incorporate culturally sensitive ways to bring the body back to life. 

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/seeking-help.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/resistance-strategies.pdf
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Other forms of Expressive Arts Therapies also use creative and symbolic ways to communicate. These include Poetry, 
Storytelling, Drama, Psychodrama, and Mixed Media. Each of these types of Expressive Arts Therapies have support 
groups and therapists specially trained to work with culturally relevant arts psychotherapy. Therefore, no matter what 
has happened to us and how we are dealing with it, the arts offer us avenues of healing (see our resource on seeking 
help, found here). And in addition to or in lieu of words, Expressive Arts Therapies can provide us the space, time, and 
community to express our deep emotions, wounds, and hope, thus freeing us from being trapped underneath what we 
have experienced. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about 
collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/seeking-help.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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Taking My Power Back and Changing The World
“What happened to me made me feel helpless. But I’m taking my power back 
to make change in my own life, my community, and the world!” 

Those of us who have survived horrific experiences can, and often do, become agents of change. Through pain, we 
have a window into both the evils of what life can be and the joy, peace, and freedom we can share with each other. 
In fact, hallmarks of liberation frameworks from psychology and other disciplines are the resistance strategies that 
we take: instead of drowning under our sorrow, we can take steps to heal, and then, when we feel ready, we can use 
our experiences –the good and the bad—to change the world. Transforming our pain into activism and advocacy on 
large and small scales, both formally and informally. In doing so, we can become the change we want to see in the 
world: by career, by volunteer, and by our life.  

By Career
There are many formal avenues for creating positive change in the world. Some can be directly related to our 
experiences. For instance, a person who has survived years of sexual abuse by their parent can become a rape crisis 
counselor, trauma psychologist, or social worker that helps others along their healing journeys. Another example is a 
parent whose child was murdered can begin a non-profit organization that provides education, hope, healing, and 
policy change that addresses gun violence while humanizing those who have caused harm to the community. 

Other avenues for change can be more indirect. These could include becoming an educator in K-12 or higher education 
that engenders critical thinking and intellectual curiosity in their students. In teaching about history, critical studies, 
social work, and psychology, these students gain a clearer understanding of the world—including reverence for the 
ancestors who have already walked their paths. Through fostering critical consciousness and self-esteem, these 
students then continue the legacy of changemaking with their own communities, loved ones, and children. Another 
option is to become a researcher who studies something positive, like happiness: What makes people joyful? How 
important is laughter in our lives? They then share this research with their communities and the general public—enabling 
others not give up on themselves and their happiness, even when it seems that all the odds are stacked against them. 

By Volunteer
Sometimes we don’t want or can’t have a full career of changemaking. So instead, we can volunteer ourselves and our 
time to make the world a better place. This can include volunteering at the local animal shelter to walk dogs who are 
currently without a stable home after being abused by their former humans. Relating to animals who have experienced 
some of the things we have—like being beaten—can be healing and comforting for us and for them. Another example 
is to advocate for victims’ rights through submitting a comment to upcoming legislation, like the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Title IX rulemaking changes that affect diverse survivors of sexual assault on college campuses. We could 
also chart our own path of hardship and healing through publishing our poetry or writing a memoir. 
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By Our Life
Whether or not we promote change through volunteering or in our careers, we can always promote change in  
our personal lives. For instance, when we see jokes on social media about domestic violence, we can bring up a 
conversation with our friends about why it isn’t funny. Or we can amplify the good work of members of our 
community. Or we can support local artists who reflect our existence from our own lenses. No matter what, we  
can change the world, one tiny act at a time: sharing our healing and hope with everyone around us. For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/interpersonal-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/index.html
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Intersectionality: The Way Our Oppressions  
and Privileges Combine to Create 
Opportunities and Challenges

“Sexism isn’t a one-size-fits all phenomenon. It doesn’t happen to 
Black and White women the same way.” KIMBERLÉ CRENSHAW

People belong to different social groupings, positions, or locations based on their characteristics. These social 
locations or positions, in part, shape their identity. Each person has multiple social locations and positions based 
on their race, ethnicity, class, religion, birth country, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, age, and disability 
status. In the United States and around the world, some social locations and positions have more power, 
perceived importance, legal protection, and resources than other social locations and positions. For example, in 
the category of age, adults are afforded more power, importance, and access to resources than children or aging 
individuals. Similarly, people who are White; middle or high-income earning; male; Christian; U.S. born; 
heterosexual; or able-bodied have more power and access to resources than people of color; low income earning; 
women; transgender; or intersex; non-Christian; immigrants or refugees; or individuals with disabilities.  

Intersectionality is a term that was developed by pioneering law professor, Kimberlé Crenshaw, J.D., to describe 
how a person’s social locations or positions can interact to create unique disadvantages and unjust treatment. For 
example, a Black transgender person will experience different life challenges compared to someone who is White 
and transgender or a Black person who identifies as male and was born a male. We know from research that, 
compared to individuals who have social locations or positions with less power, those with more power have: (a) 
better physical and mental health, (b) more education, (c) live in safer neighborhoods, (d) consistent access to 
nutritious foods, and (e) financial stability. These inequalities can be worse for individuals who have multiple 
positions with less financial, political, or social power.

