
We held a second workshop with seven 
directors from Carnegie Mellon University’s 
Enrollment Services, a 70-person division. 
Here managers felt uncomfortable discussing 
trauma in our session and with employees out 
of fear of saying the wrong thing and making 
the situation worse. They were very conscience 
of organizational and federal policy and thus 
prefer to outsource these conversations. 

We held a workshop with three 
managers and two employees from 
Small Seeds, a small local non-profit. 
Here managers felt very comfortable 
discussing trauma in our session and 
with their employees. This is result of 
managers ability to cultivate a 
support oriented culture in the 
workplace. 
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The Problem
Employees with Trauma

The Opportunities
Accommodations

Awareness and Access

Pivoting
Trauma-Informed

Workplaces
Professionals who are processing trauma can be 
burdened while in the workplace, either due to 
triggers or the fear of them. This impacts their 
ability to feel safe, perform at a high level, and 

retain their job. 

How might we empower employees who 
have experienced trauma to learn about 
and seek accommodations without 
sacrificing their safety or privacy?

How might we make granting 
accommodations attractive and feasible 
for employers?

Selected Approach

Interviewed: Jess Klein, Coordinator of Gender 
Programs & Sexual Assault Violence Prevention
Interviewed: Dr. Lovie Jackson Foster 
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Reddit Post

Jess Klein
Coordinator of Gender Programs & 
Sexual Assault Violence Prevention, 

Carnegie Mellon University

Dr. Lovie Jackson 
Foster

Prevention Specialist, Children, 
Youth, & Families, Allegheny 

County DHS

Received 8 responses. Many respondents mentioned that 
trauma symptoms affect workplace performance and they 
avoid disclosing such information due to fear of losing their 
job. Manager attitude is cited as important for employee 
success.

Different traumatic situations can lead an individual to 
experience widely different symptoms.

Most trauma survivors do not know that accommodations could 
improve their experience at work nor how to ask for them.

Created mobile application to screen individuals for trauma and 
made it clear to us how complicated trauma can be to diagnose.

Research into ADA
Guarantees equal opportunity for individuals with disabilities through 
accommodations in employment, transportation, state and local government 
services, and telecommunications (Adata, 2015)

One caveat, an individual must be qualified for the role to receive an 
accommodation, and the accommodation must be reasonable for the company to 
provide (Mayerson, Arlene; 1992)

ADA outlaws employers from approaching employees to initiate discussion on 
disabilities and subsequent accommodations  (Mayerson, Arlene; 1992)

- Psychiatric impairments constitute the largest and 
most rapidly growing subgroup of Social Security 
disability beneficiaries1

- 50-70% of surveyed adults with psychiatric 
disabilities have a strong preference to work2

- Between 2011 and 2016 the percentage of 
employees that disclosed stress or mental health 
problems to their employer or manager did not 
change3

The Business Case

Possible InterventionsTop Five Concepts
1. Help survivors and other employees learn about 

trauma as a psychological condition and rights 
(Screening app, data held by 3rd party.)

2. Facilitating accommodations discussion (Game, app, 
trauma informed team)

3. Persuading companies that supporting survivors is 
beneficial to them, and an overall win-win for all 
parties involved (Policy, report, service)

4. Creating a community space for connecting with 
professionals; peer to peer communities 
(Mentorship/sponsorship similar to AA)

5. Create opportunities for peace/escape at work 
(Physical safe space, Flexible break times, Group 
meditation sessions)

La Dawn 
Robinson

Equal Opportunity Services (EOS) 
Associate,

Carnegie Mellon University

Many organizations accommodate disabled employees using a 
complex Interactive ADA Process involving multiple 
stakeholders. It requires self-disclosure of disability, a 
physician’s diagnosis and leads to an accommodations plan for 
the manager and employee to follow.

