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Healing from trauma is a deeply personal and multifaceted journey, shaped by a complex
interplay of individual, social, and systemic influences. At the Center for Trauma
Innovation (CTI), located in East Harlem’s Exodus Transitional Community, healing is
approached through a trauma-informed, relational, and person-centered framework
designed to foster emotional resilience, personal growth, and community connection.
Trauma-informed care, as exemplified by the CTI, must go beyond traditional models to
create environments where individuals feel safe, valued, and heard, ultimately addressing
trauma's root causes and its multifaceted impact on well-being. The CTI’s approach
combines clinical interventions, holistic practices, and nurturing spaces to support
participants as they reclaim their sense of self and rebuild their lives. 

Research underscores that trauma-informed care can significantly enhance recovery
outcomes by improving emotional regulation, self-compassion, and social integration
(SAMHSA, 2014). Studies also indicate that trauma-informed environments,
characterized by trust, safety, and collaboration, can reduce the impact of post-traumatic
stress symptoms and improve relational functioning (Fallot & Harris, 2009). 

Our previously published Outcomes Survey findings highlighted the CTI’s role in
improving healing and coping among participants as well as progress toward longer-term
goals such as those related to relationships, mental health, and physical wellbeing. The
findings in this brief provide further insight into how healing occurs. Building on these
insights, this brief further explores the lived experiences of CTI participants, offering a
richer understanding of how the trauma-informed practices at the CTI nurture resilience,
foster community, and catalyze personal growth. Through the use of vignettes sourced
from individual interviews and more than three years of observational data, our findings
illustrate how CTI participants experience and internalize healing through their lived
experiences, in their own words.
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Mechanisms of Healing

Awareness and Regulation of
Emotions to Promote Healing
“I was able to identify patterns... Sometimes you don't
process things right away when they happen to you, you
would tend to put a lot of things under the rug and it come
to you later. And it can reflect as depression, anxiety, or
some sort of trauma, that traumas that I have experienced
in the past that I wasn't able to process or I didn't have the
education to process these traumas at the moment... And,
while I was in CTI, I was able to identify those things and
how to ask for help and seek for support from others and
how to also out to evaluate myself and identify patterns, like
I said earlier, and avoid repetition on things.”

Understanding and managing emotions is a critical component of healing for trauma survivors. At
the CTI, participants are guided to recognize, process, and transform overwhelming emotional
responses into opportunities for self-awareness and constructive change. By helping individuals
identify the root causes of intense emotions such as anger and anxiety, the CTI empowers them
with practical tools, such as cognitive reframing and needs/boundaries-focused communication
skills, to regain control over their lives. Emotional awareness and regulation are facilitated
through programming that emphasizes identifying underlying feelings and developing self-
control, framing emotions like anger as secondary responses to deeper triggers. For example,
Robert’s story below highlights how the tools he learned about at the CTI helped him identify and
process his emotions to seek support from community.   

Robert first came to the CTI after hearing about it from another Exodus program, Alternatives to
Incarceration (ATI). At that time, he was looking for positivity and someone to help him manage
his stress and depression. His first counselor’s empathetic listening and consistent support
helped Robert begin to address his challenges. Even when Robert didn’t feel like attending in
person, his counselor ensured that their sessions continued virtually, which Robert described as a
pivotal experience in feeling heard and supported. For Robert, this consistent support made all
the difference. "With CTI, you can’t go wrong. If you really want help, if you really need that strength
to move on, CTI is the place to be." 

Robert highlighted how CTI reshaped his approach to relationships and emotional vulnerability.
He actively participated in group sessions, where he found a family-like atmosphere.  

