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Maryland Volunteer Lawyers Service (MVLS)
MVLS removes barriers to justice through free civil legal help, community 
engagement, and advocacy for equitable laws.

• Advanced Directive/Living Will/Power of
Attorney

• Bankruptcy
• Child Custody
• Child Guardianship
• Collection of Debt
• Credit Repair/ID Theft
• Consumer Disputes
• Criminal Record Expungement, Shielding,

& Vacatur

• Deed Changes
• Divorce
• Estate Administration
• Foreclosure
• Income Tax Disputes
• Landlord/Tenant Disputes
• Name/Gender Marker Changes
• Property Tax Sale
• Wills Preparation
• Special Education Project



MVLS’ Partnership with the 
Human Trafficking Prevention Project
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Maryland Volunteer Lawyers Service has been partnering with the Human Trafficking Prevention 
Project (HTPP) since 2016.

The HTPP primarily serves anyone across the gender spectrum who has: 
 Experienced sex and/or labor trafficking; and/or,
 Traded sex for any reason, including by choice, out of circumstance, or due to coercion

For clients who meet the above parameters, or who have experienced FV/IPV, SA, or CA, the 
partnership offers comprehensive legal services, including representation with:
 Criminal record relief - including consultations and full rep w/expungement, shielding and vacatur
 Consumer debt maƩers , with a focus on credit/debt consultaƟons and credit repair under DBRA
 Family law maƩers, such as divorce/custody
 Name and gender marker changes , tax disputes, estate planning, etc.



What is Trauma?
A serious injury or shock to the body, as 
from violence or an accident.

An emotional wound or shock that creates 
substantial, lasting damage to psychological 
development. 

An event or situation that causes great 
distress and disruption.        

"A traumatic experience occurs when an individual subjectively experiences a 
threat to life, bodily integrity, or sanity." (Katz and Haldar)



The most obvious examples:
 Exposure to violence - including physical abuse or sexual assault
 Accidents
 Natural disasters

What else can cause trauma?
 Discrimination based on internal characteristics – racism, sexism, transphobia,

etc.
 Living in or in proximity to poverty, systemic neglect/betrayal
 Experiences in systems and institutions – this can include exposure to the

attorneys, law enforcement, courts, social workers, etc.!

What Causes Trauma?



Common Reactions to Trauma 

 Shock, anger, nervousness, fear, guilt, anxiety, and inability to concentrate.
These symptoms typically reduce over time.

"[An] emotional response to a terrible event like an accident, rape, or natural disaster. 
Immediately after the event, shock and denial are typical. Longer-term reactions include 
unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships, and even physical symptoms 
like headaches or nausea. While these feelings are normal, some people have difficulty 
moving on with their lives." (American Psychological Association).

 If symptoms do not reduce one month after the traumatic event, this may
indicate the development of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)



What Can Trauma “Look Like” When Working with Clients?



Trauma occurs along a continuum 
from singular to chronic

Complex trauma commonly results 
from extended exposure to trauma

Complex trauma is associated with an 
increase in symptoms both in number 
and severity, as well as in type

Symptoms of Complex Trauma: 
Inability to regulate emotions/self-

destructive impulses
Amnesia and dissociation
Chronic guilt/intense shame
Trauma bonding
Intense difficulties with trust and

intimacy
Attempts at self-medication
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Trauma & Memory
"A traumatic experience occurs when an 
individual subjectively experiences a threat 
to life, bodily integrity, or sanity."

- (Katz and Haldar)

Trauma can damage the hippocampus, 
which is the area of the brain responsible 
for memory storage and retrieval.

Traumatized brains may not process or 
store memories in the same way as non-
traumatized brains.

Accurate, consistent, linear memory recall 
is often a hallmark of believability in the 
legal system!

Human Trafficking Prevention Project 



Common Reactions to Trauma - in a Legal Context
Clients who have experienced trauma may:

 Be grappling with reoccurrence of psychological symptoms

 Avoid or be fearful of appointments, court dates, etc.

