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Purpose, Use, and Development

“A Trauma-Informed Approach to Active Transportation: Recognizing the Relationship between Adversity,
Resiliency, and Active Transportation” Brief, is a resource developed to support the efforts of active
transportation safety partners and stakeholders as they work to educate decisionmakers about where
opportunities exist to adopt and implement trauma-informed practices and approaches.

When social and environmental conditions are optimized to meet basic physical activity requirements,
transportation needs, and an environment is fostered in which people and communities are able to heal from
past trauma(s), individuals and communities can become more resilient.%>34

Development of this document began- with discussions amongst subject matter experts and research on best
practices. Throughout the lifecycle of this project, the EfC Initiative, provided feedback and contributed to the
content. Finally, consumer testing was conducted with active transportation safety partners and stakeholders
to further refine and tailor this resource’s content before publication.

Background

What is Active Transportation?

Active transportation is the means of traveling from one place to another by way of any self-propelled, human
powered, mode of transportation (e.g., walking or bicycling).>® Active transportation forms the connection
between physical activity and transportation choices.” Despite their many benefits, means of active
transportation, such as walking and bicycling, are viewed by some Americans as unsafe activities due to heavy
traffic and a scarcity of sidewalks, crosswalks, and bicycle features. Improving these elements and engaging
communities through education, planning, and design can encourage more active transportation for all.®

What are ACEs?

ACEs are traumatic events that occur before age 18, including physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, emotional
or physical neglect, and other types of household challenges, such as mental illness, substance use,
incarceration, parental separation or divorce, having a family member attempt or die by suicide, or witnessing
domestic violence.” Further, populations can experience ACEs through historical and ongoing traumas such as
systemic racism, being chronically under-resourced, or enduring the widespread impacts of poverty. ACEs are
also highly prevalent and can have long-term negative health effects by creating toxic stress.
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Figure 1: The above image was adapted from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation &%10.11,1213,14,15,16

While most people experience adversity at some point in their lives, when these experiences happen in
childhood, they can shape children’s brains and bodies at critical points in development. Prolonged exposure
to multiple forms of adversity without buffering supports from trusted caregivers and safe, stable, nurturing
relationships and environments, may lead to a biological stress response in the body called toxic stress that
can affect children’s growth and development.!” As such, traumatic experiences in childhood are even more
significant in shaping the way they see the world, how their bodies respond to surroundings, and their
perception of themselves and others.!®

ACEs are preventable.® Primary prevention efforts can address the problem before it even begins.’® When
community-driven policies that center health equity are implemented, supportive systems and protective
environments can emerge.?°

Understanding Trauma

“Trauma” is physically or emotionally harmful or life-threatening events that can have lasting adverse
effects on an individual’s health and well-being.?*

Trauma may affect one’s level of risk for increased injury or harm to oneself or others.???3 Trauma may also
influence our ability and readiness to adopt and support healthy behaviors, including walking or bicycling for
exercise, recreation, or transportation.®*0

Results from multi-generational trauma experienced by specific cultural or
racial/ethnic groups. It is related to major oppressive events such as slavery,
segregation, the Holocaust, forced migration, and the violent colonization of
Indigenous people.8?* More recent examples that have direct impacts on
active transportation include racial profiling and over-policing of Black,
Brown, and Indigenous communities.?>2627

Historical Trauma
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Understanding Trauma

Refers to the contextual features of environments and institutions that
produce and/or sustain trauma and influence post-traumatic responses.?®
Systemic Trauma Redlining and restrictive agreements and the destruction of communities to
make way for highway development are examples of systemic trauma that
manifest in active transportation mobility and safety disparities.?*

Can be seen within the deteriorated and unhealthy physical environments.
This often includes dangerous public spaces with crumbling-built
environments, high speed roads, roads without safe spaces to walk, bicycle,
or recreate, and high availability of unhealthy products, such as alcohol.?*
Active transportation-related physical trauma can result from either
unintentional or intentional (violent) traffic crashes, injuries, and death from
motor vehicle drivers.3%3! Emotional trauma has been associated with street
harassment and personal safety.3?

Community Level Trauma

Individual Level Trauma

Why Use a Trauma-Informed Approach to Active Transportation?

A trauma-informed approach seeks to acknowledge the role ACEs and other forms of adversity play in a
person’s life.33 Trauma-informed practices and approaches focus adopting and implementing policies and
practices that create safety and trust by providing supportive services, systems, and communication with
people who have experienced trauma.3* When establishing active transportation practices, trauma-informed
principles can be adapted and applied to the built environment.3> Research suggests that a trauma-informed
built environment may promote well-being at the individual level (increased feeling of safety), improve the
social environment (greater community connectivity), and complement traditional person-centered efforts to
address trauma.?’

The impact of the built environment on health and active living is an evolving field of study.3® Changes to the
built environment are considered a promising strategy for creating population-wide access to stress buffering
factors such as nutrition and physical activity.!” The physical or built environment can also play a significant
role in promoting or discouraging physical activity such as walking and bicycling. Positive environmental
conditions (e.g., pedestrian and bicycle friendly street design and designation) can be developed to reduce
risks for trauma and support physical and emotional safety. Environmental conditions can also be modified to
welcome and be more inclusive of vulnerable or historically disenfranchised communities who may tend to be
left out of community planning and decision-making.'” Positive environmental changes to increase active
transportation (i.e., walking, biking, and public transportation) can improve access to health-promoting
factors, especially for vulnerable or historically disenfranchised communities.’