The programs at CTI, especially the emotional regulation group, resonated deeply with Robert. He
described it as a space where participants were taught practical strategies to manage their
emotions: "Emotional regulation is about class. This is a class to teach you how to regulate your
shit. How do we know that it’s working? How you respond the next time you’re tested."  
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During our conversation, Robert reflected on his previous experiences and how the CTI was
helping him identify and understand his emotions, “I felt like I couldn't understand certain things.
Just about life and myself, period. And why I was registering things the way I was registering it.”
Through CTI’s programming, Robert found tools and support to process his emotions and make
meaningful changes in his life. Specially, the skills he developed at the CTI helped him cultivate
empathy and emotional regulation. By shifting his perspective to consider the struggles of
others, Robert was able to extend that same understanding and compassion toward his own
feelings. Reflecting on his progress in the program, Robert said, "I’m starting to think of other
people. Like, being on a train, if somebody bumps me, I think: that person probably really had a bad
day, eviction notice, mother got cancer. Like, we don’t know what people really be going through."
This shift in perspective marked a significant transformation in his relationships and interactions.
Robert’s reflection captures how CTI became a place to heal and to grow, proving that even in the
face of life’s punches, there’s always a way forward.  

The CTI’s trauma-informed approach described by Robert aligns with evidence showing that
emotional regulation skills are key predictors of positive psychological outcomes for trauma
survivors, reducing the risk of maladaptive coping mechanisms and enhancing resilience (Gratz &
Roemer, 2004; Bryant, 2021). Studies have highlighted that fostering emotional awareness not
only mitigates the impact of trauma-related stressors but also supports improved interpersonal
relationships and self-compassion (Neff, 2003; van der Kolk, 2014). By equipping participants
with a nuanced understanding of their emotional processes, the CTI helps them cultivate
healthier responses, laying a foundation for lasting emotional stability and resilience. 

Investing in Growth and
Practicing Self-Care 
“I incorporate some form of self-care every single day, even if
it’s small or something simple. I make sure I take out time as a
single parent to just regroup myself and do something that's
gonna make me happy. Even if it's just going to the store and
buying my favorite sandwich or something like that. Literally
just investing in yourself.” 

Healing from trauma is often accompanied by profound personal growth, a process facilitated at
the CTI through comprehensive support, skill-building, and the cultivation of positive behavioral
changes. Participants learn to invest in themselves, practice self-care, and approach challenges
with renewed patience and resilience. At the CTI, personal growth is nurtured through both group
and individual healing experiences, enabling participants to apply healthier responses to
challenging situations and build a renewed sense of self. This process reflects the effectiveness
of trauma-informed interventions in promoting adaptive coping strategies and fostering
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meaningful behavioral shifts. Below, we describe how Kelly learned to invest in herself through
the CTI’s focus on resiliency and self-efficacy. 

Kelly originally joined the CTI with the purpose of seeking clarity and a better understanding of
herself and her past. While facing the challenge of understanding the origins of her struggles,
Kelly learned to be kind to herself through CTI’s emphasis on community, personal growth, and
self-care. 

The CTI’s focus on hope and community also resonated deeply with Kelly. She found
encouragement in hearing others’ stories and connecting with people who understood her
struggles. “Meeting a lot of different people in the program... helped me to see different
perspectives of how other people think and it helped me to incorporate a certain mindset for myself
to just grieve a little bit better,” she shared. These experiences helped Kelly feel less alone and
fostered a sense of personal growth. 

Over time, Kelly discovered a deeper practice of self-care through CTI’s teachings. “The program
helped me to learn to take time for myself and to really invest in myself. I'm not perfect at it, it takes
a lot of practice to do that, but I’m working on it” she shared. This philosophy became a
cornerstone of her daily life. “I incorporate some form of self-care every single day, even if it’s
small or something simple. I make sure I take out time as a single parent to just regroup myself and
do something that's gonna make me happy. Even if it's just going to the store and buying my
favorite sandwich or something like that. Literally just investing in yourself.” 

Although Kelly had to take a break from attending groups due to other life responsibilities, she
remained committed to returning. “I would say I have experienced some levels of healing, but I
would still like to continue going... I do plan to be going back soon because I miss it,” she said. She
also emphasized the value of CTI, adding, “I will definitely say that I've grown. I definitely feel
growth from going through the program... I definitely feel the effect on my whole being.” Kelly’s
journey at CTI exemplifies how the program helps participants confront past trauma and build
resilience, while committing to long-term personal growth and self-care. Looking ahead, she
expressed gratitude for the space and tools CTI provided, noting that, "it is helpful when I need it.”
For Kelly, the CTI’s programing and emphasis on personal growth provided her with the tools for
healing and the space to confront her past and build a more empathetic future.  