 Be forgetful of important details or dates

 Direct negative behaviors toward attorneys or social service providers

 Have significant fear or distrust of law enforcement, attorneys, court personnel
and/or social service providers

 Normalize their experiences of trauma and exploitation



Common Reactions by the Legal System to People 
Who Have Experienced Trauma
 Labeled “treatment-resistant” or “difficult.”

Assumption of untruthfulness and/or potentially re-offending

Harsher punishments/sentences

 Seen only as a collection of symptoms rather than a person who is struggling

Trauma-Informed Lawyering Adjusts the Attorney-Client 
Relationship, Combat Implicit Bias AND Bridges Critical Gaps in 

Understanding for Third Parties



What Does Being Trauma-Informed Mean?

Being Trauma-Informed Means:

Using a model rests on empathy, responsive listening, and restraint from judgement

Asking “What happened to her/him/them?” vs. “What’s wrong with
her/him/them?”

Being Trauma-Informed ALSO means understanding self-destructive behaviors
(self-injury, substance use, aggression, chronic inaction, etc.) as attempts to cope
with past trauma rather than as character flaws.

Excuse vs. Explanation



13

Lorilei Williams, “An Anti-Racist Approach to Trauma Informed Lawyering” Shriver Center. 
https://www.povertylaw.org/article/trauma-informed-lawyering/



Preparing For a Client Meeting or Interview
Logistics and information to get to your office or the space where you are meeting:
 Ensure they can travel – costs/money, mobility, childcare, safety, etc.
 Have you provided directions, parking options, info on public transit routes?
 What to expect when they enter the building – security, present ID, be photographed, face 

assumptions if they have a right to be in the building/space
 How to contact you if needed

Prepare the space:
 Room set up - furniture, people, access to exit, etc.
 Documents – including extra copies
 Supplies for the client – notepad, pens, sticky notes, fidget bowl

When they arrive – small talk and checking in regarding basic needs (restroom, water, etc.)



Trauma-Informed Interviewing
Be Purposeful in How You Ask Questions

• Examine your mindset before a meeting or call, and try to avoid creating a narrative based on
assumptions about the client

• Have a Legal Basis for the Questions Being Asked

• Ask Open-Ended Questions
Who, What, When, Where, How… Why?

• Provide Context
 Give some introductory information before asking can help the individual to understand

the purpose behind your question
Avoid accusatory questions, especially if they concern topics that are typically used to

blame people for what has happened to them, like sexual behavior or drug use



Trauma-Informed Interviewing

Notice/Validate the Survivor’s Experiences and Feelings

• Active Listening
Mirroring Client Statements:  “So, after your landlord evicted you, you felt scared

thinking about your family’s future.”
 Labeling Feelings:  “It sounds like that experience was really scary/painful/stressful

for you.”

• Passive Listening
 Be mindful of body language, eye contact, verbal cues, etc.



Trauma and Memory – Practice Tips

What are your assumptions around memory, storytelling, and narratives??

Remember that some clients (including some survivors of trauma) may not tell their 
stories in a linear way
 Use alternatives to a linear list – spokes on a wheel, thought map, etc.
 Use locations as a grounding point, when you were in this state, this town, this job, etc.

Use orienting dates and events to help organize memories - do PREP WORK with 
documents and evidence you have on hand

If conflicting info is presented, highlight the need to sort through it as a part of the client 
having agency in helping organize the narrative, so they do not feel as if you think they are 
lying!



Trauma-Informed Interviewing:  Triggers

What is a Trigger?
 Sounds
 Smells
 People
 Expressions
Words/Phrases
 Feelings
 ….pretty much anything



Anticipating Triggers
 Explain things in advance – consider preparing a roadmap for client!

 Clarify support system availability/plan for what to do if support is needed

 Be sensitive to the number and gender identity/presentation of the people in the
room

 Offer options in the physical space and comforting things in the room

 Use open body language

 Be considerate with notetaking – consider assistant or handwriting

 Offer breaks

Watch for changes in affect, avoidance/sidetracking, etc.



