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Adverse Community 
Experiences and 
Resilience
Addressing and Preventing 
Community Trauma
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It's Like a Jungle, 
Sometimes It Makes Me Wonder 

How I Keep From Going  Under…

- “The Message” (1982)   Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five 
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• There is growing understanding about trauma, 
particularly its prevalence and impact.

• Trauma is pervasive, and has a significant 
impact on development, health and well-being.

• Trauma-informed care is becoming a standard 
in a growing number of places

• The predominant approach to dealing with 
trauma is screening and treatment, consistent 
with an individual medical model.

Trauma: What We Know
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What about 
Community 
Trauma?
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• Trauma also manifests at the community level, and is 
not just the aggregate of individuals in a neighborhood 
who have experienced trauma.

• Community trauma is the impact of chronic adversity 
(e.g., violence and structural violence) across a 
community.

• There is an understanding that trauma serves as a 
barrier to effective solutions to promote health, safety 
and well-being.

• There are manifestations, or symptoms, of community 
trauma in the social-cultural, physical/built and 
economic environments.

Trauma: What We’re Learning
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Toward a Resilience Framework to Address 
and Prevent Community-Level Trauma

Community trauma is not just the aggregate of individuals 
in a neighborhood who have experienced trauma from 

exposures to violence. There are manifestations, or 
symptoms, of community trauma.

Community Trauma is:

• Cumulative and synergistic impact of regular 
incidents of interpersonal violence

• Historical and intergenerational violence
• Continual exposure to structural violence
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• Structural drivers are the inequitable distribution of power, 
money, and resources, and create the conditions that harm 
communities.

• Structural violence refers to harm that individuals, families and 
communities experience from the economic and social 
structure, social institutions, relations of power, privilege and 
inequality and inequity that may harm people and communities 
by preventing them from meeting their basic needs.

• Structural violence is what inflicts harm on communities and is 
driven by structural drivers.

• Structural violence also contributes to trauma.

Structural Drivers and Structural Violence
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Community Environment

People
Social-
Cultural 

Environment

Place
Physical/built 
environment

Equitable
Opportunity
Economic and 

Educational 
Environment
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Sample Symptoms of Community Trauma
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• Physical or Built Environment

• Structure of Opportunities

• Social Organization 

• Social Networks

• Social Relationships

• Social Norms

Community Factors
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• Physical or Built Environment

• Structure of Opportunities

• Social Organization 

• Social Networks

• Social Relationships

• Social Norms

Community Trauma Factors
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It is unreasonable to expect 
that people will change their 
behavior easily when so many 
forces in the social, cultural, 
and physical environment 
conspire against such change.
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A Framework for Preventing Violence And 
Building Community Resilience – ACE/R

Building Community Resilience Requires 
Comprehensive and Sustained Policy and Action

The Key
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• Community resilience: the ability of a community 
to recover from and/or thrive despite the 
prevalence of adverse conditions. In the context of 
community-level trauma, this means putting the 
conditions in place in which the community can 
heal from trauma and/or be protected against the 
impact of trauma.

• It’s rooted in community factors, such as social 
networks and trust; willingness to act for the 
community good; living wages/local assets and 
wealth; healthy, equitable community design and 
infrastructure; and healthy products and services.

Toward a Resilience Framework to Address 
and Prevent Community-Level Trauma
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What can be done 
to prevent the 
problem from 
occurring in the 
first place?
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http://static.flickr.com/90/207590972_a30260c293_b.jpg

We are still 
standing on the 

bank of the river, 
rescuing people 

who are drowning. 
We have not gone 
to the head of the 

river to keep them 
from falling in. 

That is the 21st

century task.”
Gloria Steinem

Moving 
Upstream
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• Healing circles

• Vigils

• Restorative justice 
practices

• Acknowledgement/re
conciliation

• Arts and engagement 
in the arts

Healing: 
A Starting Point for Community Agency

• Community 
dialogues

• Practices that are 
culturally and 
community rooted 
and acknowledge 
harm and promote 
resilience
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• Increase civic engagement and 
participation

• Supporting multigenerational 
relationships

• Coming together to build community 
efficacy

• Advancing positive norms

Strategies Among People

Equitable 
Opportunity

Place

People
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• Uplifting positive narratives of hope 
and resilience from within the 
community

• Enhanced community engagement and 
advocacy

• Trauma informed community building

• Reconnecting with cultural identity

Strategies Among People

Equitable 
Opportunity

Place

People
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• Reclaiming land, spaces and public places

• Arts and cultural reflection/expression in 
the community

• Focus on ensuring stable housing with 
dignity

• Creating safe and supportive places for 
regular gathering/coming together

Strategies within the Community (Place)

Equitable 
Opportunity

Place

People
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• Workforce and economic development

• Restorative justice in schools

• Resident ownership of businesses

Strategies within the Community (Equitable 
Opportunity)

Equitable 
Opportunity

Place

People
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Engaging in Placemaking

Photo Credit: KVIBE Photo Credit: KVIBE

Establishing informal gathering places for networking, resource connection 
and support that also strengthen life skills and community/civic opportunities  
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• Trauma informed systems 
transformation 

• Public health solutions to police-
community violence

• Power-sharing (e.g., participatory 
budgeting, shared leadership and 
decision-making)

Strategies Across Systems
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Making Connections: Report Findings

•

•

•
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Making Connections: Report Findings

•

•

•
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Making Connections for Mental 
Health and Wellbeing Among Men and 

Boys
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A Gendered Lens 



54

• Bridging mental health to 
population and community 
level approaches

• Focusing in the places 
where men/boys spend 
their time, through the 
people with whom they 
interact and trust

