TO BOLDLY GO:
Harnessing the Power of Pop Culture for Use in Trauma-Informed Care

WORKSHOP GOALS
During this workshop, we hope to help you to
• Develop an understanding of how pop culture
explores trauma symptoms and reactions
• Explore how pop culture can be used as a tool to
recognize, define, and cope with trauma
• Learn how pop culture figures and stories can be
used to promote wellness and resilience

TRAUMA 101
• Trauma as defined by SAMHSA (2012) has three elements

• Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, or set of
circumstances that is experienced by an individual as overwhelming or lifechanging and that has profound effects on the individual’s psychological
development or well-being, often involving a physiological, social, and/or
spiritual impact.
• Acute trauma usually involves a single experience
• Complex trauma involves multiple or prolonged traumatic events
• Most child abuse/neglect cases, especially those involving a caregiving
relationship, are complex trauma

TRAUMA SYMPTOMS/REMINDERS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Flashbacks
Nightmares
Recurring thoughts
Sleep issues/disturbances
Fatigue/exhaustion
Aches and pains
Nausea & stomach pain
Heart palpitations
Changes in appetite/weight
Easily irritated
Depressed
Anxious
Changes in mood
Forgetfulness
Less social
A decline in quality of work
Lack of clarity
Negative thoughts

• Using negative coping skills
• Engaging in addictive/harmful behaviors
• Challenges in interpersonal relationships and
communication
• Cynicism
• Disorganization
• Being overly pessimistic or critical
• Anger/handling anger in inappropriate ways
• Having an emotional reaction that is beyond what the
situation may entail
• Avoiding places, people, situations, thoughts, and feelings
that remind you of the trauma
• Working hard to not think about/have feelings about the
trauma
• Having negative thoughts or beliefs about the world
• Feeling like you are always in danger
• Being on “high alert” all of the time
• Being jumpy
• Having trouble focusing
• Isolating from others

POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER

POP CULTURE
• Officially, pop culture is defined as popular culture that is disseminated
through mass media and is aimed at younger people
• We can also define pop culture as anything in our culture that is popular or
widely accepted by a large group of people
• This can include slang words, social media platforms, books, movies,
television shows, clothing, hobbies, food, leisure activities, video games,
sports, brands, and toys and games.
• Simply put, pop culture typically includes things that people consider to be
“cool”, “hip”, and “trendy”
• Pop culture brings people together!

TRAUMA STORIES IN THE MEDIA
• Oftentimes, our most common examples of trauma outside of our own experiences
come from pop culture
• Trauma stories are popular subjects in media
• Storylines about trauma tend to be riveting and dramatic – some forms of media use
this to create a buzz or start a conversation to draw an audience
• Trauma is universal, even if we don’t like to talk about, so storylines about trauma
can be relatable and thought-provoking
• Trauma storylines can be a risky move – why?

• How many examples from the following explore trauma?
•
•
•
•

Movies?
Television shows?
Books?
Comics?

WHAT MESSAGE DOES THE MEDIA
SEND THROUGH TRAUMA STORIES?
• The good
• Trauma happens to most people, even if experiences are individual – you are not
alone
• You can overcome trauma
• Trauma can have a “happy” ending (what we may call “post-traumatic growth” in
psychology)

• The bad
• Trauma cannot be overcome OR it is nearly impossible to overcome
• Trauma destroys everything good in your life

• The ugly
• Trauma causes mental illness/psychological disorders
• Some characters experience so many traumas over and over again that it loses
impact or promotes inaccurate information

DISCUSSION
• In small groups, discuss examples in the media that show the
good, the bad, and the ugly in terms of traumatic events
and trauma symptoms and reminders among characters.

HOW IS POP CULTURE HELPFUL WHEN
WORKING WITH TRAUMA VICTIMS?
• Everyone has a story to tell
• Pop culture can give someone the words that they need to tell their story

• Everyone’s been through something
• Pop culture can help someone feel as if they are not alone – in a variety of ways

• We have the power to overcome – which is not forgetting about trauma or
downplaying trauma, but learning to live with and heal from trauma
• Pop culture can show us how we can do that

WHAT IS RESILIENCE?
• Remaining stable with healthy levels of psychological and physical
functioning in the face of disruption or chaos; the ability to adapt to stress,
adversity, trauma or tragedy (Daniels, 2007).
• Resilience means being able to adapt to life’s misfortunes and setbacks.
• People with resilience harness inner strengths and rebound more quickly from
a setback or challenge, whether it’s a job loss, an illness or the death of a
loved one.
• Resilience won’t necessarily make your problems go away, but it can give
you the ability to see past them, find some enjoyment in life, and handle
future stressors better.
• Resilience can be defined as the ability to recover from setback, adapt well
to change, and keep going in the face of adversity.

HOW CAN WE PROMOTE RESILIENCE
AND COPE WITH TRAUMA?
• Develop effective coping skills

• Utilize your supports
• Realize the impact of your choices – and embrace your opportunities to
make choices that will bring about change

• Make meaning

How does pop culture illustrate these skills?

EFFECTIVE COPING SKILLS
Carol Danvers/ Captain Marvel

Marvel Universe
Physical Activity

Katniss Everdeen
The Hunger Games
Mindfulness

Nature
Hobbies
Physical Activity

UTILIZE YOUR SUPPORTS

Dana Scully
The X-Files
Ask for help!
Work on being
able to admit that
you need help

Buffy Summers
Buffy the Vampire
Slayer
Make your needs
a priority
Be open with your
family and friends

Barbara Gordon /
Batgirl/ Oracle
DC Universe
Talk to a
professional

UTILIZE YOUR SUPPORTS

Katniss Everdeen
The Hunger Games
Finding support from people
with similar struggles and
experiences

Natasha Romanoff / Black Widow
Marvel Universe
Gaining strength and confidence
from your allies

EMBRACE CHOICES FOR CHANGE

Natasha Romanoff /
Black Widow
Marvel Universe
Rewriting your story
Remembering that
your story isn’t over yet

Diana Prince /
Wonder Woman
DC Universe

Choosing
compassion over
isolation

Wanda Maximoff /
Scarlet Witch
Marvel Universe

Own it!
Do your own thing.

MAKE MEANING
Princess Leia

Star Wars
Finding a purpose
Living your values

Hermione Granger
Harry Potter

Even challenges can become
strengths

DISCUSSION
• What are examples of resiliency and overcoming
trauma that you’ve seen in a movie, book, or TV
show that you enjoy?