Intersectionality is important to consider when someone is dealing with trauma and loss. For example, a bisexual 
cisgender man of color who has been sexually assaulted might be denied access to resources based on race, 
gender, and sexual orientation, making it harder to get help in coping with his assault, both within his racial or 
ethnic community and within mainstream society. It is also important to consider the power held by people who 
are privileged within different communities, as these individuals often define the group’s cultural norms. 
Specifically, it is often the case that cisgender men and heterosexual members of a racial or ethnic group have 
more power and authority over other members of a particular group, and therefore can define how trauma and 
loss are dealt with in a community.
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A person coping with being overlooked due to their intersecting oppressed social positions and trauma or loss can 
experience both stress and strength. They may struggle with finding help from others due to multiple types of 
discrimination, such as racism, sexism, ageism, homophobia, transphobia, classism, ableism, religious 
discrimination, and xenophobia. They may also find ways to cope with their trauma and loss in meaningful ways 
through the help of others. Therefore, it’s important for people with multiple oppressed social positions to identify 
safe people and spaces where their concerns are recognized and supported. It is also important to remember that 
those with the lowest status in an already marginalized group need people with common goals to support them as 
they seek help in coping with trauma and loss. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, 
see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Buddhism & Trauma: Healing Within This 
Present Moment 

“Having compassion starts and ends with having compassion for all those unwanted 
parts of ourselves. The healing comes from letting there be room for all of this 
to happen: room for grief, for relief, for misery, for joy.” PEMA CHÖDRÖN

Buddhism is a major world religion and philosophy originally founded by Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha or 
“awakened one”, around 2,500 years ago in India. Buddhism is a spiritual and philosophical way of understanding 
the world, suffering, and the path to liberation with a particular emphasis on the cultivation of mindfulness, 
compassion, and wisdom. Since being founded in India, Buddhism has spread throughout Asia and the rest of the 
world, becoming one of the fastest growing religions. Whether you were raised in a Buddhist culture, adopted 
Buddhism later in life, or are simply interested in Buddhism, there are two concepts that can prove to be especially 
beneficial when healing from traumatic experiences: mindfulness and self-compassion.

Mindfulness: anchoring ourselves
Mindfulness is a pillar of Buddhist practice and is defined as a non-judgmental, ongoing awareness of the present 
moment. When dealing with trauma, it can be easy to get stuck in the past or be consumed with worries about the 
future. Mindfulness helps us to be with what is happening in the here and now. Practicing mindfulness helps us 
accept our emotions, become less reactive, and move into a state of awareness that can be relaxing at times. Over 
time, mindfulness can help us understand ourselves better and increase our ability to feel safe and at peace. 
Mindfulness is usually performed using an anchor for the mind’s attention, most commonly the breath, while sitting 
or lying down in a comfortable and safe environment. We simply notice the breath moving in and out of our body, 
while becoming aware of physical sensations, emotions, and thoughts. As these arise, rather than attaching to a 
part of our experience or trying to make our sensations, emotions, or thoughts different than what they are, we 
simply observe them and allow them to come and go like waves on a beach or clouds in the sky. At times it may feel 
like we are being swept away by the waves or clouds of our minds – in these moments we gently return to the 
anchor of our breath. While mindfulness can be done more formally, moments of mindfulness can occur throughout 
the day. Whether we are washing the dishes or going for a walk, taking a moment to pay attention to what is 
happening in the present moment can help settle the mind and relax the body. 

Self-compassion: kindness directed towards the self
Another pillar of Buddhism is avoiding harm and wishing happiness for all beings, including ourselves. Mindfulness 
can also help us act more warm, kind, and caring toward ourselves when we have painful thoughts or emotions. This 
is known as self-compassion. We may blame ourselves for what happened and expect ourselves to heal quickly. We 
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then are surprised by unexpected triggers, unsettling physical sensations, and other confusing but natural responses 
to trauma. Developing a sense of acceptance and compassion for where we are on the healing journey, rather than 
where we want to be, can be transformative. This practice is not about fixing ourselves or punishment, instead it is 
about accepting all parts of ourselves. By practicing mindfulness, many people find that they are more accepting of 
their natural responses to trauma and the thoughts that arise in the mind, allowing them to cultivate a sense of 
self-compassion. Mindfulness and self-compassion can be powerful sources of healing that can be done alone or 
with community. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about 
collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Shifa: A Guide of Contemporary and Traditional 
Healing Practices for Muslim Americans
 ُبوُلُقْلا ُّنِئَمْطَت ِهَّللا ِرْكِذِب اَلَأ

“Truly in the remembrance of Allah does the heart find rest.” QUR’AN 13:28

Throughout history, Muslim Americans have experienced collective trauma (see here) through discrimination, 
bullying, racial profiling, Islamophobia, and challenges in accessing culturally sensitive health care. Due to the war 
on terror, many Muslim Americans have been impacted due to displacement from our home countries, which has 
led to difficulties in assimilating to American culture while remaining steadfast in our cultural and religious 
traditions. Many Muslim cultural and religious traditions across the globe have been lost and transformed, altering 
the lives of millions and creating a widening gap between generations.

Muslims believe that all aspects of grieving, suffering, death, joy, and happiness are derived from Allah.  As a result, 
there is a strong element of acceptance of Allah’s will and a belief that faith in Allah is what serves as a source of 
comfort that aids in the healing process. Although there is an element of acceptance, Islam normalizes mourning 
and expressing grief. Thus, Muslims are encouraged to turn to Allah in times of distress or grief through prayer and 
other forms of religious practices as a way of finding solace in times of grief and distress. 

Traditional healing practices for Muslim Americans can be categorized into 2 main domains of religious and cultural 
practices. Religious healing is seen as the most impactful and restorative, with special emphasis added to prayer, 
dhikr, and recitation of the Qur’an. Allah has mentioned in several places in the Qur’an that the Qur’an has been sent 
as a healer of the heart. It is important to create space and time to read it mindfully. There are many verses within 
the Qur’an that provide guidance on how to manage anxiety, depression, and grief. In fact, many western constructs 
of healing, such as mindfulness, are part of the Qur’an and prayer as important ways of healing, shifa, and self-care. 
Therefore, embracing prayer and recitation of the Qur’an is a crucial element of healing for advancing our emotional 
well-being. 