Empirical studies suggest that trauma recovery is significantly enhanced when individuals
develop positive self-regard and self-efficacy through structured therapeutic and supportive
environments (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Herman, 1997). Furthermore, research has shown that
engaging in self-care and building new skills enhances participants' resilience, emotional
regulation, and overall well-being, contributing to sustained improvements in their relationships,
self-image, and daily lives (Padesky & Mooney, 2012; Neff & Germer, 2013). By cultivating
patience, self-investment, and adaptive behavior, the CTI empowers participants to integrate
positive changes across multiple life domains, including family dynamics, self-care practices, and
community engagement. 
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Building Connection and Finding
Strength in Shared Experiences 
“I felt more comfortable with CTI and Exodus, you know, being
around people that been through what I've been through. So it's a
relief, you know, a pressure alleviated that I know with somebody
that been through what I've been through and they want to help,
you know, and it's a lot when somebody has been where you've
been through or probably is where you're at and still reaching out
that hand, you feel me? Saying if you need that help, come get that
help. Come get it from me. Come get it from us.” 

Community plays a pivotal role in trauma recovery, offering a vital source of connection, empathy,
and mutual support. At the CTI, participants have access to spaces to connect with others who
have faced similar struggles, fostering a sense of belonging and shared understanding. This
collective experience alleviates feelings of isolation, validates each individual's journey, and
creates an environment where participants can explore vulnerabilities without judgment. In the
story below, we explore how Ashley was able to address her trauma because of the CTI’s
supportive and caring environment. 

Ashley joined the CTI to address her lifelong struggles with trauma after she saw a flyer for the
program at Fountain House, a program that supports individuals with mental health challenges.
On choosing to join the CTI, Ashley said, “I saw the focus was on trauma, and that's been one of
my issues since childhood”. Although she preferred to describe her experiences as “mental
injuries” stating that it, “sounds more temporary”, Ashley hoped that the program would provide in-
depth attention to her trauma healing.  

The CTI’s non-clinical, human-centered approach to providing services and supporting
participants stood out to Ashley. "It doesn’t feel formal," she explained. "You're not going to a
place that is not going to be able to identify or has to go into the computer and Google how to deal
with you. They are you." In other words, Ashley felt as though she was among people who were
like her, who understood her and her experiences. In addition to the program’s approach, Ashley
also acknowledged the importance of the flexibility and relatability of the staff, many of whom
shared similar lived experiences. "Everybody that’s there came from somewhere," she said, noting
how this authenticity fostered trust and understanding.  

Since she began attending group sessions, Ashley found herself surrounded by understanding
peers and compassionate mentors. She highlighted the quality of the facilitators at CTI, “The
mentors that they have leading the groups are excellent.” The group discussions became a source
of strength and inspiration as participants shared their experiences and perspectives. “Bouncing
off of other people and hearing about their experiences and getting a new perspective, a new eye
on things in my life,” she reflected.
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Ashley’s ability to build connections with other participants and find strength in herself was also
fostered by the program’s group and one-on-one counseling services. She noted that the mix of
services provided an important balance between collective learning and individual focus.
Speaking about the group setting, she shared, “I get to hear other people's perspective on life, like
hear their journey and shit like that. Because I be feeling like sometimes my life be so worse, so
when I do hear other people's stuff, it makes me be a little, show a little gratitude.” However, the
one-on-one sessions were especially impactful, “In my one-on-ones, it’s more intense. I’m in there
crying.” 

Ashley described the unique sense of connection and comfort she felt in the CTI environment,
emphasizing the importance of being surrounded by people who truly understood her journey. “I
felt more comfortable with CTI and Exodus, you know, being around people that been through what
I've been through. So it's a relief, you know, a pressure alleviated that I know with somebody that
been through what I've been through and they want to help, you know, and it's a lot when somebody
has been where you've been through or probably is where you're at and still reaching out that hand,
you feel me? Saying if you need that help, come get that help. Come get it from me. Come get it
from us.” This sense of shared understanding made her feel safe enough to open up and process
her experiences. For Ashley, the CTI was not just a space for healing but a deeply empathetic
community where she felt truly seen, heard, and supported. 

