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What are the issues?

Physician and global trauma expert Gabor Maté has famously said that "[tJrauma is not what
happens to you... It is what happens inside you because of what happened” (see Maté and Maté
2022, 16). Trauma is sometimes conceived as an “unhealed wound” that can have physical,
psychological or even spiritual effects (Maté 2022, 16). Public policy and its implementation often
deal with issues that are traumatic by nature. This may range from policies related to sexual
violence, to the experiences of First Nations people, victims of modern slavery, or welfare
recipients. Citizens suffering under addiction may also exhibit various forms of trauma that coexist
alongside the manifestations of the addiction.

Public sector studies are increasingly focusing on ethical policymaking and governments are
placing more emphasis on the role of empathy in generating integrity in public administration and
leadership (Ball 2025; Mussagulova 2024; O’Flynn 2025), including through the concept of “positive
public administration” (Lucas et al 2024). Policymaking and leadership models need to be not only
more empathetic but also more trauma-informed but this second area has received less attention.
Clearly defining “trauma-informed policy-making” and linking it to leadership models are core
considerations of the Fellowship.

Public sector leaders at both state and federal levels of Australian policymaking must develop
policies that are responsive to, and address, the needs of traumatised populations and traumatic
events. Possible responses include changes to modes of service delivery, substantive policy
development and the management of teams at risk of vicarious trauma themselves. Leadership
frameworks that are not trauma-informed raise ethical, work health and safety and employment
law risks for these leaders.
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At the same time as trauma is a vital consideration for public administrators, the concept of
“trauma-informed” is defined in conflicting ways, creating uncertainty. My earlier work (Boucher
2025) identifies substantial variation in the concept of “trauma-informed” as defined across major
Australian policy documents, sometimes inconsistently with one another, although many drawing
from the work of the United States Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA 2014, 10-11). In reviewing these documents (i.e. AHRC 2020; 2022; 2023; 2025; SafeWork
Australia 2022; SafeWork NSW 2023) and extending them to generate more detailed definitions of
the concept of “trauma-informed,” | draw upon research from social work and social science
interviewing methods.

This preliminary policy analysis that focuses on trauma-informed policy delivery to survivors of
workplace sexual violence has attracted the attention of public sector leaders from a variety of
Commonwealth agencies and departments. This Fellowship intends to follow up on this interest
with agencies to support capability.

Why does this matter?

The growing attention to trauma-informed policy-making observable in recent APS policy
documents substantiates the intention of the Fellowship to investigate in collaboration with
policymakers how governance and leadership capability frameworks can be extended to support
public sector leaders in achieving trauma-informed approaches. The Integrated Leadership System
(ILS) SES profile of the Australian Public Service Commission (APSC) will be examined through a
trauma-informed lens and exemplars of best practice developed among public service leadership
to build capability to identify and manage vicarious trauma among staff working with and for
vulnerable citizens. The APSC has expressed interest in assisting with the Fellowship.

This project resonates with the ANZSOG 2030 Strategy (ANZSOG 2025) to craft public sector
capabilities, deal with policy complexity (trauma-intensive policies are thematically complex) and
draws in the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait people who have deep knowledge in
trauma-healing practices. In fact, First Nations research globally emphasises the role of group and
social conditions, particularly the role of the state, in achieving trauma-healing processes, as
opposed to focusing narrowly upon the individual (Linklater, 2014, 22).

The approach

The Fellowship combines a mix of policy and non-academic engagements and outputs that are
used to engage ANZSOG, the APS, the APSC and the APS Academy in this programme of research.
The policy engagements and outputs include:
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APS engagement and outputs

e Interviews and focus groups in Canberra and Sydney with senior APS officials across a range
of departments and agencies on their approach to trauma-informed leadership and areas
for future improvement.

e Masterclass presentation to the APS Academy on this topic.

ANZSOG engagements and outputs

o The Fellowship will offer a range of engagement activities and related outputs across
ANZSOG, the media and the academy.

Academic engagement and outputs

e Presentations at relevant conferences: i.e Australian Political Studies Association 2026;
Public Policy Network Conference 2027; American Political Science Association General
Meeting 2027.

e Academic engagementin ANZSOG’s academic community with other fellows and ANZSOG
staff

e 2xacademic journal articles on trauma-informed public sector leadership

e Master Class with the APS Academy.

Bringing impact into practice

Fellowship “Success” can be measured as delivery of all proposed outputs. Longer term, “success”
would see a broader discussion of trauma-informed concepts within government policy-making
and the adaptation of trauma-informed leadership frameworks at both state and federal levels, as
well as potential offerings on this topic to the APS Academy.

The Fellowship brings a variety of benefits. The first mutual benefit is relational. ANZSOG’s
outstanding relationship with state and federal Australian governments will support the Fellowship
in developing and broadening these relations to a wider array of policy holders and leaders.

Second, intellectually and substantively, the work will extend from sexual violence to a wide array
of policy subsystems in Australian Commonwealth policy domains, and to broader questions of
leadership capability and administrative processes that cut across multiple departments and
agencies. In this regard, ANZSOG’s outstanding reputation across government will be essential and
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the work will build upon and model itself on some existing ANZSOG reports, such as Breckenridge
and collaborators (2021) “Organisational policies and responses to employee disclosures of
domestic and family violence and sexual assault.”