In addition to religious practices, Muslim Americans use various cultural practices that have been passed down from 
generations to prioritize healing and wellbeing. The usage of folk medicine including herbs, plants, dietary practices, 
and incense are traditional cultural healing practices from the 7th century by Islamic scholars and physicians. 
Examples of herbal medicines and dietary practices include black cumin seeds, turmeric, anise, honey, ginger, and 
garlic, which are all mentioned in prophetic traditions (ahadith) and within the Qur’an. The Qur’an and ahadith also 
mention a great number of plants and fruits used in traditional healing, such as figs, olives, and pomegranates. Other 
therapeutic healing practices used for thousands of years in the Middle East & North Africa (MENA) region are 
fasting and Al-hejamah, most notably known as cupping. All in all, the use of traditional cultural healing practices 

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf


APA Presidential Task Force for Culturally Informed Trauma and Grief Recovery Toolkit 2

APA Presidential Task Force for Culturally Informed 
Trauma and Grief Recovery Toolkit on.apa.org/culturally-informed-trauma-toolkit

stemming from religious texts have served as a crucial source of health and healing for Muslims across the globe.

More recently, there has been a concentrated effort to prioritize and normalize mental health treatment in addition 
to the usage of religious and cultural healing practices. Due to widespread conservative cultural beliefs regarding 
mental health and suicidality, many Muslim Americans have been discouraged from seeking mental health 
treatment, and instead, merely encouraged to pray. However, a balance of traditional and contemporary practices of 
shifa, including mental health treatment, is important, and can lead to continued hope, healing, and emotional 
wellbeing for the collective community of Muslim Americans (see here for tips on choosing a therapist). For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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From Collective Suffering to Thriving: Radical 
Healing for AMENA Peoples

“All human beings are members of one frame, Since all, at first, from the same essence came.  
When time afflicts a limb with pain, The other limbs at rest cannot remain. If thou feel not for 
other’s misery, A human being is no name for thee.” SA’DĪ (TRANSLATION BY EDWARD EASTWICK)

Humanity is connected through both pain and healing. As Arab, Middle Eastern, and North African (AMENA) 
peoples, we can use the Psychology of Radical Healing Collective’s framework for radical healing from trauma and 
oppression through social justice. This framework has five anchors: Collectivism promotes engaging the support of 
our community; Critical consciousness involves reflecting on root causes of harmful social situations, fostering belief 
in our capacity to affect change, and taking actions against oppression; Radical hope is a collective and action-
oriented hope for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities to work toward liberation; Strength 
and resistance involves cultivating joy and celebrating the strengths of our culture, self, and community; and Cultural 
authenticity and self-knowledge involves learning and honoring our personal and cultural histories and wisdom.

AMENA families and communities often feature strong interconnectedness that supports healing through 
collectivism. Whether through intergenerational storytelling, engagement in AMENA community organizations, or 
through other means, we may find healing in the support of our community. For times of grief, in particular, AMENA 
communities have communal traditions that promote belonging and healing, such as sharing Halvā pastries and 
telling stories to promote collective coping with the bereaved; Druze engaging in a communal practice of choral 
music; or Baha’is engaging in collective chanting of the Prayer for the Dead.

In addition to collectivism, we may engage in critical consciousness and take actions at various levels to fight for 
social justice. Locally, Arab activists in Michigan have taken a stand against the banning of schoolbooks with 
LGBTQ+ characters. Nationally, AMENA individuals and community organizations are pushing the U.S. government 
to add “MENA’’ as a federal racial-ethnic category. And internationally, many are involved in supporting the 

“Woman, Life, Freedom” liberation movement in Iran.

The Sufi saying, “This, too, shall pass”, views difficult and/or unjust circumstances as impermanent, motivating 
radical hope for meaningful change. Many AMENA collectives exercise radical hope. The Baha’i Institute for Higher 
Education, for example, is an underground university for Iranian Baha’is who are barred from receiving higher 
education. Radical hope invites individuals to form coalitions to build a just future.

AMENA peoples have a history of using joy to show strength and resistance in the face of oppression. Syrians in 
refugee camps have used Dabke to instill a sense of healing and hope; Amazigh youth are fighting to preserve their 
identity, for example by proudly reclaiming, displaying, and educating others on historical dance, tattoos, and 
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clothing on social media. These enactments of joy can be healing and serve as effective forms of resistance.

Examples of cultural authenticity & self-knowledge abound in AMENA communities, such as various Tatreez 
embroidery circles that have emerged to preserve Palestinian and Syrian history and culture. In addition, grassroots 
and community organizations provide physical and virtual spaces for individuals to learn about AMENA histories 
and cultures. These resources provide invaluable opportunities for engaging in cultural self-discovery.

While connected through suffering, we have a collective pathway of healing through social justice. By tapping into 
our communities’ strengths and cultural roots, exercising radical hope, fostering joy, and fighting for social justice, 
we promote healing for ourselves and each other. For more information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and 
abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Connection is Our Strength: Trauma,  
Grief, and Healing Among Asian & Pacific 
Islander Americans

“It’s hard to talk about racism with people outside of my community. People don’t think 
that Asian people go through hardships. They think we are the model minority.”

Asian and Pacific Islander Americans (AAPIs) have ancestry in various regions spanning East Asia, South Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands. There is a great deal of diversity within AAPI communities with regard to 
national origin, ethnicity, language, and religion. In the midst of our communities’ and our own strengths, we also 
endure hardships.