Like Ashley’s story, research consistently demonstrates that social support and community
connection are critical in trauma recovery, contributing to greater resilience and reduced
psychological distress (Calhoun et al., 2022; Charuvastra & Cloitre, 2008). Peer support has been
shown to reinforce self-efficacy and facilitate post-traumatic growth by allowing individuals to
witness and share healing journeys in a supportive context (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). By
emphasizing the power of community, the CTI nurtures a space where participants feel
understood, validated, and empowered to confront their trauma, thereby enhancing their healing
and growth. 
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Cultivating Resilience and
Nurturing Hope for Healing 
“I definitely did receive a little bit of healing from like the
different perspectives and just knowing that like there was hope,
you know, I feel like the program, they really try hard to instill
hope into the lives of people that have been traumatized in any
way.” 

The CTI emphasizes the cultivation of hope and resilience as essential elements of trauma
recovery. By creating a safe and supportive environment, the CTI allows participants to confront
and process difficult experiences while witnessing the growth of others, fostering a shared sense 
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of meaning and motivation. This focus on resilience helps individuals acknowledge their traumas,
develop effective coping mechanisms, and gradually rebuild hope for the future.  

Mary came to the CTI while dealing with the trauma of her father’s recent passing. She described
her initial approach as seeking solace and distraction, saying, “I literally just walked in. I was going
through a lot of trauma... So I just walked in and I just decided to keep my mind busy with the
program.” While she didn’t have specific expectations, Mary hoped to learn coping mechanisms
to manage her grief and other life challenges. 

Throughout her time at the CTI, Mary found that the program offered more than she anticipated.
She credited the group counseling sessions with helping her gain new perspectives and
motivation. “The facilitator had a lot of insight and knowledge on the statistics of how a person can
overcome certain things,” she shared. These statistics became a turning point for Mary: “I
programmed my mind to be like: ‘I don’t want to be that statistic.’ So, I needed to make certain
changes.” 

Mary described finding hope in ways she didn’t expect, specifically from her experiences in group
sessions. “I definitely did receive a little bit of healing from like the different perspectives and just
knowing that like there was hope, you know, I feel like the program, they really try hard to instill
hope into the lives of people that have been traumatized in any way.” The feeling of hope Mary
described became a foundation for her journey, reinforcing her decision to engage fully with the
program after some initial hesitation. 

Mary also recognized that staff played a key role in supporting her through her healing journey.
She recounted a particularly meaningful session: “I was crying and [my counselor] said, ‘Yo, we got
you. We got you.’” This reassurance and emotional support gave Mary the confidence to keep
showing up and doing the work. 

The atmosphere of mutual respect and support – among both staff and participants – at CTI
stood out to Mary as unique. “It’s a rough world that we live in,” she said. “It’s nice to be able to go
places like this program they have here and to feel supported in the world.” This sense of
belonging allowed her to reflect on her challenges and begin her healing journey. She described
the overall environment as, “a very supportive atmosphere.” Through the program’s focus on hope
and resilience, Mary found it easier to deal with her father’s passing and provided her with the
tools necessary to begin healing. 

Like Mary’s experience at the CTI, research underscores the importance of resilience and hope in
trauma recovery, as both are linked to improved emotional well-being, greater adaptability, and
enhanced coping strategies in the face of adversity (Bonanno, 2004; Finstad et al., 2021). The
process of self-reflection, supported by trust and connection, enables participants to reinterpret
their experiences, fostering a transformative healing journey marked by self-efficacy and renewed
purpose (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Ungar, 2011). By prioritizing resilience, CTI empowers
individuals to reclaim control over their narratives and establish sustainable pathways to healing. 
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Central to the CTI’s healing philosophy is the emphasis on self-compassion, empowering
participants to prioritize their well-being and make choices that foster self-care and growth. By
consistently encouraging individuals to be gentle with themselves and practice self-compassion,
the CTI helps participants reclaim their sense of agency, set boundaries, and cultivate supportive
environments aligned with their healing needs.  