• Connecting systems and 
institutions to mental 
wellbeing and each other 

Making Multiple Connections

Photo: YES - Nature to Neighborhoods
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• Reconnecting to cultural 
identity and expanded 
notions of masculinity

• Supporting connection in 
coping with stressors (past, 
present and future)

• Connecting men and boys to 
each other, their families 
and community 

Making Multiple Connections

Photo: Tony Alter, Creative Commons
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Four Imperative Shifts 

From mental 
health 

meaning 
mental illness 

to an 
emphasis on 

wellbeing and 
resilience

From a focus 
on treatment 

only to also 
expanding 
upstream 

prevention

From a focus 
on the 

individual to 
transforming 
communities From one 

size fits all 
to applying 
a cultured 

and 
gendered 

lens
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Community of Practice 
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• Creating space for being/doing/connecting
• Creating networks for gendered and cultural 

approaches
• Building capacity to help self and others
• Supporting civic/community action to 

enhance wellbeing
• Facilitating advocacy for changes in policy, 

practice, and/or systems
• Amplifying narratives of healing and 

hopefulness

Comprehensive Upstream Strategies
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Emerging Pillars of Wellbeing
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Creating Space for 
Being/Doing/Connecting
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Building Capacity to Help Self and 
Others
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Supporting Civic/Community Action to 
Enhance Wellbeing
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Amplifying Narratives of Healing and 
Hopefulness



Strategies to Address 
and Prevent Community 
Trauma and Substance 
Use





• The concepts of community trauma and 
building resilience to address harm in the 
community resonated deeply with what 12 
Ohio counties adversely impacted by OUD and 
Opioid Overdose Deaths saw driving the crisis 
in the state: 
• loss of industry
• high rates of unemployment
• broken relationships and lack of social supports
• social isolation
• pervasive sense of hopelessness in communities 

hardest hit

The Ohio Experience



• This approach has been used to:
• build community trauma-informed teams
• support the development of local theories of change 

that consider community trauma 
• reduce stigma that arises when issues are seen solely 

as problems of individual behavior versus through a 
broader lens of contributing community factors 

• link root causes of OUD to other “wicked” problems 
such as social isolation, joblessness, and poor 
educational opportunities

• develop a strategic roadmap that considers underlying 
factors and root causes driving OUD

The Ohio Experience



• Promote Social Connectedness by Increasing 
Utilization of Parks and other Public Spaces

• Increase Economic Stability 

• Reduce Social Isolation by Increasing Access 
to Transportation

• Increase Safe, Affordable Housing Options

Local Priorities
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• Milwaukee homicides jumped from 86 in 2014 to 145 in 2015. In 
2016 Milwaukee was ranked as the fifth most dangerous city in 
the US. Milwaukee faces high rates of other forms of violence 
such as intimate partner violence and sexual assault. 

• Violence takes an inequitable toll on specific neighborhoods and 
populations, including youth, women, and people of color. 

• Milwaukee has high degrees of economic inequality and 
residential segregation, low degrees of income mobility, and high 
rates of incarceration of African American men. 

• These and other factors contributed to high levels of community 
trauma, reflected in disconnectedness among residents and 
institutions and limited community-government trust.

Milwaukee’s Blueprint for Peace – The 
Need
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• Mayor Tom Barrett saw the need for an all-
hands-on-deck approach to promoting safety 
and preventing violence in Milwaukee

• Milwaukee would take a public health 
approach to reducing violence which includes 
addressing underlying factors that contribute 
to violence, building on community assets and 
culture, and applying data and science to 
ensure effective solutions

Milwaukee’s Blueprint for Peace – The 
Need
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• Diverse steering committee

• Inclusive and transparent process that 
centered the voices of those most 
impacted

• Broad community engagement focused on 
collaboration, solutions and action

Milwaukee’s Blueprint for Peace – Who 
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• Focus on preventing violence before it 
occurs, as well as intervention efforts after 
violence has occurred to reduce its impact 
and prevent future perpetration and 
victimization

• This approach is separate but 
complementary to criminal justice system’s 
efforts to reduce violence 

Milwaukee’s Blueprint for Peace – The 
Approach 
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• Effective violence prevention efforts reduce risk 
factors and strengthen resilience factors. 

• Risk factors are conditions or characteristics that 
increase the likelihood that violence will occur.

• Resilience factors are conditions or characteristics 
that are protective even in the presence of risk 
factors, thus reducing the likelihood of violence. 

• In the Blueprint, the promotion of resilience factors is 
emphasized, including at the individual, family, and 
community levels.

Focus on Risk and Resilience Factors
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• Community

• Equity

• Individual & Community Resilience

• Action

Guiding Principles
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1. Stop the shooting. Stop the 
violence. 

2. Promote healing and 
restorative justice. 

3. Support children, youth and 
families. 

4. Promote economic 
opportunity. 

5. Foster safe and strong 
neighborhoods. 

6. Strengthen capacity and 
coordination of violence 
prevention efforts. 

Strategic Goals
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• Milwaukee Blueprint for Peace -
https://city.milwaukee.gov/414Life/Blueprint

• Milwaukee’s Blueprint for Peace: Charting the path 
forward with the Adverse Community Experiences 
and Resilience Framework -
http://preventioninstitute.org/sites/default/files/upl
oads/Milwaukee%20ACER%20profile_0.pdf

• Community Organizing to Prevent Violence (podcast 
interview with Reggie Moore) -
https://soundcloud.com/user-
676580582/community-organizing-to-prevent-
violence

Resources 

https://city.milwaukee.gov/414Life/Blueprint
http://preventioninstitute.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Milwaukee%20ACER%20profile_0.pdf
https://soundcloud.com/user-676580582/community-organizing-to-prevent-violence
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