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Trauma

Trauma is any experience or series of experiences 
that make the individual feel that he or she is in 
danger of dying, or of being emotionally “wiped 
out” or annihilated.

“An experience becomes traumatic when the 
human organism becomes overwhelmed and 
reacts with helplessness and paralysis”

Bessel van der Kolk
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A major trauma could be:
Ø Sexual Assault
Ø Physical Assault
Ø Verbal/Emotional Abuse and Manipulation
Ø War
Ø Natural or manmade disasters
Ø Invasive medical procedures/Catastrophic 

illness
Ø Traumatic grief
Ø Bullying
Ø Powerlessness to act on one’s own behalf
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Ø Duration
Ø Intensity of stressor
Ø Time of day 
Ø Warning
Ø Intentionality/preventability
Ø Scope
Ø Support system

Some contributing factors to trauma:

Not all stressful events result in 
a lasting problem
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Ø Previous history of traumas/stressors/abuse
Ø History or family history of mental illnesses
Ø Inherent resilience/vulnerability
Ø Substance abuse
Ø Difficult relationships/poor attachment to 

others.  This is especially true if the trauma 
has been caused by another person or people.

Individual factors also affect 
impact of trauma/stressor:
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Ø Poverty
Ø Racism and oppression
Ø Not being accepted
Ø Not being able to do what others do
Ø Moving to a new home or significant change at 

home
Ø Knowing that one is “different” than others
Ø Not being listened to
Ø Being misunderstood
Ø Failing at a task

Trauma could be:
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“Big T” and “little t” Trauma

Ø “Big T” trauma: A single devastating event.

Ø “Little t” trauma: Repeated small events that 
make you feel helpless, misunderstood, 
devalued or powerless.

“’Big T’ is like being attacked by a bear…‘little t’ 
is like being attacked by ducks.”

-Steve Click, Ohio Highway Patrol
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Trauma Affects How:

Ø you are aware of your sensations, feelings and  
thoughts and where your body is.

Ø you fall asleep, digest food, fight off disease

Ø you react, think, judge the intentions and actions 
of others, solve problems, get your needs met, and 
imagine your future.
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Trauma Affects How:

Ø you understand emotions and feel empathy for 
others.

Ø you can take risks, tolerate discomfort, trust 
others, and experience intimacy.

Ø how much you see yourself and other people as 
valuable, worthy, and loveable.
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Trauma Symptoms

Traumatic stress symptoms come in four 
clusters:

1. Hyper-vigilance

2. Avoidance

3. Intrusion

4. Negative Alterations in Cognition and Mood
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Ø Startling easily/frequently

Ø Irritability

Ø Difficulty concentrating

Ø Difficulty relaxing

Ø Difficulty falling or staying asleep

Ø Needing to be near or in sight of exits; agitation when 
blocked

Hyper-vigilance
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Ø Can’t remember important parts of the trauma

Ø Much less interest in significant activities

Ø Feeling detached from others

Ø Narrow range of emotions, numbness

Ø Lack of a sense of future

Avoidance (formerly Constriction)
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Ø Flashbacks

Ø Nightmares

Ø Disturbing images/thoughts/fantasies

Ø Physical response (sweating, shaking, freezing, 
lashing out) to internal or external triggers that 
resemble the event

Intrusion
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ØOverly negative thoughts and assumptions about oneself or 
the world

ØExaggerated blame of self or others for causing the trauma

ØNegative affect

ØDecreased interest in activities

ØFeeling isolated

ØDifficulty experiencing positive affect

Negative Alterations in 
Cognition or Mood
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Five Reactions to 
a Threat 

Fight

Flight

Freeze

Fawn

Collapse/Dissociate
Sometimes people can have more then one response, 
such as fighting until the stress is prolonged and then 
collapsing. 
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“The state becomes a trait” 

People living with continual fear become 
“brainstem driven”, in a constant state of 
trying to survive.

Enduring behaviors or habits result, even if 
not triggered at any given moment.
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Trauma Responsive Care:
Safe, Connected and In Control

People suffering from traumatic stress need to 
feel:

Safe 

Connected 

In Control
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Trauma Responsive Care

Universal

Relational

Agency-Wide
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If we don’t feel safe, 
connected and in control of 
ourselves, we cannot help 
others feel that way. 
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