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The design of healthcare-
built environments within 
the context of trauma

• Trauma-Informed Care - 
advancing in health and 
social services.

• Trauma-Informed Design 
still in its early stages. 

• WARNING: without trauma 
awareness, architects may 
inadvertently design 
buildings that perpetuate 
or cause trauma.

PROBLEM



How can architecture in 
healthcare environments 
play an active role in 
people’s recovery from 
trauma?
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INTRODUCTION



The word trauma comes 

from the Greek trauma 

(τραύμα) meaning trauma 

wound, alteration of 

trōma; akin to Greek 

titrōskein = to wound



‘Single-incident’ Trauma



‘Complex’ Trauma



25%

‘Complex’ Trauma



Trauma-Informed Care

A trauma-informed approach is 
two-fold:

https://www.samhsa.gov/

• 'what' the treatment 
intervention is, and

• 'how' it is implemented



• Research on the subject is limited.

• The implementation in process 
and practice is still in the early 
stages of development.

• Originally developed in the context 
of homelessness.

• Now applied to:
⚬ Housing for vulnerable 

populations
⚬ Female correctional facilities
⚬ Residential treatment centers 

for children
⚬ Schools

Shopworks Architecture et al.,  2021 & 2023Trauma-informed Design Society 2024

Trauma-Informed Design



DEFINING 

‘HEALTH’



What defines health and 

healing in the context of 

trauma? 

Pathogenic 
Model of Health

(Traditional Approach)

Salutogenic 
Model of Health
(Holistic Approach)

The Embodied
Brain

(Programmed to Defend)

Becoming 
Trauma-Informed



The Pathogenic Paradigm

Pathogenic 
Model of Health

(Traditional Approach)

Evidence-
Based Design

Health is understood as the opposite of 

ill- health / absence of disease
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• Studies the cause, origin, and 
development of disease.

• Focus: Risk factors



The Salutogenic Model
General state of health is determined by 

our 'Sense of Coherence' (SOC)

The mechanism by which we manage tension

& cope with internal and external stressors

Manageability
Instrumental

Comprehensibility

Meaningfulness

Cognitive

Dimension

Motivational

Dimension
or behavioural

dimension

Salutogenic 

Model of Health
(Holistic Approach)

• Studies the origins and assets 
of positive health.

• Focus: Salutory factors



The Salutogenic Model

• One's state of health (SOC)  is 
constantly moving along an 
Ease / Dis- ease continuum.

• Position is informed by 
accessibility and availability of 
GRRs + GDRs.

.

GRRs
(Generalised Resistant Resources) 

Dis-ease

Dis-ease

Ease

Ease

Sense of Coherence (SOC) Scale

GDRs
(Generalised Deficit Resources)



Neural Integration:

"Hallmark" of wellbeing

Trauma + 
The Embodied Brain 

Danger passed -
 body 

remains  triggered 
to defenditself

WHOLE BODY 
RESPONSE

Danger passed -
 body 

remains  triggere
d to defend itself



Initial Synthesis

Ease
Danger passed -

 body 
remains  triggered 

to defenditself

Dis-ease

SOC:
Meaningfulness

SOC:
Comprehensibility

SOC:
Manageability

SOC

SOC



What 
about the 

Mind?



“What is the 
relationship 

between mind 
and brain?” 

