
 
 

A Guide for Healing from Racial Trauma 
The Center for Policing Equity created this Community Healing Plan as a resource for 
healing, restoration, and relief. Healing as individuals and as communities is about 
holding space for reflection, care, feeling, sorting through, moving past, sitting with, or 
whatever individuals and community members may need in that moment. This document 
outlines various tools, strategies, and practices to address the impacts of racial trauma on 
individuals and communities. 

 

Understanding Trauma 
 

The history of white supremacy and oppression in America has had lasting impacts on 
non-white individuals, especially Black and Indigenous people. The weight of living in a 
society with centuries worth of unresolved racial tension has traumatic effects on all. 
Racial trauma is caused by the concrete and felt impacts of racism. Racist stereotypes 
and state sanctioned violence, systems and policies have emotional and physical impacts 
on all members of society. All races are affected by racism and racial trauma, but racial 
groups with extensive trauma may experience even higher levels of stress as a result.  
 
For that reason we must create and demand spaces for our healing. The constant stress 
of navigating spaces where whiteness is the standard in a non-white body is challenging. 
Living in a world where racial tension and division seems to be rising can be unsettling. 
We are responsible for our own healing, and for allowing space for others to heal. 
Healing from trauma is a revolutionary act because it breaks down the barriers we have 
within ourselves and creates space for us to destroy the barriers separating us from one 
another.  
 
What is Trauma?  
Trauma is the long term, negative physical and emotional effects of stressful experiences 
and events in one's lifetime. To break it down more, trauma can be understood through 
the 3 E’s: 
 
Events and Experiences: A single incident or series of events over the course of 
someone’s life can cause trauma. These include:  

● Actual or perceived threat of harm  
● Humiliating and shaming experiences 
● Witnessing racial discrimination toward yourself or others  

 
 
 
Emotions: How someone gives meaning to the events and experiences they have can 

1 



 

cause trauma. For example, some people may experience videos of Black people being 
killed or assaulted as traumatic and feel overwhelmed or unsafe. 
 
Effects:  These events and experiences have impacts on people, which can happen right 
away or later on. The effects are emotional and physical, including having a hard time 
sleeping and focusing, being confused or nervous, experiencing body aches, and more.   
 
What does it mean to be “Trauma-Informed”? 
Being trauma-informed means: 
 

1. Realizing  the impact of trauma on communities, and understanding that all 
experiences and responses to trauma are unique and complicated. 

2. Recognizing the signs and symptoms of trauma. Some people experiencing 
trauma may be struggling with physical and emotional symptoms such as  time 
management and focus, sleep disturbances or mood regulation, and more. 

3. Resist Retraumatization by minimizing stressors and prioritizing healing practices 
and self-care. 

 
Sources: Guided by SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach and further informed by Racial 
Trauma is Real, a compilation of research and resources from the Institute for the Study and Promotion of Race and Culture. 
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Personal Healing: Understanding and Managing Stress 
 

Being aware of our stress level allows us to better manage our thoughts and feelings. 
Use the chart below to see what your stress level is. Choose the words that best 
describe how you feel. Each word has a number value. Once you choose the words that 
best describe your feelings, add up the numbers for your total stress score. 
 
Stress Assessment 
 

 
Remember: Stress levels and responses can vary from person to person, this scale is a guide to help you 
identify internal signs of rising stress, understand them and manage them. 
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Low Stress   Building Stress  High Stress 

Spacious - your mind feels 
open and you have space to 
think about whatever you 
choose, you have mental 
capacity to control your 
thoughts, reflect and also be 
imaginative.  
 
Settled - you are in touch 
and comfortable within your 
body and environment, you 
are relaxed and may be 
feeling joy or other positive 
emotions.  
 
Connected - you are able to 
freely engage with your 
surroundings and other 
individuals feeling whole 
and fully present.  

Pressured - you feel pushed 
to direct your focus more 
intentionally, you are feeling 
the need to respond or spring 
into action.  
 
Mobilized - you feel the need 
to act on something, or 
maybe you are in the midst of 
planning or preparing to do 
something. 
 
Reactive - you are actively 
responding  to tension 
creating forces, urgent work 
deadlines, triggering 
thoughts or events. 

 

Disconnected - unable to 
engage or interact as you 
usually would with other 
people or your environment. 
 
Shutdown - unable to take 
action or perform in the way 
you usually would, burned out 
and having difficulty being 
productive. 
 
Numb - unable to connect 
with your own emotions or 
others, feeling like you just 
don’t care, or have the 
energy to feel. 
 

Spacious - 0  Reactive - 1  Numb -3  Total 
= 

Settled - 0  Mobilized - 1  Shutdown - 3 

Connected - 0  Pressured - 1  Disconnected - 3 

Total Score: 0-2 
Low stress environment, 

able to be best self 

Total Score: 3-7 
Some stress is present, but it 

may be useful in context 

Total Score: 8 or more 
Too much stress is 

preventing you from being 
your best self  



 

Relaxation Exercises 
Whatever your current stress level is, reflective practices can help you to enjoy a more 
peaceful state, and connect with your emotions. Below are some examples of practices 
you can use in your daily life to help manage your stress: 
 
Breathing Exercises 

1. Draw your elbows back to your sides to open your chest. Breathe in as 
deeply as you can, hold it for 5 seconds (or as long as you can) and slowly 
breathe out. 