Trauma-informed practices can and have been applied to active transportation education and programs
whose aims are to increase walking, bicycling, and the safety of people walking and bicycling. Key to program
design is the recognition of past and current traumas and approaches to program delivery which emphasize
empathy and compassion for the community of focus. While research is limited in this area, active
transportation advocates have begun to adopt a trauma-informed framework as part of their active
transportation efforts.3”
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Strategies to Promote Community Resilience

Trauma-informed Active Transportation strategies, informed by “Adverse Community Experiences and
Resilience: A Framework for Addressing and Preventing Community Trauma”,?! can provide buffers and build
resilience against adversity at the individual, family, and community levels. These strategies may include:3®

e Improving the quality, safety, accessibility, and inclusivity of the built environment and routes to those
public spaces by:
o Creating more accessible sidewalks
and bike lanes that are inside or away

from cars and traffic. Resiliency is the ability to withstand or
o Posting signage that is easily accessible recover from stressors, resulting from a

and viewable by all (e.g., pedestrian combination of intrinsic factors, extrinsic

crossing, share the road)* factors, and predisposing biological

e Slowing vehicle speeds through traffic calming susceptibility.'’
engineering3’

e Enhancing pedestrian safety:
o Creating connections to parks
o Introducing wayfinding (i.e., a system of comprehensive signage along bicycle and pedestrian
networks to inform people of their surroundings and guide people to their destination)*®
o Enhancing lighting4°
e Beautification of public spaces:
o Greening of transportation routes
o Introducing culturally responsive art along corridors and at transit stops
e Bolstering social cohesion, community pride, and safe mobility for all ages and abilities through
community-driven events like Open Streets or Play Streets?!

Individual and community level strategies can help reduce individual and community trauma as well as the risk
of violence or threat of violence.?! These strategies in turn create a more resilient community where there are
safe parks and open spaces, increased perceptions of safety, increased availability of healthy products and
quality of housing, which results in increased well-being for individuals, families, and communities.?!

Six Key Principles of a Trauma-Informed Approach

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)s has developed six guiding
principles to applying a trauma-informed approach that can further support active transportation’s efforts to
address adversity through planning, programming, and development.*! The following chart shares the six
trauma-informed principles and EfC Initiative’s Trauma-Informed Practices Subcommittee members
suggestions for application by active transportation stakeholders and partners:

Trauma-Informed Principle | Application to Active Transportation

It is critical that programs and environments are designed to
support physical, emotional, and personal safety for all. This means
considering all ages, cultures, races, and demographics of people

Safety:
An environment that consistently
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supports stress de-escalation, healthy
choices, and wellness practices.

Trustworthiness and Transparency:
Staff are well-trained to deliver
trauma-informed services.

Peer Support:
Recognition of oneself and the
community as wise and resourceful.

Collaboration and Mutuality:
Opportunities to exercise voice and
self-determination.

Empowerment, Voice, and Choice:
Intentional opportunities to practice
and grow tangible skills for self-
efficacy.

Cultural Humility and
Responsiveness:

Efforts that center culturally
responsive interactions and
experiences.*>43

Conclusion

served; acknowledging existing and intersecting traumas in
program design; and prioritizing the necessary trainings and
supports for those tasked with fostering safety to ensure that
stressful situations can be de-escalated; and that the staff are who
respond to traumatic incidents are supported.

Active transportation planning and programs should include those
they serve in decision-making. Meaningful and ongoing community
engagement builds trust with communities.

Programs that center peer support recognize their communities as
wise and resourceful. Hiring people from within the community to
help to undertake active transportation-related activities is one
example of peer support. Peer support gives people in communities
the opportunity to apply their knowledge and expertise in a way
that brings added insight and relevance to their efforts.

It is important to recognize that there is a need to apply an
intentional approach to break down hierarchies and ensure that
interventions are mutually beneficial, and not retraumatizing. To
support efforts to exercise self-determination and healing, create
opportunities for open dialogue to demonstrate a commitment to
prioritizing the well-being of those served and those providing
services.

Active transportation programs that integrate leadership
development and build self-efficacy through mentoring, skills
training, and applied learning are central to supporting community
resilience. Ongoing community engagement and leadership
investment can create informed and thoughtful community
ambassadors who serve as safety mobility champions, as well as
champions for other desired changes.

Active transportation programs that actively move past cultural
stereotypes and biases (e.g., race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age,
geography, economics), can offer gender responsive services,
leverage the healing value of traditional cultural connections, and
recognize and address historical trauma.

Intentionally applying trauma-informed practices to promising active transportation strategies may help to
create safe parks and open spaces, improve overall perceptions of safety in the community, increase the
availability of healthy products and quality of housing, and enhance the sense of wellbeing and resiliency for
individuals, families, and communities. California is working to implement programs that encourage and
promote safer active transportation through California's Active Transportation Program which funds over 800
projects across the state. Examples include:

e Safe Routes to School: encourages a healthy and active lifestyle for students.

e Sustainable Transportation Equity Project: promotes active transportation safety by creating new bike

routes, new walkways that improve safety, and street crossing enhancements.
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e Vision Zero Plans: Implemented by many counties within California which establish goals to eliminate
fatalities within transportation systems.

e Complete Streets from Smart Growth America and Safe Routes for Older Adults: programs that may
serve as a model for a safer system for pedestrians and bicyclists.
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