Working with and alongside the APSC and APS government officials will assist in developing best
practice options in leadership capability frameworks and policy-making from the perspective of
those dealing with these issues every day in their work. This will ensure that the Fellowship is
practical and grounded in real-work challenges that policy-makers currently face in their work.

References

AHRC [Australian Human Rights Commission]. 2020. Respect @ Work: National Inquiry into Sexual
Harassment in Australian Workplaces. https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-
type/publications/respectwork-sexual-harassment-national-inquiry-report-2020

AHRC [Australian Human Rights Commission]. 2022. Time for respect: Fifth national survey on sexual
harassment in workplaces. https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-
type/publications/time-for-respect-2022

AHRC J[Australian Human Rights Commission]. 2023. Person-centred and Trauma-informed
Approaches to Safe and Respectful Workplaces Factsheet.
https://humanrights.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0022/56182/Factsheet_-_person-
centred_and_trauma-informed_approaches_to_safe_and_respectful_workplaces.pdf

AHRC [Australian Human Rights Commission]. 2025.The Speaking from Experience Report: What
needs to change to address workplace sexual harassment. https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-
hub/by-resource-type/reports/sex-and-gender-rights/the-speaking-from-experience-report

ANZSOG [Australian New Zealand School of Government]. 2025. The ANZSOG 2030 Strategy,
https://anzsog.edu.au/app/uploads/2025/02/ANZSOG-2030-Strategy-Brochure.pdf

Ball, S. (2025). Doing the right thing, not just doing the right thing: the importance of explicitly ethical
policy advice. Australian Journal of Political Science, 60(2), 163-176.

Boucher, A. (2025, July 2-4). Centering victim survivor voices in the study of sexual violence and
migration: An intersectional and trauma-informed approach. Creating a new generation of
intersectional-informed policy. ICPP7 Conference, Chiang Mai, Thailand.

Breckenridge, J., Singh, S., Lyons, G. and Valentine, K. (2021) Organisational policies and responses

to employee disclosures of domestic and family violence and sexual assault. Evidence Base, vol.2 ,
DOI: 10.21307/eb-2021-002

Academic Fellows Program


https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/publications/respectwork-sexual-harassment-national-inquiry-report-2020
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/publications/respectwork-sexual-harassment-national-inquiry-report-2020
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/publications/time-for-respect-2022
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/publications/time-for-respect-2022
https://humanrights.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0022/56182/Factsheet_-_person-centred_and_trauma-informed_approaches_to_safe_and_respectful_workplaces.pdf
https://humanrights.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0022/56182/Factsheet_-_person-centred_and_trauma-informed_approaches_to_safe_and_respectful_workplaces.pdf
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/reports/sex-and-gender-rights/the-speaking-from-experience-report
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/reports/sex-and-gender-rights/the-speaking-from-experience-report
https://anzsog.edu.au/app/uploads/2025/02/ANZSOG-2030-Strategy-Brochure.pdf

6 ANZSOG

Linklater, R. (2014). Decolonising Trauma Work: Indigenous Stories and Strategies. Halifax and
Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing.

Maté, G. and Maté, D. (2022). The Myth of Normal: Trauma, illness and healing in a toxic culture.
London, Vermillion.

Mussagulova, A. (2024). How is empathy used in public service? A systematic literature review,
Public Management Review, 1-25, https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2024.2438891

Lucas, P., Nabatchi, T., O’Flynn, J. and ‘tHart, P. (2025). Pathways to Positive Public Administration:
An International Perspective — Successful Public Governance Series. Edward Elgar.

O’Flynn, J. (2025). Foundations for a more human(e) government: Reflections at a transitional
moment. Australian Journal of Public Administration, 84(3), 455-594.

SafeWork Australia. 2022. Managing psychosocial hazards at work: Code of practice.
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/model_code_of practice_-
managing_psychosocial_hazards_at_work_25082022_0.pdf

Safe Work NSW. 2023. SafeWork NSW Respect at Work Strategy: preventing sexual harassment.
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-10/respect-at-work-strategy-2023-2027.pdf

SAMHSA [Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration]. (2014). SAMHSA’s Concept
of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach, Rockville MD.
https://www.health.ny.gov/health_care/medicaid/program/medicaid_health_homes/docs/samhsa
trauma_concept_paper.pdf

Academic Fellows Program


https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2024.2438891
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/model_code_of_practice_-_managing_psychosocial_hazards_at_work_25082022_0.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/model_code_of_practice_-_managing_psychosocial_hazards_at_work_25082022_0.pdf
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-10/respect-at-work-strategy-2023-2027.pdf
https://www.health.ny.gov/health_care/medicaid/program/medicaid_health_homes/docs/samhsa_trauma_concept_paper.pdf
https://www.health.ny.gov/health_care/medicaid/program/medicaid_health_homes/docs/samhsa_trauma_concept_paper.pdf

ANZSOG

anzso g.edu.au



	Developing a framework for trauma-informed policy-making and policy leadership capability
	Associate Professor Anna Boucher, University of Sydney
	What are the issues?
	Why does this matter?
	The approach
	Bringing impact into practice
	References