Historically, we have immigrated for different reasons, such as family reunification, search for educational and 
employment opportunities, discrimination, poverty, war, natural disasters, trafficking, and political and religious 
persecution. Many AAPI immigrants face hardships such as language and communication barriers, limited access 
to resources, navigating new cultural norms and shifting immigration policies. We also experience various forms of 
stereotyping and racism that are often invisible and neglected in U.S. society. For example, the prevalent myth of 
the “model minority” assumes that Asian Americans are academically and professionally successful, inherently 
smart, and that we don’t experience stress or obstacles in U.S. society. The pressure to live up to these stereotypes 
can be crushing. Other harmful stereotypes, depending on ethnicity, include being passive, exotic, weak, criminal, 
or terrorist. AAPIs also face microaggressions, verbal abuse, bullying, and physical violence, such as in the case of 
South Asian Americans being targeted after the 9/11 terrorist attacks and in the case of East and Southeast Asian 
Americans being targeted during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

In addition to these challenges, many AAPIs cope with violence, abuse, and neglect within their homes and 
communities, and these experiences can have negative impacts across the lifespan. Additionally, research tells us 
that many AAPIs who experience abuse and violence have limited resources to stop the violence and get adequate 
help. Within AAPI communities, survivors of violence and abuse can face pressure to keep what has happened to 
them a secret due to the shame and stigma that is attached to violence and abuse. For some, there are cultural 
expectations that make it hard to talk about violence and abuse with other people. For example, a woman may be 
told that she shouldn’t talk about being abused to protect her family’s reputation.     

AAPIs also face loss and grief in ways that may be processed somewhat differently depending on cultural and 
religious beliefs. For instance, some people view the death of a loved one as both devastating and as connected 
with the deceased person’s destiny or karma. The collectivistic orientation of many AAPIs often helps with grieving 
losses through religious or cultural rituals and gatherings. Loss can be experienced as something that an extended 
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family or community experiences, rather than only by a single person. 

As AAPIs, we have both individual and collective strengths that help with trauma and grief. It’s especially helpful 
when trauma and grief are recognized by loved ones, and when there is access to help from family, friends, spiritual 
or religious leaders, and mental health professionals (see resource on seeking help here). A strong support network 
helps with the isolation and stigma connected with trauma and grief. Finally, having support within and outside of 
one’s community can be helpful. This is especially true when a person has been hurt within and outside of one’s 
family and community, like being raped by someone in their ethnic community and facing racism outside of this 
community. Within the diversity of AAPI communities across generations, we can heal individually and collectively 
even while we may experience the pain of trauma and grief differently. For more information on interpersonal 
trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal 
and thrive, go to here.
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Cultural Wounds, Cultural Strengths – Traumas, 
Healing & Latina/o/x Intergenerational Wisdom

“We do not have an unhealthy culture. The unwellness in our community comes from colonization, 
marginalization, trauma, and oppression. Our culture is ancient and powerful. We can live 
Brown and live well.”

Although Latina/o/x communities have diverse histories and backgrounds, there are some aspects that represent 
common cultural experiences that in general facilitate a sense of wellness and healing. The strengths of a strong 
cultural identity, of healthy interdependence and familismo, and an enduring connection to spirituality are Latina/o/x 
cultural characteristics for both individual and communal healing. 

When looking at our trauma, grief and healing, we must always first acknowledge the violent European (i.e., Spanish 
and Portuguese) invasion and colonization of the region of the world now referred to as Latin America. This region’s 
original inhabitants were the Indigenous peoples. In addition, European colonizers forcibly brought Africans as 
slaves to certain areas of Latin America. These historical traumas continue to shape our identity. Although we often 
use Latina/o/x to refer to ourselves (including in this document), we can identify the legacy of European origins and 
languages in this term that ignores any and all Indigenous roots and ancestry. 

The Traumas that Impact Us
Latina/o/x communities in this country are often faced with racist attitudes, discriminatory practices, violence, 
xenophobia and exclusion in many levels of society. This has always been the case for Latina/o/x populations in the 
U.S. The Trump-era policy of family separations for those crossing the U.S.-Mexican border, including children held 
in detention centers, along with the history of ICE raids sometimes resulting in parents being deported, separating 
them from their minor-aged children are but a couple of examples. Long-standing incidences of police and law 
enforcement violence and killing are part of our long history of racial trauma, discrimination, and prejudice. These 
are the cultural wounds we carry. These collective traumas (see here for more information) can impact the mental 
health and wellbeing of Latina/o/x to different degrees for different individuals, and they can increase experiences of 
grief, depression, anxiety, and PTSD symptoms. 

Cultural Strengths that Promote Healing
Latina/o/x people carry intergenerational wisdoms regarding wellness and healing that are part of our cultural 
strengths. One is a positive and strong sense of cultural identity. Research shows that positive cultural identity can 
protect against experiences of discrimination. Having a positive identity helps us to connect to others in our 
community. This communal experience can be an important source of support in healing from trauma. Thus, 

https://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/grief-toolkit/collective-trauma.pdf
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maintaining or reconnecting to a sense of cultural identity and rootedness can be important to the healing process. 
Second is our sense of collectivism, such as familismo. This may also include valuing community wellbeing. Part of 
our intergenerational wisdom is the passed down practices of relying on a trusted group or family. This group-
centeredness is also a connection to Indigenous heritage and wisdoms. Engaging in family and/or community 
activities, especially those that focus on the betterment of the group or community, may be particularly healing. A 
third cultural strength is our spirituality, which has continued to be an important part of our identity. Although there 
are differences in religious and spiritual beliefs in our community, the belief and importance of god or creator is 
present in the majority of our communities. Finally, prayer, meditation or engaging in other spiritual practices 
individually or in community can promote us to truly live well. For more information on interpersonal trauma, 
violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal and thrive, 
go to here.
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Abuse & The Church: Christianity, Spirituality,  
& Healing

“..savage wolves from your own group will come in among you, not sparing the flock.” ACTS 20:29B

Church attendance and participation in a religious community are an important part of life for many of us. Religious 
involvement can provide individuals, families, and communities with a vital source of support and spiritual strength. 
However, when abuse occurs within the religious context, it can trigger a crisis of faith as well as emotional trauma 
for the abused individual. Trauma can occur in any environment including in religious spaces such as churches. 
Likewise, the abuses that cause such trauma can be perpetrated by anyone, even priests, pastors, and ministers. 
When such abuse is made public, religious communities may resist accepting the unsavory truth about their leaders 
which, in turn, creates tremendous pressure on the sufferers of religious abuse to remain silent about their 
victimization. While such victimization can happen in any religious community, we focus here on abuse that 
happens specifically within Christian churches. 

