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OFFICIAL

Good afternoon Rachel,

I am very please to share with you for your consideration, in the link below, the
Trauma- informed Approach a principles and practical guide.

As you will note from email below, lead on this project with the
assistance of both  I am grateful to the team for the enthusiastic
approach to the project and its outcome. 

The establishment of this guide to a trauma-informed approach, will greatly assist
the management of both our Comcover claims and the claims received by DPS. It
reflects and supports the Governments understanding of the importance of
integrating trauma-informed principles into the public service.

We now of course welcome your thoughts and comments.

Kind regards

Meagan Wilson
Assistant Secretary
Comcover and Discretionary Payments Claims Branch
Risk, Claims & Regulatory Reform Division
Department of Finance
T:  (02) 6215 3160  | E: meagan.wilson@finance.gov.au
M:  
A: One Canberra Avenue, Forrest ACT 2603

From: @finance.gov.au> 
Sent: Thursday, 15 May 2025 5:09 PM
To: Wilson, Meagan <Meagan.Wilson@finance.gov.au>
Cc: @finance.gov.au>
Subject: Trauma informed approach - branch guide [SEC=OFFICIAL]
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Trauma-informed Approach 
 

PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICAL GUIDES 
Trauma-informed practices help to create supportive, safe and responsive 
environments for individuals engaging with government services. 
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Trauma-informed theory 

What do we mean by trauma?  
The US based Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 
published the Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach in 
2014. This document puts forward definitions and a working concept of trauma and a 
trauma-informed approach to develop a shared understanding of these concepts for 
service systems. SAMHSA provides a definition that encompasses trauma related to 
one-off events as well as ongoing adversity:  

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

Individual responses to trauma vary widely. However, research has found a strong 
relationship between the degree of risk of experiencing multiple and complex negative 
outcomes and factors such as the nature, severity and chronicity of the experience/s, as 
well as the age at which the experience/s occurred.  

The impact of trauma depends on a complex interaction of the physical 
and psychological stages of development during which it occurs, the 
length and degree of the trauma, and the presence of vulnerabilities or 
past traumas. The impact of chronic trauma becomes woven into the 
structure of personality and is hidden behind other symptoms, making 
it difficult to identify, diagnose and treat. 

What is trauma-informed care?  
Trauma-informed care means that services have an awareness and sensitivity to the way 
in which clients’ presentation and service needs can be understood in the context of their 
trauma history. It is a framework for service delivery based on knowledge of how trauma 
affects people’s lives and their service needs.  

Being trauma-informed means understanding the role of trauma in the life of the survivor 
and how it may affect behaviours, then using this understanding to design service 
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In addition to these objectives, below are the widely agreed key principles of a trauma-
informed approach:  

  

Safety
•Prioritise physical and emotional safety of staff and

claimants, by acknowledging experiences, validating feelings
and respecting strengths

Trust
•Operations and decisions are conducted with transparency to

build and maintain trust with claimants, among staff, and
others involved with the Scheme.

Support
•The organisation demonstrates an understanding of the harm

caused to claimants and supports them to make informed
decisions.

Collaboration
•Collaborative engagement with claimants and all

stakeholders, building respectful relationships and working
together with a solutions-focused approach.

Empowerment
•Understanding that trauma is a common element for

stakeholders and fosters safety and empowerment for staff
as well as claimants.

Diversity

•A trauma-informed approach incorporates processes that
move past demographic stereotypes and biases, and
incorporates policies, protocols and processes that are
responsive to the diverse needs of clients.

FOI 25-26/093 - Document 2

8

Released by the Department of Finance 
under the Freedom of Information Act 1982



Trauma-informed practice 

Comcover and Discretionary Payment Claims Branch  
The Comcover and Discretionary Payment Claims Branch (CDPCB) manages claims and 
provides advice to Commonwealth agencies on relevant obligations and requirements under the 
Comcover self-insurance scheme; PGPA functions such as act of grace and debt waiver; and the 
scheme for Compensation for Detriment caused by Defective Administration. CDPCB also 
manages litigation on behalf of the Commonwealth which often involves vulnerable individuals 
and engages directly with the public as a mechanism of last resort for discretionary financial 
assistance and debt waiver.  

The following expands on how CDPCB implements a trauma-informed approach in our 
workplace and provides some practical tools and guides for interacting with trauma-affected 
individuals. This framework is applicable to all staff and representatives of CDPCB, including not 
only Commonwealth officials, but also contractors, third-party service providers and any 
appointed agents.  