2. Breathe in for 5 seconds, breathe out for 5 seconds, repeat pattern for a 
few minutes. 

3. Purse your lips, breathe in through your mouth, breathe out through your 
nose.  

 
Physical Touch Exercises 

1. Close your eyes and gently stroke your arm from the shoulder down, 
switching left and right. 

2. Hold your hands in front of you. Join your hands at the fingertips, and rest 
into a comfortable breathing rhythm. Slowly separate your hands sensing 
the tension between them. Before hands space wider than your chest, 
slowly bring them closer together, without touching fingertips. Repeat hand 
motion slowly for at least 30 seconds, then rest both hands on top of each 
other, on your chest 

3. As you breathe, put one hand on your chest and feel your heartbeat. Feel 
free to move your hand to other body parts and rest it there, appreciating 
your body and life.  

 
Visualization Exercises 

1. Visualize a place where you feel safe and happy. This may be a place you 
have visited or an imagined scene of somewhere you’d like to go. Use your 
five senses to add as much detail to your image. What do you hear? What 
can you smell? Are you warm or cool? Is it day or night? Imagine yourself 
moving forward, what are you doing? Sense feeling more peaceful as you 
enter your vision more deeply. Continue breathing slowly as you look 
around the scene you’ve created, fully experiencing it with all of your 
senses. 

2. While inhaling, imagine yourself feeling safe and supported, visualize relief 
and worthiness entering your body.  Visualize exhaustion, tension, and 
distress leave your body as you exhale. 
 

Writing Exercises 
1. Make a list of things that bring you hope. 
2. Write down what you are grateful for. You can make this a regular practice. 
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Community Healing and Wellness 
 

Communities also collectively hold trauma through the pain and discomfort that its 
members feel. Bringing individuals together to reflect and share can help people cope 
with stress, loss, and retraumatization from ongoing racism and injustice. 
 
Holding Space for Community 
 
In order to create a space that people feel comfortable sharing in, it is important to:  
 

1. Create a judgement-free environment by showing empathy and listening to the 
difficulties others have faced 

2. Accept that we aIl have certain biases which affect the way we see the world, and 
work to undo them by listening to and learning from other people’s experiences, 
and sharing your own. Often these biases are without ill-intent, and we do not 
actively think about engaging in behavior that would make us prejudiced, but we 
have all been socialized in ways which cause us to develop these implicit biases. 

3. Allow people time and space to share. Some might be open and vocal about their 
experiences, while others might not be comfortable sharing right away. Even just 
thinking about past experiences can be traumatic, and there is no requirement for 
individuals to share their experiences if they are not ready. 

 
Guiding Principles for Community Conversations 
 
Guiding principles are a set of values that help to create a space that is safe for 
individuals to be vulnerable and share their truth authentically.  
 
Here are some guiding principles to get started: 
 

● I will share my perspective because my experiences bring valuable insight.  
● I understand that all people feel, think, and communicate differently, I will 

celebrate these differences by listening with an open mind and desire to learn. 
● I will use “I” statements to share my perspective and experiences.  
● I will not call out anyone in particular for their beliefs, I will address themes of 

discussion without attacking any individual/s.  
● I will remain aware of my stress level and use calming practices when I feel 

triggered or sense my stress level rising.   
● I acknowledge my own implicit biases and work constantly to develop my racial 

sensitivity. 
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Reflection/Discussion Questions for Community Healing 
 
The prompts below will help you start to reflect on how racial stress and trauma show up 
in your personal life and in your communities, and identify ways to begin to heal. You can 
complete these questions individually, or use them to have a community discussion 
about racial trauma, stress, and the process of healing.  
 
Individual Experiences 
 
1. What is a concept you were raised to live by that you think is very important? How 
do you apply it to your life?  Do you think this piece of advice is universal? 
 

 
 
2. Think about the first time you came into contact with racism. Where or when was 
this?  
 

 
3. Can you reflect on an experience that you considered eye opening with respect to 
race? How did your perspective shift as a result? Did it shift your behavior? 
 

 
4. How did either of these instances make you feel emotionally and physically? What 
other situations or experiences make you feel this way today? (Physical responses 
could include a faster heart rate, sweating, a feeling of ‘tightness’ in your chest, 
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clenching your jaw, and more. Emotional responses can include sadness, anger, 
numbness, and more.)  
 

 
 
Community Healing and Resiliency 
 
5. People can be a part of many different communities at one time. What are some 
communities that you are a part of? What are things that make you feel like you’re 
part of a community?  
 

 
6. What do you consider to be a barrier to creating racial harmony? How can we build 
genuine community cross racially?  

 

 
7. Reflect on the ways you, your family, or your community have thrived and survived 
through adversity. What stories come to mind? How have these stories impacted you? 
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8. Ask yourself, in what ways did my ancestors resist, persist, and contribute? How did 
they survive and thrive through some of the most difficult times? 

 

 
Healing through Action  
 
9. How do you celebrate and educate others about your history and culture? 
 

 
 
10. How can you use the arts and self-expression to encourage healing?  
 

 
 
11. What issues affecting your community would you like to address? 

 

 
12. What groups can you join to take collective action and create change? 
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