Spiritual abuse occurs when any spiritual thing that should always be used for good (e.g., one’s religious position, a 
theological premise, the scriptures) is instead used to harm, exploit, diminish, manipulate, or cover up. Examples of 
spiritual abuse include: sexual abuse perpetrated by clergy; the emotional manipulation of parishioners to give or tithe 
more money to the church than they can afford; or pressuring a person to remain in a marriage of domestic violence 
due to religious beliefs. Often, spiritual abuse is the attempt of a religious group or an individual in a position of 
religious authority to gain control over a person. A unique element of spiritual abuse is that because it involves the 
sacred, its impact can also involve an existential crisis: it can feel like God allowed or even condoned the abuse. As a 
result, some people who have experienced this are left with a sense that things held sacred have been defiled. 

If you have suffered abuse in our religious community, first - know that there is hope for safety and healing. It is also 
important to know that the healing process can be complex, and take many forms. For example, it may involve 
unpacking layers of trauma and dealing with questions such as: “If I could be deceived this way, what else am I 
deceived about?”; “What do I believe about God?”; “Is this God’s fault?” All of this can be scary, but these feelings 
are common and normal. Next, consider reading up on and viewing resources that address religious and spiritual 
abuse. Finally, it can be helpful to connect with a mental health professional. There are many therapists who are 
persons of faith who are committed to helping you heal. However, some abuse survivors may prefer a helping 
professional who is not connected to the faith community of their abuser(s). In this case, therapists unassociated 
with a religious community can also be helpful. 

If you seek a new faith community in the aftermath of abuse, then there are helpful things to consider in your search: 
(1) Seek a faith community that demonstrates an understanding of the prevalence and impact of trauma and that 
strives to foster healing and safety. (2) Look for churches committed to educating their leaders, volunteers, and 
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members about how to effectively respond to trauma. (3) Look for churches that are transparent in enacting policies 
and processes that ensure oversight of staff and clergy to prevent abuse. These things can safeguard leaders against 
acting in abusive ways. No matter which path you take, the healing paths are those where you will find persons and 
communities dedicated to an ongoing process to love thy neighbor well. For more information on interpersonal 
trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To learn more about how to heal 
and thrive, go to here.
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Healing While Black/African American: 
Triumphing Over the Pain 
“Black Lives Matter: I Can’t Breathe” SONG BY DAX 

Diverse Black/African Americans—young and old, across genders, (dis)abilities, religions, nations of origin, and 
sexualities—are often aware of the dangers, fears, and threats of racism. Racism can take many forms and have varied 
impacts on Black/African American individuals and communities. Some days these experiences manifest as being 
followed around in a store, while other times racism takes the form of not getting a job or scholarship. However we 
experience racism, it can lead to feelings of frustration and anger that impact people’s sense of self, overall health, and 
hope for the future. Despite all this, we must believe mind, body, soul, and spirit: Our lives do matter! 

Research shows the harm of racism, race-based discrimination, and prejudice takes a toll on both physical and mental 
health. The stress from racism affects us emotionally and physiologically, including through sweating, heart-racing, 
headaches, and stomachaches. Over time, racism can wear the body down and is linked with physical ailments, like 
high blood pressure, heart attacks, and loss of regulation of insulin. Racism has also been associated with depression, 
anxiety, and hypervigilance. Instead of resulting solely from lifestyle choices (e.g., how we eat and exercise), our 
physical and mental health is influenced by the dis-stress and dis-ease of racism.  

Though difficult, dealing with the emotions related to the racism we experience can benefit our mental and physical 
health. Therapy is one option for coping and healing from past and present racism. Choosing a therapist that is 
culturally competent and trauma-informed can make the process much easier (see HERE9 for tips on seeking help). 
This kind of therapist can understand the challenges you have faced as a Black/African American person, while also 
being able to identify strengths and resilience in you, your family or loved ones, and your community. 

If you feel you would like support, but therapy is not an option for you, there are additional avenues for healing and joy 
(see HERE6 for some more healing strategies). One avenue is social justice advocacy. The Psychology of Radical 
Healing Collective is a group of Black, Indigenous, & People of Color (BIPOC) psychologists and healers who encourage 
social justice action while highlighting marginalized communities’ strengths, resources, and actions. Their frameworks 
for liberation remind us that justice itself is healing. And we can fight for racial justice. In that process of advocating for 
change, we promote healing for ourselves and each other, as we work to make the world a better place. 

Emotional connection is another key aspect of healing and joy. Connection with loved ones, friends, and family can 
beneficial. However, we know that not everyone has people in their lives who are emotionally and/or physically close to 
them. When we are isolated, we can connect with others from a distance, through, for example, listening to music, 
watching a panel of radical Black activists, checking out books from the library on healing from racial trauma, listening 
to growth-fostering podcasts for free, reading Black affirmations, or participating in an online Black grief ritual (for 
more details on healing through the arts, see HERE10). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2o15RCtSS0
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When we don’t have close connections where we live, we can create them ourselves. 