 

Roles and responsibilities 

Conduct 
In addition to the APS Code of Conduct and expected Department of Finance behaviours, all 
CDPC staff are expected to use trauma informed principles for each interaction with claimants 
and with their approach to work activities, such as preparation of documents and briefs. All 
staff are committed to the following principles and behaviour standards: 

• Always acting with honesty, integrity and transparency. 
• Be responsible and act responsibly. 
• Resolve problems effectively through identified policies, processes and delegations. 
• Abide by all the principles, values and philosophy of trauma informed practice. 
• Treat everyone equally, respect everyone’s opinions and treat each person fairly. 
• Zero tolerance to any form of discrimination or harassment. 
• Use approved communication guides when interacting with vulnerable individuals.  

Communications 
Staff will make use of the guides for verbal and written communication that are provided below 
and ask peers to assist in reviewing written communications where possible, to ensure correct 
tone and messaging.  

If in doubt of the correct tone and communication style to use, staff should always seek 
feedback or assistance from another team member to ensure they are conveying the correct 
message in the most appropriate way.  
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Evidence  
When evidence or documentation is required to support a claim or application, consider (or 
take advice on) the following: 

• Whether every ‘standard’ required document needs to be provided on a specific 
occasion.  

• If there are alternative methods to obtain the documents (such as getting an applicant’s 
consent to request the information from another source).  

• What documents will be required for the foreseeable future of the matter, and if they 
can all be requested in one instance, rather than contacting the applicant multiple 
times.  

• Setting expectations for the applicant about what will be required for their application 
(i.e. “we will need to contact Department of Finance regarding your matter”).  

 

Expectations of suppliers and providers 
The above conduct and communication expectations are as important for Commonwealth 
officials as they are for external service providers who manage or engage with matters on behalf 
of CDPCB.  

Other parties or suppliers such as legal service providers will:  

• Draft communications with appropriate trauma informed tone and messaging.  
• Assist instructors to understand documentary and evidentiary requirements as in the 

Evidence section above.  
• Take initiative to investigate and suggest ways to minimise adversarial interactions on 

claims as appropriate.  
• Suggest resolution pathways that are supportive of claimants (i.e. allowing choice of 

mediation format, remaining flexible around timings and ‘what usually happens’).  
• Provide any other assistance to instructors as required that enables the organisation to 

behave in a trauma informed way.  
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Verbal communication  
Purpose 

Ensuring that your words are trauma informed doesn’t necessarily mean the recipient of your 
messages will be happy with what is being said. However, if they respect you because of the 
way you’ve said something they are more likely to remain regulated and able to engage. This is 
true for you too. A trauma informed script will help you stay regulated when you are delivering 
difficult news or getting hard questions. 

Components of a trauma informed script  

• Validating or normalising conveys that you understand what else could be going on for 
someone.  

• Being clear and direct is really important for a stressed brain.  
• Complete information helps avoid misunderstanding and misinterpretation.  
• Providing the “why” helps establish a sense of consistency and predictability.  
• Providing options and choice helps empower and create hope. 

Example: 

 
‘The anatomy of a trauma informed script’ Trauma Informed Oregon (2020).   

 

Aggressive or vexatious phone calls  

• Thank you for your phone call. As you are aware, this department is satisfied that we 
have dealt with your application appropriately. 

• I appreciate that this issue is very important to you but we will not be taking any further 
action on it unless there is new evidence or facts that you have not previously advised.  

• I am not aware of any other avenues of redress that may be available to you.   
• You can send any new information that is relevant to your application to: 

- Act of grace and waiver of debt: sfc@finance.gov.au 
- Comcover: comcover@comcover.com.au  

• I am unable to assist you further.  I am now going to end this phone call [HANG UP]. 
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In any event, if someone starts swearing at you over the phone, you can use the following 
wording: 

• Please do not use profanity in this conversation.   
• If you continue to use this type of language I will hang up. 

[if the swearing continues, hang up – do not engage with the caller further]. 
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Written communication  
When communicating through written materials with a trauma-affected claimant, it is 
important to prioritise their wellbeing by responding sensitively and respectfully to their needs. 
Some key principles of trauma-informed writing include1: 

Create trust and safety 

• Make your reason for communication clear. 
• Match the information to the demographic/audience. 
• Do what you promise to do. 
• Be transparent about where their information goes and to whom. 
• Clarify your role, especially its limits. 
• Aim to remove unnecessary detail from documents that is potentially distressing or 

triggering for the claimant to read. 
• Provide claimants with a single point of contact (case by case). 

Provide choice and control 

• Provide options for how claimants communicate with the Department and how they 
receive information. 

• Be clear and goal-focussed in any requests. For example, “When we receive your form, 
we will be able to process your claim”. 

• Allow claimants to nominate an intermediary or support person to communicate on 
their behalf and to receive requests and correspondence from the Department.  

Be clear and direct 

• Use clear and direct sentence structures and formats, including the use of headings 
and dot points.  

• Avoid jargon and complicated and bureaucratic language, including references to 
internal processes or legislation (where possible).  

• Use respectful language. 
• Write in the active voice, as opposed to a passive voice, for example “I am writing to tell 

you”, rather than, “This letter is to advise you”. 