Trends

Top Five Concepts
1. Help survivors and other employees learn about 

trauma as a psychological condition and their rights

2. Facilitate accommodations discussions

3. Persuade companies that supporting survivors is 
beneficial to them, and an overall win-win for all parties 
involved

4. Create a community space for connecting with 
professionals; peer to peer communities

5. Create opportunities for peace/escape at work

Community Contacts

Key Issues

The Millennial Manager

Through this process, our group 
decided that the best method for 
addressing this problem is by 
developing a kit for millennial 
managers to use when faced with 
providing support for symptoms 
experienced in the workplace by 
trauma survivors

The accommodations process is very rigid. There are 
inconsistencies in the approaches that different companies take 
to helping survivors of trauma.

- Larger companies tend to have a very formal, rigid 
accommodations process in which support is outsourced to 
an outside department, like HR or professional 
development offices.

- Smaller companies tend to have more informal processes 
due to the feasible nature of creating closer social bonds 
between employee and manager.

The aim of a trauma-informed workplace is to create a more 
supportive and safe environment in which employees feel 
comfortable approaching their managers in times of hardship 
and managers understand trauma triggers and symptoms.

Survey of Businesses
Top reasons to support employees through 

work related stress and poor mental wellbeing

1. Performance (process, quality)
2. Productivity (output, quantity)
3. Employee engagement
4. Employee physical well-being3

Return on Investment (ROI)

This research led us to take a systemic approach, 
moving beyond empowering employees to focus on 
how managers accommodate and support them.

Our target audience is the millennial manager: 
young adults, newly beginning their work in 
management and are ill-prepared to support an 
employee who is experiencing workplace symptoms 
from past trauma.

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP found that

representing a 33% reduction in absenteeism, 
presenteeism and compensation claims.5

$1 $2.30 for every
towards wellness
you can expect

Prototype & Test

Our Intervention/Our Proposal
A toolkit that is given to managers and 
professional development HR staff
Includes information about:
● “The millennial manager”

Drivers of Change

New Perspective

Problem Space

Center for 
Victims

Patrice, Director of Advocacy 
and Court Services
Cindy, Director of Clinical 
Services

Community Contacts
Informed us of the differences between trauma 
experienced as a child vs. adult. Below 24 years of 
age, traumatic experiences may alter brain 
development. Conversely, traumatic experiences in 
adults do not change brain development. However, 
many adults who have experienced trauma have also 
experienced trauma as a child. 

This organization provides techniques and support for 
dealing with trauma and prefers not to diagnose their 
clients. They encourage trauma-informed workplaces 
over accommodations-centered support because the 
latter requires a PTSD or Anxiety Disorder diagnosis.

The Game

Trauma Worksheet

We learned that there is immense value in teaching managers how to have supportive dialogue 
in the workplace by providing a framework and practice for trauma-related conversations.

This meeting reinforced the hesitation even expert HR professionals may have facilitating 
conversations around trauma, which pointed to the possible need for providing trainers or 
mental health professionals to run these workshops.

Participatory Workshops

Kim Abel and
Jason Schneider

HR Professional Development Services, 
Carnegie Mellon University

Community Contacts

Our Intervention

Types of Workplace Support
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We designed an activity aimed at evaluating the current viewpoints in a workplace 
regarding what situations are perceived to be traumatic and which are not. This was also 
created to help demonstrate the widespread variety of situations that may be traumatic 
for those who experience them. Example statements include “getting hit by a car,” 
“feeling bullied by a manager,” and “being neglected as a child.”
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Game for Trauma 
Conversation Practice
● person
● position
● situation
● what you see
● responses

“What is Trauma” 
Informational Pamphlet

“Managers are People Too”
Informational Pamphlet
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“What Is Trauma?” 
Worksheet

We were interested in posing different 
employee scenarios to colleagues and 
managers to see how they would react to 
different situations. An “Apples to Apples” or 
“Cards Against Humanity” style card game, 
the activity begins with an “employee” 
assuming a name, position, situation, and 
behaviors their manager observes.

Then the other players, “managers,” are asked to pick the most and least appropriate ways 
to improve the circumstances from a set of response cards. We used the game during our 
workshops to learn about each organization and it ultimately became the focal point of our 
toolkit.

Zen-Zone Materials:

1. Meditation audio 
recordings/information

2. Therapeutic flowers
3. Soothing tea sets
4. Self-care journal 

outlines

Instructions for a 
train-the-trainer

workshop
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