Community care can be a powerful healing strategy. You might consider creating a safe community space where 
people can come together discuss the panels, shows, the news, podcasts, music, and books they’re engaging with. 
Community care might also involve leading talking circles, courageous conversations on issues affecting the Black 
community, and adventurous outings for connecting with nature or joining a pick up basketball game in the 
neighborhood. 

A final healing strategy is both simple and difficult: acknowledge the pain, the anger, the frustration of being treated 
less than human as a Black/African American. When we acknowledge the pain of racism, it can support us in 
identifying the healing and resistance strategies needed to not only survive but thrive as a community. For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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My Suffering Does Not Define Me: Hindu 
Americans’ Healing from Trauma and Loss

“I just pray to Krishna when I feel totally alone. Then, I know that I’m not suffering alone.”

Hinduism is one of the world’s oldest religions and is rooted in a spiritual and philosophical tradition known as 
Vedanta. At the core of Hindu scriptures is the belief that God or Brahman is without form but is observed 
through various forms or deities, such as Krishna, Shiva, Lakshmi, Parvati, and Ganesha. There is also a belief that 
the Divine exists both within each human being and as an external being that supports all life. Hindus believe that 
liberation from trauma, grief, and other forms of suffering can also be achieved in one’s lifetime through 
meditation, prayer, and other spiritual practices. In Hinduism, suffering is thought to be a part of everyday life and 
is connected with a belief in karma or consequences of past actions in current and past lifetimes. Suffering is also 
seen as something that can be transformed through devotion or prayer, meditation, and selfless service to others.

Hindus believe that there is a close connection between the mind and body. Therefore, many Hindus practice 
meditation and Ayurveda to secure a sense of balance between the mind and body and to connect physical, 
emotional, and spiritual experiences.  Some rituals that help with loss include gathering family and friends to 
conduct pujas or prayer ceremonies, finding comfort in being with close family and friends to remember the 
deceased loved one, and consulting with spiritual leaders or Gurus to remember the broader purpose of life, 
death, and rebirth. Death and loss are typically understood as guided by the will of God. Family and friends grieve 
their loss by remembering and honoring loved ones.

In contrast to losing a loved one through death, many Hindus are reluctant to talk about trauma such as physical, 
emotional, and sexual abuse with others. These topics are stigmatized and bring up a great deal of shame. 
Unfortunately, this stigma keeps many survivors isolated, making it difficult to get help in coping with traumatic 
stress. It’s important to understand that Hinduism encourages people to get help in coping with suffering that is 
rooted in trauma. However, cultural stigma and expectations sometimes guide how they view and cope with 
trauma. In this way, South Asian cultural expectations become infused with Hindu practices. Yet, Hindu 
spirituality guides us to support those who are vulnerable and need protection. 

One way in which Hindus cope with trauma and loss is through the practice of detachment from overinvolvement 
in relationships and circumstances over which they have little control, including traumatic events. Meditation and 
prayer often facilitate this process of detachment. For example, some survivors of trauma pray for protection and 
healing or they meditate to develop a greater sense of control and peace. They also remember that their core 
spiritual self is separate from external circumstances and forces including the traumatic event and the 
perpetrator(s). Through spirituality, a person recognizes that the self exists apart from suffering, and there is an 
understanding that all people are born with the right to happiness. Navigating what one can control and what is 
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outside of one’s control is a part of acceptance in one’s spiritual journey. This acceptance does not mean, however, 
that one is passive. Rather, a person coping with loss or trauma is active in the healing process through devotion to 
God (prayer), meditation, and service to others who need help, and through accepting the support of others who 
care and want to help. Some people may choose to seek help from a spiritual leader such as a Guru or from an 
Ayurvedic healer who can help with the physical and emotional stress resulting from trauma. Hindus are encouraged 
to take up whichever of these spiritual pathways is preferable to them in coping with loss and trauma. For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Resilience and Brilliance: LGBTQIA+ Persons  
of Color 

“Perhaps the mission of an artist is to interpret beauty to people - the beauty within themselves.”  

LANGSTON HUGHES 

Being a lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual/ally/advocate (LGBTQIA+) person 
of color (POC) is something to be proud of and confident in. Know that your life experiences are valuable, and your 
insight is much needed. Leveraging our strengths, talents, and perspectives, many LGBTQIA+ POC have significantly 
contributed to the betterment of society. 

While there are many benefits to being LGBQIA+, unfortunately, LGBTQIA+ POC often experience traumatic events 
that are based in homophobic, transphobic, sexist, racist, and/or xenophobic attitudes and beliefs. Additionally, 
historical, and generational trauma are particularly relevant for LGBTQIA+ POC communities. The LGBTQIA+ POC 
community has been subjected to hate crimes, police brutality, discriminatory laws and policies, and xenophobia. 
For example, research shows that LGBT persons are more likely to experience sexual assault and domestic violence 
than their heterosexual and/or cisgender counterparts. Similarly, Black transgender individuals are more likely to be 
physically attacked compared to those of other races and ethnicities. Yet, despite this history, there are many 
practitioners and organizations that center on LGBTQIA+ POC culturally relevant healing. 

Find and Celebrate Your Pride: As members of the LGBTQIA+ POC community, we are each valuable, worthy of 
love and acceptance, and deserve to be treated with fairness and respect. Healing from trauma is possible, and we 
can support each other on our healing journeys. We are not alone. 

Pride Organizations and Communities: Connecting with others is a powerful way to heal from trauma and, at the 
same time, gain pride, self-empowerment, and friendships. LGBTQIA+ POC can connect with other people who 
have had similar life experiences, and who share common interests and values. Where can we find and connect with 
similar folks? Surprisingly, there are various organizations and events that are specifically geared towards LGBTQIA+ 
POC nationally and locally. Searching for groups and organizations in your local community can connect you with 
other people who are fostering community and connectedness. 