Psychology

Linguistics

Neuroscience

Neurosurgery

Cognitive 
Science

Physics

Molecular 
Biology

Psychiatry

Computer 
Science

Sociology

Mathematics

Genetics

Education

Anthropology



+
MIND is an 

emergent  property 
of embodied and 

relational 
energy  flow

INNER-EMBODIED MIND

INTER- RELATIONAL MIND

energy / information flow

energy / information flow

Mind as Embodied + 
Relational



INNER-EMBODIED MIND

INTER- RELATIONAL MIND

energy / information flow

energy / information flow

Mind as Embodied + 
Relational



(4)
Self- 

organisation

(1)
Subjective  
Experience

(3)
Information 
Processing

(2) 
Consciousness

Emergent  property 
of a complex 

system

Felt texture of life

"Re- presentation" of 
energy flow

Capacity to be 
aware

FOUR FACETS
of the MIND



Tri-Part SELF

SUBJECTIVITY

SUBJECTIVITY



Tri-Part SELF

SUBJECTIVITY



Health as Whole
Whole Intra-Connection

Sense of Coherence: Whole Integration
Relational Inter-Connection

Sense of Coherence: Relational Integration
Embodied Inner-Connection

Movement towards 
positive health

Sense of Coherence: Embodied Integration

Inner-Ease

Movement towards 
positive health

Inter-Ease

Movement towards 
positive health

Intra-Ease



SALUTOGENIC 

DESIGN



EMBODIED
bodily subjective experience

ENACTED
through interactions and 
engagements with the world

EMBEDDED
in our social worlds

EXTENDED
beyond the body

4 E’s of Cognition
Our mental experience of information processing

Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  

Comprehensibility
(Cognitive Dimension)

“the extent to which one perceives 
internal and external stimuli as 

rationally understandable, and as 
information that is orderly, 

coherent, clear, structured rather 
than noise—that is, chaotic, 

disordered, random, unexpected, 
and unexplained.”



EMBODIED
bodily subjective experience

ENACTED
through interactions and 
engagements with the world

EMBEDDED
in our social worlds

EXTENDED
beyond the body

Visual / Auditory / Olfactory / Gustatory / Tactile / 
Vestibular / Proprioception / Interoception / 
Neuroception

• Sensory NEEDS of users
• Sensory SENSITIVITIES of users
• Sensory PROCESSING ABILITIES of users

THE IMPACTS OF EXTERNAL AND INTERNAL 
SENSORY INPUT

Design Considerations

Comprehensi
bility

4 E’s of Cognition
Our mental experience of information processing

Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  



EMBODIED
bodily subjective experience

ENACTED
through interactions and 
engagements with the world

EMBEDDED
in our social worlds

EXTENDED
beyond the body

• Communication of information 
• Legible, intuitive wayfinding
• Spatial configurations 
• Perceptual cues
• Landmarks + exterior vistas 
• Universal Design + accessibility
• Colour, light, sound, + movement 
• Avoid perceptual distortion + ambiguity
• Eliminate visual chaos

BEING IN THE WORLD

Design Considerations

4 E’s of Cognition
Our mental experience of information processing

Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  



EMBODIED
bodily subjective experience

ENACTED
through interactions and 
engagements with the world

EMBEDDED
in our social worlds

EXTENDED
beyond the body

• ‘SMART’ Buildings
• Digital integration
• Artificial intelligence
• Signage  

TOOLS, TECHNOLOGIES +  PHYSICAL OBJECTS

Design Considerations

4 E’s of Cognition
Our mental experience of information processing

Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  



EMBODIED
bodily subjective experience

ENACTED
through interactions and 
engagements with the world

EMBEDDED
in our social worlds

EXTENDED
beyond the body

• Spaces facilitating social, cultural, + 
organisational practices

• Spaces informed by procedures + policies
• Operational Models of Care + functional briefs

DIFFERENT ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXTS

Design Considerations

4 E’s of Cognition
Our mental experience of information processing

Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  



Comprehensibility
Design as a source of understanding  

Environmental symbolism and 
associations with the familiar:

•    concepts
•    languages
•    objects
•    forms
•    materials
•    textures
•    emotions
•    expectations

Influenced by

Designing for 
Comprehensibility

Readability
Simplicity

Predictability 
Neuro-inclusive 

Sensory-responsive



Addresses requirements 
for functional provision

Strengthens an individual’s 
own manageability resources

Strengthen an individual’s 
RESPONSE-ABILITY

Manageability
Design as a (re)source to enable action

Manageability

“the degree to which one feels that 
there are resources at one’s 

disposal that can be used to meet 
the requirements of the stimuli one 

is bombarded by.”