Responding to Triggers
Ask What Would Help:
• “Would you like a moment to yourself/take a bathroom break/visit with your sister in the

waiting room?”
• Offer water, tea, etc.
• Say you need a break – you can put the need for a pause on yourself, not the client!

Help Them Get Grounded in the Present:
• “I like your shoes.  Are they comfortable?”
• “We can just sit here as long as we need to.  We are OK right now, here in this space.”
• “Is it hard for you to focus on these questions?  Some people say that just taking a

minute to notice yourself breathing in and out is helpful.”



Combating Bias: Case Strategies
 Consider using social workers, mitigation specialists, and experts to help construct a
client’s story

 Address common victim-blaming narratives rooted in bias

 Humanize your client by allowing courtroom actors to see, hear, sense, and feel the
client’s experiences

 Help courtroom actors understand that bias and trauma have real, measurable
neuropsychological consequences

 Educate that things that may trigger judgements – e.g. substance abuse, trading sex -
is not a character flaw, but often an attempt to self-medicate trauma symptoms and
other mental health concerns



Vicarious or Secondary Trauma

Stems from exposure to the pain, fear, and trauma of others. It is different from 
burnout!

Symptoms may mirror those of traumatized clients: 
 Behaviors including exhaustion, anger, and irritability
 Interpersonal relationships may be impacted
 Job performance may suffer through tardiness, decreased work quality, and

avoidance of work with traumatized clients
 Personal values and beliefs may be impacted by the development of feelings of

apathy, detachment or hopelessness
Worldview and sense of purpose may be compromised



DON’T:

 Have overly visible reactions to the information your client shares

 Label the client or pathologize their experiences

 Ask any questions that you don’t have a legal basis for

 Behave or use language in a way that reinforces feelings of shame

 Chastise clients who have difficulties with eye contact, maintaining contact, etc. –
instead help problem solve!
 Assume that a survivor views their perpetrator negatively or that the survivor’s
traumatic experience was entirely negative

Trauma-Informed Lawyering – Best Practices



Trauma-Informed Lawyering – Best Practices

DO:
 Understand that structural forms of oppression (poverty, redlining, etc.) and
experiencing constant discrimination/bias (racism, transphobia, etc.) can be as
deeply traumatizing as a traumatic event

 Pay close attention to your client’s physical and emotional well-being when in
legal spaces – your office, the court, etc.

If you have concerns about implicit bias from other actors/parties, be clear about
those concerns and develop a strategy in consultation with your client

 Center the client and their agency throughout your representation

Understand that trauma manifests itself in many ways, and that there is no “right”
way to be a victim/survivor



“Traumatic experiences shake the foundations of our beliefs 
about safety and shatter our assumptions of trust. 

Because they are so far outside what we would expect, these 
events provoke reactions that feel strange and ‘crazy’ .... 
[E]ven though these reactions are unusual and disturbing, 
they are typical and expectable.

By and large, these are normal responses to abnormal 
events.”

-David Baldwin
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Available at: https://docs.rwu.edu/rwu_LR/vol30/iss2/6

McConnell, Sarah and Lunetta, Leah (2025) "Paradoxical Pedagogy: Teaching Trauma-Informed 
Principles Within a System Built on Emotional Detachment," Roger Williams University Law 
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Available at: https://docs.rwu.edu/rwu_LR/vol30/iss2/4

Pena, Claudia (2019) “Trauma Abounds: A Case for Trauma-Informed Lawyering,” UCLA 
Women's Law Journal: Vol. 26: 1.
Available at: https://escholarship.org/content/qt7mx6n04n/qt7mx6n04n.pdf
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Thank you!

Heather Heiman, Esq.
Manager, MVLS HTPP Partnership

Maryland Volunteer Lawyers Service
hheiman@mvlslaw.org

443-451-4075

Sign up to volunteer by visiting www.mvlslaw.org! 
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