William recently joined the CTI seeking support for anger management and emotional regulation.
As a peer specialist with lived experience in the criminal-legal system, William recognized the
importance of self-care and wanted to address lingering challenges in his life. Reflecting on his
initial connection with the CTI, he shared, “I originally came [to Exodus] for anger regression
therapy... but they told me, ‘Maybe you just need to talk,’ and they brought me across the street to
CTI." 

The CTI stood out to William because of its unique approach of empowering its’ participants
through participant-led discussions. "They really let me have the floor and just talk my feelings," he
noted. He contrasted this with other programs where facilitators dominated the conversation: "In
other groups, facilitators just chat all day. Like, you can’t even barely say, ‘Yeah, today wasn’t a
good day for me.’" 

Through the CTI’s approach, William began to embrace mindfulness and self-compassion as
essential components of his healing journey. He reflected on how these lessons transformed his
daily life, sharing, “I learned to... take time for myself and to really invest in myself and be kind to
myself. And because that's what, that's one thing they used to say a lot, like, be kind to yourself,
show grace to yourself. And it takes a lot of practice in doing that. And I incorporate that every
single day.” 

For William, this shift in perspective made a tangible difference. Even small acts, such as treating
himself to a favorite meal or pausing to reflect on his progress, became moments of self-
investment and healing. These simple practices, paired with the CTI’s supportive environment,
helped him to cultivate a sense of self-worth and resilience that extended beyond the program.

William’s experience is in line with research that highlights the profound impact of self-
compassion on trauma recovery, noting that it reduces self-criticism, enhances emotional 

Embracing Empowerment and
Practicing Self-Compassion 
“I learned to... take time for myself and to really invest in myself and
be kind to myself. And because that's what, that's one thing they
used to say a lot, like, be kind to yourself, show grace to yourself. And
it takes a lot of practice in doing that. And I incorporate that every
single day.”  
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resilience, and fosters positive self-regard (Neff, 2003; Neff & Germer, 2013). Studies also show
that cultivating self-compassion enables trauma survivors to engage in healthier coping
strategies and reduces symptoms of post-traumatic stress, anxiety, and depression (Han & Kim,
2023). By nurturing self-compassion and empowerment, the CTI provides a foundation for
participants to regain control over their lives, make empowering decisions, and build nurturing
environments that support sustainable healing.  
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CONCLUSION

The CTI exemplifies a transformative approach to healing, one that extends beyond conventional
care models to holistically address the complex realities of trauma recovery. By prioritizing
emotional regulation, fostering personal growth, and creating spaces for meaningful connection,
CTI empowers individuals to navigate their healing journeys with resilience, hope, and agency. 

Participants’ stories illustrate how CTI’s trauma-informed practices serve as a catalyst for
profound change. Through programs focused on emotional awareness and regulation, individuals
gain the tools to understand and process their emotions, enabling them to break cycles of
maladaptive coping. For many, this foundational work leads to lasting emotional stability and
improved relationships, as evidenced by Robert’s journey toward empathy and self-compassion. 

CTI’s emphasis on self-care and personal investment further strengthens participants’ ability to
rebuild their lives. The encouragement to practice kindness toward oneself, as Kelly’s story
demonstrates, instills a renewed sense of self-worth and resilience. These practices empower
individuals to prioritize their well-being, fostering adaptive coping strategies that extend beyond
the program. 

Connection lies at the heart of CTI’s impact. The program’s supportive community provides
participants like Ashley with a safe space to share experiences, reduce isolation, and find
strength in shared understanding. The power of peer support is evident, as it validates individual
struggles while nurturing collective healing. 

Further, hope and resilience are recurring themes in the CTI experience. Through its focus on
transformation, the program instills optimism and encourages participants to confront past
traumas with courage. Stories like Mary’s highlight how CTI helps individuals reclaim purpose
and envision a future shaped by growth and possibility. 

