
Recovering from a disaster

The project will develop standardized design 
guidelines to promote trauma-informed 
communications and interactions between 
agencies and disaster survivors. The work will 
start with collecting and assessing current 
communication resources, tools, and resources. 
The design work will involve prototyping and 
testing new templates and methods that promote 
a trauma-informed approach.

Customer pain point: 
The project responds to how disaster survivors 
engage with multiple Federal agencies throughout 
their disaster recovery journey, without a 
consistent style, tone, approach, or adequate 
levels of trauma-informed care. For many, the 
confusing and complicated process can result in 
re-traumatization.

Key outcomes:
The trauma-informed care project will result in 
increased survivor comprehension and level of 
engagement with assistance programs.

Design phase project measures:
• Increased numbers of participating agencies 
that agree to continue to adapt, and plan to 
adopt, design guidelines

• Feedback from disaster survivors, including 
small business owners, on the degree that 
they feel supported and respected through 
their interactions with Federal agencies 
implementing design guidelines for in-person, 
online, and in written touchpoints 

• Improved experience measures such as 
trust and satisfaction in sample populations 
compared to the baseline in real-world tests 
of revised communications using the design 
guidelines 

The project will help agency and front-line staff 
have the knowledge, skills, and support to take 
a trauma-informed approach when engaging 
disaster survivors. Ultimately, it will result 
in a more sensitive and responsive recovery 
experience for people impacted by disasters.

Target milestones in 2023 include: 
• Host Whole Community Advisory Sessions 
with disaster recovery stakeholders, including 
people with lived experience in surviving a 
disaster; these sessions will engage a diverse 
community about the project and surface their 
perspectives and buy-in

• Assess tools and resources – including peer-
to-peer approaches – that currently support 
trauma-informed knowledge-building and 
identify gaps the project can fill

• Build and prototype draft Federal Disaster 
Design Guidelines and other trauma-informed 
tools with users to gauge their applicability and 
make changes according to user insights

Primary deliverables in 2023 include: 
• Interim Federal Disaster Trauma-Informed 
Communication Design Guidelines, including 
baseline template for integrated disaster 
overview on available assistance 

• First iteration of a tool to support staff capacity 
and training efforts

Building a Trauma-
Informed Care 
Approach

Project Summary

Project Objectives

Measures of Success

2022 LIFE EXPERIENCE DESIGNATION CYCLE

Collaborating agencies: 
DHS (FEMA), HHS (SAMHSA), 
HUD, SBA

Foundation: 
Discovery Research & 
Life Experience Charter

https://www.performance.gov/cx/life-experiences/recovering-from-a-disaster/
https://www.performance.gov/cx/life-experiences/recovering-from-a-disaster/


Recovering from a disaster

The project will define and blueprint an end-to-end 
view of the effort required of disaster survivors and 
small business owners to apply for, maintain, and 
receive Federal disaster assistance benefits. The 
burden estimate provides a baseline measure to 
calculate the impact of improvement efforts. The 
project will also support government-wide CX efforts 
by piloting a burden baseline methodology/calculator.

Customer pain point: 
Disaster survivors often have a limited understanding 
of what to expect when seeking government disaster 
support and all that is required to apply for, maintain, 
and receive assistance. A survivor’s access to 
assistance depends on how much time they can spend 
seeking it. Traveling to Disaster Recovery Centers and 
other sites can be costly and time-consuming for some 
people. Often, when a survivor cannot afford to take 
time off work, seeking assistance is delayed or never 
initiated. Survivors may have to expend considerable 
effort to maintain their eligibility for assistance and 
ensure they receive full assistance.

Key outcomes:
Federal agencies and delivery partners involved 
in disaster recovery utilize the burden baseline 
toolkit for service improvements. HISPs, other 
Life Experience teams, or Federal agencies use 
the toolkit to understand customer experience 
burden baselines.

Design phase project measures:
• The developed methodology generates 
an accurate and verified calculation of the 
customer experience

• Federal teams tackling more integrated 
assistance experience and improvement 
of forms for assistance utilize the resulting 
calculation to pinpoint targeted improvements

• Adoption of the methodology by other Life 
Experience and HISP teams to create a holistic 
estimation of burden

The project will create a method for calculating 
end-to-end burden using a uniform baseline 
methodology to capture psychological, learning, 
and time costs. High Impact Service Providers 
(HISPs) and agencies can utilize the example 
and toolkit for their burden assessments and to 
measure improvements and cost savings. 

Target milestones in 2023 include: 
• Collect program data from across agencies for 
core disaster assistance services

• Conduct burden analysis through user research 
and quantitative analysis

• Validate findings with stakeholders and subject 
matter experts

• Build the end-to-end summary and burden 
calculator for receiving Federal disaster 
assistance

Primary deliverables in 2023 include: 
• End-to-end burden calculations and measures 
for Federal disaster assistance, with specific 
points of high burden for priority opportunities 
to tackle through integrated disaster assistance 
efforts and improvement of forms

• Toolkit for HISPs, other Life Experience teams, 
and Federal agencies to conduct end-to-end 
burden assessments and baselines 

Calculating a More 
Holistic Burden 
Estimate
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