• Functional + ‘fit-for-purpose’ 
• Safety by design (actual + perceived)
• Barrier-free accessibility
• Universal design
• Person-centred design
• Positive affordances (CHOICE)
• Forgiving + flexible design
• Ease of use + low maintenance
• Spaces for social support
• Stress response zones 
• Spaces to restore mind + body
• Natural environments

Design Interventions

Manageability
Design as a (re)source to enable action

Designing for 
Manageability

Control + Choice
 Agency + Empowerment 

 Social support
Stress response zones

Restoration



Manageability
Design as a (re)source to enable action

• Openable windows
• Environmental control 

       (e.g., temperature + light adjustment) 
• Moveable furniture
• Provision of activities of daily living (ADL)
• Options for alternative settings to locate 

oneself

Interactive allowances

Control + Choice
 Agency + Empowerment 

 Social support
Stress response zones

Restoration

Designing for 
Manageability

Control + Choice
 Agency + Empowerment 

 Social support
Stress response zones

Restoration



Intrinsically linked to the world beyond 
the healthcare setting, meaning is found 
in relationships, culture, politics, 
spiritual leanings, sport and recreation.

Meaningfulness
Design as a reflection of worth + purpose

Meaningfulness
(Motivational Dimension)

“the extent to which one feels that 
life has emotional meaning, that at 
least some of the problems faced 

in life a face are worth 
commitment and dedication, and 
are seen as challenges rather than 

only as burdens.”



• Environments of a social nature
• Spaces for connection + intimacy 
• Alternative setting typologies
• Affordances for pets
• Spaces for sport, play, recreation, + spiritual 

leanings 
• Spaces for contemplation
• Provision of multi-sensory environments
• Inclusion of natural environments

Design Considerations

Meaningfulness
Design as a reflection of worth + purpose

Designing for 
Meaningfulness

Care + Connection
Affirmation

Comfort
Beauty + Joy

Peace of Mind



Meaningfulness
Design as a reflection of worth + purpose

Designing for 
Meaningfulness

Care + Connection
Affirmation

Comfort
Beauty + Joy

Peace of Mind

Awareness of how meaning/meaningless  
may be structured into environments. 

• Humanising or dehumanising of spaces
• Designing for affirmation - rather than 

disapproval or punishment
• Materiality, lighting, + acoustics
• Scale, quality + comfort
• Positive or negative affordances 
• Symbolism + metaphors
• Cultural, historical, + gender issues 

Design Considerations

Designing for 
Meaningfulness

Care + Connection
Affirmation

Comfort
Beauty + Joy

Peace of Mind



TRAUMA-

INFORMED 

DESIGN 



The development of TID



Trauma-Informed Design
‘Design and Dignity in Hospitals’ 

1)
Reduce or remove 
known adverse stimuli

2)
Reduce or remove 
environmental 
stressors

3)
Engage the individual 
actively in a dynamic, 
multi-sensory 
environment

4)
Provide ways for the 
individual to exhibit 
their self-reliance

GOALS towards an improved quality of experience



Trauma-Informed Design
‘Design and Dignity in Hospitals’ 

5)
Provide and promote 
connectedness to the 
natural world

GOALS towards an improved quality of experience

6)
The avoidance of 
exposure to the 
distress or grief of 
others.

7)
Promote a sense of 
dignity and self-
significance. 
Reinforce personal 
identity, confidence 
and self-worth. 

8)
Promote the 
opportunity for choice.



SAFETY + 

SECURITY

CONTROL

ENRICHED

ENVIRONMENTS
SOCIAL 

CONNECTION

Trauma-Informed Design
Through the lens of Neuroscience



CONNECTION

SAFETY + 

SECURITY

CONTROL

ENRICHED

ENVIRONMENTS

Trauma-Informed Design
Through the lens of Interpersonal-Neurobiology



DOMAIN 01 
SAFETY + SECURITY

ACTUAL AND PERCEIVED 

• Physical safety
• Psychological safety
• Emotional safety
• Security of space + belongings



‘NEUROCEPTION’

DOMAIN 01 
SAFETY + SECURITY



Images sourced from https://neurodivergentinsights.com

DOMAIN 01 
SAFETY + SECURITY









“neurocircuitry of hope”

























CASE STUDY



The Production of Space

Conceived Space
Planned + Designed

Perceived Space
Spatial-Social Practices

Lived Space
Subjectively Experienced



The Production of Space
CASE STUDY:
Acute Mental Healthcare Facility 

Conceived Space
Planned + Designed

Perceived Space
Spatial-Social Practices

Lived Space
Subjectively Experienced

1.

2.

3.



Thank you.
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