Connect With a Mentor: Finding a mentor can also be extremely beneficial during times of struggle and triumph. 
Mentors may be able to draw on their own experience and share: how they navigated and overcame obstacles in 
their life; how they coped with racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia; and how they infuse joy, happiness, 
and love in their lives. For example, research has shown that Black gay men found that having Black gay mentors was 
a positive source of emotional support and professional guidance. Therefore, some of the same spaces that you find 
connection and community, like pride organizations, can be the same place where you find mentors. 
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Seek Counseling: Another way of healing may be to find a licensed therapist. Given that there are many specific and 
complex experiences that we encounter as LGBTIA+ POC, it can feel that there are few people who genuinely or 
personally understand us. See here for tips on what to look for in a therapist. Finding a trained mental health 
professional who understands the unique experiences of LGBTQIA+ people of color, can be especially rewarding as 
they can help you heal and assisting you to realize your strengths, abilities, and inherent power. 

Resilience and Brilliance: Regardless of the path you choose, healing, wellness, and happiness is possible! For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Indigenous Community Healing and Resilience 
“I choose joy over despair. Not because I have my head in the sand, but because joy is what the 
earth gives me daily and I must return the gift.” ROBIN WALL KIMMERER, POTAWATOMI

Who is this for? 
Whether you identify as Indigenous, Native, Indian, Native Hawaiian, First Peoples, or use your community or tribal 
affiliation, if you have experienced trauma or want to help others, we hope you will discover new ways to understand 
trauma and find healing for yourself, your family, and community. We recognize that healing practices vary from 
tribe to tribe, thus we give broad strategies below as examples that can be tailored to what works best for you.

What traumas have impacted Indigenous communities?
For Indigenous peoples, the word “trauma” brings up painful experiences, not just in the present, but conscious or 
unconscious memories of grief, loss, and deep hurt passed on from generation to generation. Native peoples, 
collectively, have gone through many devastations, including mass disease, enslavement, massacre, forced 
relocation, stolen lands, forced removal of children from families through boarding schools and adoptions, and loss 
of languages and spiritual practices. Researchers call this historical trauma or the soul wound. 

Historical trauma sounds like these hurts have only happened in the past, but Indigenous peoples experience many 
ongoing harms that impact us daily. Current traumas include racism, threats to our lands and environmental abuse, 
undoing the silence around boarding school experiences, and knowing that our relatives are often missing and 
murdered without answers. Some of our communities face high rates of drug and alcohol addiction, violence, 
poverty, and inadequate schooling. Even our current physical and mental health reflects the challenges that we have 
faced across generations.

Many Indigenous peoples are still disconnected from their cultural knowledge, practices, and language. The 
disconnection can come with feelings of sadness, anger, shame, and grief. We may feel lost, without purpose, or try 
to cope with these feelings in both helpful and harmful ways. Below, we give examples of culturally based ways of 
healing. 

What is Healing? 
Healing means “to bring back into balance all aspects of our being” (emotional, mental, physical, spiritual). Healing 
is the strengthening and reconnecting of our sacred bonds within ourselves, with all living beings, and with the 
natural world. We do not walk in this world alone but in relationship. Therefore, we must learn to give and receive 
with tenderness, remembering the power of those connections through space and time. Healing is a process, and 
there is no set amount of time it takes to grieve or become well. `	
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Cultural Healing Strategies

Connect with your Culture: Learning, engaging, and developing your cultural practices and language is one way to 
engage in healing. Research shows it helps us understand who we are, be more connected with our communities 
and ancestors, and it contributes to our overall wellness. Researchers have found that cultural practices such as 
traditional teachings, storytelling, ceremony, and traditional dance can serve in healing trauma and grief.

Find Balance with the Medicine Wheel: The medicine wheel is an Indigenous way of restoring balance to our 4 
aspects of being. When symptoms of trauma and grief linger, we are out of balance. You can complete a medicine 
wheel, often represented by a circle divided into 4 equal parts, to see a holistic picture of what aspects of your being 
you are cultivating and which you may need to give more attention and care. For example, you may find you need to 
take a break from social media or start going for walks with a friend.

Storytelling: An Acoma potter, Josie Kie says “We all have a story. We all have something to tell.” Stories are passed 
on orally, through clay, on canvas, in weavings, basketry and beading, and now, even through digital storytelling. 
Through the process of creating our stories, we can make sense and meaning of our experiences to help heal from 
trauma and grief.  By sharing our stories, we help others better understand what we have been through, increase our 
connection with others, and take our power back.

Community Healing: mitákuye oyásʼiŋ (all our relations). Our relations include all those in the 
healing circle, as well as our families, communities, ancestors, the animal and plant nations, 
and the land around us. Many other Indigenous communities express this similar idea that 

“you are my other me.” Healing for ourselves happens when we heal communally. Gathering of 
Native Americans is one way to approach community healing. Whether you participate in a 
powwow, a feast day, or an all-night ceremony, there are many ways to help each other to heal.

Caring for Ourselves and Others: We can look to traditional child rearing practices to guide how we care for ourselves 
and others. We start by implementing traditional values of patience, praise, kindness, humility, and respect centered 
within traditional Native parenting. Elders have shared that the wisdom from these practices is grounded in wholistic 
spiritual insights and rituals.

Ground Yourself: Grounding exercises help us disrupt overwhelming thoughts or emotions by focusing on something 
smaller in the present. For example, you could physically ground yourself by standing or sitting outside and focusing 
on the details of how that connection between your body and the earth feels. Another grounding exercise is deep 
breathing. Dr. Bigfoot teaches Native youth to pair their “inhalations and exhalations with relaxing images such as 
the sway of wind-swept grasses or of the movement of a woman’s shawl during a ceremonial dance.”