Use trauma-informed language 

• Don’t use labels, judgement or jargon.  
• Consider the emotional impact of words or points that may lead to unnecessary 

distress or cause offence.  
• Use people-first language when referring to conditions, for example, “a person living 

with depression”, rather than “a depressed person”.  

 

 

  

 
1 ‘Practitioners Written Communication’, Phoenix Australia, 2020 

FOI 25-26/093 - Document 2

16

Released by the Department of Finance 
under the Freedom of Information Act 1982









References 
ACT Government: Position Statement on Trauma-informed Practice for Children and 
Young People - https://www.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/2428786/Position-
Statement-on-Trauma-Informed-Practice-for-Children-and-Young-People.pdf 

Analysis & Policy Observatory: ‘The last frontier’ – practice guidelines for treatment of 
complex trauma and trauma-informed care and service delivery -  apo-nid31272.pdf 

Australian Human Rights Commission: Guidelines for Working with a Trauma-Informed 
Approach - ahrc_sr_2021_8_trauma-informed_approach_a4_r2_0.pdf  

Blue Knot Foundation – National Centre of Excellence for Complex Trauma: Trauma-
Informed Practice Blue Knot Foundation Factsheet for Workers in Diverse Settings - 
Fact_Sheet_Workers.pdf 

Blue Knot Foundation – National Centre of Excellence for Complex Trauma: 
Complementary Guidelines to Practice Guidelines for Clinical Treatment of Complex 
Trauma -  BlueKnot Combined Guidelines v12.indd 

Blue Knot Foundation – National Centre of Excellence for Complex Trauma: Practice 
Guidelines for Clinical Treatment of Complex Trauma -
BlueKnot Practice Guidelines 2019.pdf 

Centre for Health Care Strategies Inc. – Issue Brief: Key Ingredients for Successful 
Trauma-Informed Care Implementation - Key Ingredients for Successful Trauma-
Informed Care Implementation 

Centre for Health Care Strategies Inc. – Issue Brief: Laying the Groundwork for Trauma-
Informed Care - Laying the Groundwork for Trauma-Informed Care 

Child Family Community Australia: Trauma-informed care in child/family welfare 
services - Trauma-informed care in child/family welfare services 

Community Psychology – Social justice Through Collaborative Research and Action: 
What is Trauma-Informed Care: An Example - What is Trauma-Informed Care: An 
Example - Community Psychology 

Department of Human Services: Trauma Responsive System Framework - Trauma 
Responsive System Framework - 2021 

Department of Social Services – Children and Family Intensive Support (CaFIS): 
Trauma-Informed Practice - cafis_1f_-_trauma_informed_practice.pdf 

Department of Social Services: Factsheet – Trauma Informed Practice - Factsheet - 
Trauma-Informed Practice 

Mental Health Australia: Trauma Informed Practice - Trauma informed practice | Mental 
Health Australia 

Mental Health Coordinating Council: Trauma-Informed Care and Practice Approach – 
Policy Template - Trauma-Informed-Care-and-Practice-Approach-Policy-Template.pdf 

FOI 25-26/093 - Document 2

20

Released by the Department of Finance 
under the Freedom of Information Act 1982



Network of Alcohol and other Drug Agencies:  Trauma informed practices for 
responding to difficult situations - Trauma-informed-practices.pdf 

NSW Health: Integrate Trauma-Informed Care Framework: My Story, my health, my 
future - itic-framework.pdf  

Office of Health Improvements and Disparities – Guidance: Working definition of 
trauma informed practice - Working definition of trauma-informed practice - GOV.UK 

Scottish Government – Publication – Advice Guidance: Trauma Informed Practice - 
Trauma-informed practice: toolkit - gov. scot 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: Building Resilient and 
Trauma-Informed Communities: Aligning the Workforce to Create a Trauma-Informed 
System - Building Resilient and Trauma-Informed Communities: Aligning the Workforce 
to Create a Trauma-Informed System | SAMHSA Publications and Digital Products 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: SAMHSA’s Concept of 
Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-informed Approach - SAMHSA's Concept of Trauma 
and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach | SAMHSA Publications and Digital 
Products 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: SAMHSA’s Concept of 
Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach - SAMHSA's Concept of Trauma 
and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: SAMHSA Spotlight: A 
Series of Building Resilient and Trauma-Informed Communities - SAMHSA Spotlight: A 
Series of Building Resilient and Trauma-Informed Communities 

Victoria State Government – Families, Fairness, and Housing: Framework for trauma-
informed practice - Framework for trauma-informed practice 

Victoria State Government: Best practice supervision guidelines: Family violence, 
sexual assault, and child wellbeing - Best practice supervision guidelines: Family 
violence, sexual assault and child wellbeing 

 

FOI 25-26/093 - Document 2

21

Released by the Department of Finance 
under the Freedom of Information Act 1982