Lastly, CTI’s commitment to empowerment and self-compassion fosters a sustainable approach
to healing. Participants like William embody how reclaiming agency and practicing self-kindness
lead to enduring emotional resilience and a greater capacity to thrive. 

Together, these interconnected pathways of healing showcase CTI’s comprehensive and
relational framework. By addressing trauma’s multifaceted impacts, CTI creates an ecosystem of
care that supports meaningful and enduring change for participants in their journeys toward
resilience, community, and personal transformation.  



10

REFERENCES

1. Bonanno, G. A. (2004). Loss, Trauma, and Human Resilience: Have We Underestimated the
Human Capacity to Thrive After Extremely Aversive Events? American Psychologist, 59(1), 20–28.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.59.1.20 

2. Bryant R. A. (2021). A critical review of mechanisms of adaptation to trauma: Implications for
early interventions for posttraumatic stress disorder. Clinical psychology review, 85, 101981.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.101981 

3. Calhoun, C. D., Stone, K. J., Cobb, A. R., Patterson, M. W., Danielson, C. K., & Bendezú, J. J.
(2022). The Role of Social Support in Coping with Psychological Trauma: An Integrated
Biopsychosocial Model for Posttraumatic Stress Recovery. The Psychiatric quarterly, 93(4), 949–
970. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11126-022-10003-w  

4. Charuvastra, A., & Cloitre, M. (2008). Social bonds and posttraumatic stress disorder. Annual
review of psychology, 59, 301–328. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.58.110405.085650

5. Fallot, R. D., & Harris, M. (2009). Creating cultures of trauma-informed care (CCTIC): A self-
assessment and planning protocol. Community Connections.  

6. Finstad, G. L., Giorgi, G., Lulli, L. G., Pandolfi, C., Foti, G., León-Perez, J. M., Cantero-Sánchez, F.
J., & Mucci, N. (2021). Resilience, Coping Strategies and Posttraumatic Growth in the Workplace
Following COVID-19: A Narrative Review on the Positive Aspects of Trauma. International journal
of environmental research and public health, 18(18), 9453.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18189453  

7. Gratz, K. L., & Roemer, L. (2004). Multidimensional assessment of emotion regulation and
dysregulation: Development, factor structure, and initial validation of the difficulties in emotion
regulation scale. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 26(1), 41–54.
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:JOBA.0000007455.08539.94  

8. Han, A., & Kim, T. H. (2023). Effects of Self-Compassion Interventions on Reducing Depressive
Symptoms, Anxiety, and Stress: A Meta-Analysis. Mindfulness, 1-29. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-023-02148-x 

9. Herman, J. (1997). Trauma and recovery: The aftermath of violence - from domestic abuse to
political power. Basic Books.

10. Neff, K. D. (2003). Self-Compassion: An Alternative Conceptualization of a Healthy Attitude
Toward Oneself. Self and Identity, 2(2), 85–101. https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860309032

11. Neff, K. D., & Germer, C. K. (2013). A pilot study and randomized controlled trial of the mindful
self-compassion program. Journal of clinical psychology, 69(1), 28–44.
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.21923 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0003-066X.59.1.20
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.58.110405.085650
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18189453
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860309032


11

12. Padesky, C. A., & Mooney, K. A. (2012). Strengths-based cognitive-behavioural therapy: a four-
step model to build resilience. Clinical psychology & psychotherapy, 19(4), 283–290.
https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.1795

13. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). (2014). SAMHSA’s
concept of trauma and guidance for a trauma-informed approach (HHS Publication No. SMA 14-
4884). U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Retrieved from http://store.samhsa.gov  

14. Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (2004). Target Article: "Posttraumatic Growth: Conceptual
Foundations and Empirical Evidence". Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 1–18.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1501_01 

15. Ungar M. (2011). The social ecology of resilience: addressing contextual and cultural
ambiguity of a nascent construct. The American journal of orthopsychiatry, 81(1), 1–17.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.2010.01067.x

16. van der Kolk, B. A. (2014). The body keeps the score: Brain, mind, and body in the healing of
trauma. Viking. 