Reach out for Professional Guidance: There is strength in reaching out to a traditional healer, psychologist, therapist, 
or calling a crisis line. You may benefit from choosing professionals who can integrate traditional practices (e.g., 
ceremony, cleansing, fasting, and sweat lodge) into your healing journey. When choosing a psychologist/therapist 
ask if they are familiar with your community; how they include culture into their therapy; what types of services they 
offer; and if they are open to working with your family and traditional healers to address your needs. For more 
information on interpersonal trauma, violence, and abuse, see here. To learn about collective trauma, see this. To 
learn more about how to heal and thrive, go to here.
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Have you ever felt scared about being Jewish? 
Do you feel that you have to blend in, hide your identity?

Antisemitism is at an all-time high in the United States as this time. Hate crimes are on the rise, resulting in increased 
fear in the Jewish communities and synagogues where people gather. Some Jews avoid wearing yarmulkas or 
identifying clothing in public. Repeats of old antisemitic stereotypes like the “Jews are Taking Over; Jews run the Media 
and Finance; Jews are Rich and Cunning; Jews are all White Oppressors” are appearing in the media and social media, 
with celebrities and white supremacists spreading lies about Israel. For some, the attacks are ominous and reminiscent 
of mounting fascism before WWII. Many Jews carry intergenerational trauma that gets triggered with each attack.

Antisemitism is showing up in schools and graduate schools as well. Some Jewish or Israeli students are being told that 
Israel should not exist or is an apartheid state. Some required readings now in Diversity courses either diminish or 
re-write the history of the Holocaust, and students who protest have been shamed and bullied. Students report feeling 
isolated and afraid to speak up, facing retaliation when they do. The issue of Israel further complicates an 
understanding of antisemitism since Jews are both a religion and an ancient culture. Jews come from all parts of the 
world, in all colors and in all socioeconomic groups. It is possible to criticize the government of Israel while still 
maintaining its right to exist. What antisemitism does, as do all racist groups, is to stereotype all Jews and project onto 
them images that evoke fear: e.g., they are taking over and must be “pushed into the sea.”

Fortunately, there are now excellent resources to help those students and others who feel threatened:

For further help around antisemitism in 
school and universities, please contact:

•	 https://www.psychiatry.org/
psychiatrists/diversity/education/
stress-and-trauma/jewish-americans

•	 https://www.hillel.org Jewish Campus 
Organization

•	 ADL
•	 https://www.adl.org/report-incident 

ADL Report an Incident
•	 https://www.adl.org/resources/

tools-and-strategies/resources-
address-and-challenge-antisemitism 
Resources on Antisemitism/ADL

•	 https://brandeiscenter.com/about/

mission-and-values Human rights 
activist group 

•	 https://www.campusfairness.org 
 another organization trying to 
protect/support Jewish students on 
campus 

•	 https://academicengagement.org   
this is for faculty/administrators 
affiliated with universities

For information about activism, here are 
outstanding organizations:

•	 https://spme.org
•	 https://brandeiscenter.com
•	 https://www.camera.org
•	 https://www.standwithus.com

•	 https://www.ssimovement.org
•	 https://israelcc.org

For support for grief and loss, these are 
helpful:

•	 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/
category/mourn

•	 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/
article/when-its-ok-to-say-nothing

•	 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/
article/
words-of-comfort-for-mourners

•	 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/
grief-mourning-signup
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Mini-Survey 
Following Reading Each PDF
Thank you for visiting this document from the American Psychological Association (APA) Culturally Informed Trauma  
& Grief Recovery Toolkit!  

In an effort to provide helpful materials to you and others, please answer the following questions. You may skip any questions you 
would not like to answer. It should take about 3 minutes to complete the survey. 

1.	 Did you find this document useful? 

•	 Extremely useful
•	 Somewhat useful
•	 Useful 
•	 A little useful
•	 Not useful at all

2.	 Who will you share this document with? [check all that apply]

•	 No one
•	 Loved one(s)
•	 Family member(s)
•	 Friend(s)
•	 My therapist
•	 An organization I’m a part of
•	 My religious institution
•	 At school
•	 At work
•	 Other: ______

3.	 Is there any feedback  you would like to share with us about the document you read? 

�

�

�

If comfortable please share demographics  about yourself. 

How old are you today? _________
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Which ethnicities do you identify with? (select all that apply): 
•	 Arab, Middle Eastern, or North African
•	 Black/African American 
•	 East Asian
•	 Hispanic or Latina/o/x/e
•	 Native American or Alaskan Native
•	 Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islanders
•	 Indigenous
•	 South Asian
•	 White/Caucasian
•	 Not listed: _____________
•	 Prefer not to say

How do you identify your gender? 
•	 Man/mostly masculine 
•	 Woman/ mostly feminine 
•	 Non-binary/gender non-conforming 
•	 Prefer to self-describe: ___________ 
•	 Prefer not to say

What is your sex? 
•	 Male 
•	 Trans-male (F to M) 
•	 Intersex 
•	 Trans-female (M to F) 
•	 Female 
•	 Not listed: ____ 
•	 Prefer not to say

What is your sexual orientation? 
•	 Straight or Heterosexual
•	 Gay or Lesbian 
•	 Bi-sexual or pansexual
•	 Asexual 
•	 Not listed: ________________
•	 Prefer not to say

What, if any, religion do you identify with? 
•	 Agnostic
•	 Atheism
•	 Buddhism
•	 Christianity
•	 Hinduism
•	 Islam
•	 Judaism
•	 None
•	 Sikh
•	 Spiritual (but not religious)
•	 Not listed: __________

Thank You!!
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