
What is trauma? 
We often think of trauma as dramatic events, such as sexual abuse, violent 

assault, or natural disasters like tsunamis, bushfires and earthquakes. 
But trauma is not what happens to you – trauma is what happens inside you 

when you experience events that are too overwhelming to cope with. 

What is complex (or ‘developmental’) trauma? 

“Complex trauma is cumulative, underlying and interpersonal.” Blue Knot 

“After trauma the world is experienced with a 
different nervous system.”* 

The experience of trauma physically affects the 
brain. It also affects the nervous system, hormonal 
system and cardiovascular system. There is no part 
of the body that is not affected. 

The body’s response to traumatic events gets us 
ready to take action to survive: to run for cover, 
fight a bear, climb a tree. Your heart beats faster 
and harder, your breathing becomes shallow and 
quick, your blood rushes away from your brain to 
your muscles and they tense for action. 

This automatic response in our bodies is very useful 
– it can keep us alive in dangerous situations. But 
our bodies respond the same way when we feel in 
emotional danger, even if our physical safety is not 
at risk. And when the sense of danger is extreme, 
happens too often or continues too long, lasting 
changes can happen in the brain and nervous 
system. After these changes, your body may find it 
hard to return to a normal, balanced state. You may 
trigger into this ‘fight or flight’ state more easily and 
often, and stay in it longer, than other people – zero 
to 100 in a millisecond. You may “idle too high”, 
never quite getting back to a fully relaxed state. 

“These post-traumatic reactions feel 
incomprehensible and overwhelming. 
Feeling out of control, survivors of trauma 
often begin to fear they are damaged to 
the core and beyond redemption”* 
  

Some of the effects that trauma may leave 
behind in your body, brain and mind include: 

Hypervigilance: you may ‘jump’ or startle easily, 
be constantly scanning for danger, and feel you’re 
constantly expecting something bad to happen. 

Hyper-arousal: you may be agitated, tense, highly 
alert, panicky. Your heart may flutter or pump too 
hard, and you might breathe rapidly or hold your 
breath. You might talk really fast, in a loud or 
high-pitched voice, and you might find you easily 
get irritable or aggressive, or get angry really fast. 

Hypo-arousal: you may feel flat, tired, withdrawn, 
lethargic and ill. You It might be hard to get up 
the motivation to do anything or talk to anyone. 

Hyper-arousal and hypo-arousal put us outside 
the ‘window of tolerance’ – the calm state where 
we are best able to learn, remember and relate to 
others. When your nervous system is hyper or 
hypo aroused, the rational ‘pre-frontal cortex’ of 
your brain doesn’t work properly, making it hard 
to think clearly, plan, and remember things. This 
gets in the way of doing the things you need and 
want to do in life, especially if it happens often.  

Flashbacks & nightmares: Because traumatic 
experiences affect the part of the brain that 
understands time, you may feel as if those past 
events are happening now. You may see events 
replay like a movie, or experience them as 
nightmares. More subtly (especially after complex 
trauma) you might feel physical and emotional 
states that belonged to the past in response to 
current events; or react to people and events 
around you now as if they were part of those old 
experiences – perhaps without even realising it. 

Cumulative means that it builds up over time. This 
is not about a single dramatic event, or even 
multiple events – it’s a pattern that you 
experienced in a relationship, over an extended 
time frame. (You may also have experienced 
incident-related trauma [dramatic events], with 
the same people or others.) 

Interpersonal means that it happens in 
relationships. Complex trauma is what happens 
when you don’t feel safe with the people whose 
job it is to keep you safe. Usually this happens in 
childhood and often refers to parents or 
caregivers, or others who had a responsibility to 
protect you. 



“Patients often complain 
about a vague sense of 
emptiness and boredom 
when they are not angry, 
under duress or involved in 
some dangerous activity.”* 

Underlying means that although you may also 
have experienced incident-related trauma (at the 
same time, or later), many of the issues that 
trouble you come from what you experienced in 
close early relationships. It also reminds us that 
traumatic incidents such as sexual abuse or 
violence are often the most dramatic expression 
of an ongoing, broader pattern of abuse and 
neglect which in itself has deep effects. 

“Many people may not be aware of the 
connection between their “crazy” feelings and 
reactions and the traumatic events that are 
being replayed. They have no idea why they 
respond to some minor irritation as if they were 
about to be annihilated.”* 

Complex trauma can be ‘invisible’. You may never 
have been hit or sexually assaulted, and maybe 
you always had shoes and clothes and enough to 
eat; but for some reason, you didn’t feel safe with 
or protected by the adults whose job it was to 
care for you. 

Complex trauma is also called ‘developmental 
trauma’ because it often happens while you’re 
growing up, when your body, brain, mind and 
personality are still developing. This may mean 
that you developed in different ways to children in 
safer environments, and might mean that you 
missed out on learning personal, emotional and 
social skills to help you deal with life.  

Because of this, in addition to those above, 
complex trauma has some legacies of its own. 

Some of the lasting effects of complex trauma: 

Emotional dys-regulation: Complex trauma often 
means growing up without adults who show you 
that it’s safe to feel strong feelings, and how to 
come out of those emotional states and return to 
calm. Those skills are called ‘emotional 
regulation’. If you weren’t taught this, you may 
find you trip easily into intense emotional states, 
and find it hard to calm down. 

Cognitive dys-regulation: You may find it hard to 
think calmly about problems, order your thoughts, 
‘look on the bright side’ or take a balanced view, 
because no-one taught you to think that way.  

“The challenge is not so much learning to accept 
the terrible things that have happened, but 
learning how to gain mastery over one’s internal 
sensations and emotions.”* 

‘Depersonalisation’ & numbing: When people 
experience unbearable events, they sometimes 
‘disconnect’ their bodies and minds from what is 
happening around them. Later in life this can leave 
you feeling numb or 
‘dead inside’.  

You may feel you 
can’t enjoy 
anything, or that 
you’re not fully 
alive, or feel 
disconnected from 
what’s around you. 

Numbing can also result from incident-related trauma. 

Shame: Children who experience complex trauma 
often blame themselves. This can leave you feeling 
ashamed of your feelings and thoughts, of your 
past and your present, and of the effects trauma 
has on your life. You may have been left with 
‘shame scripts’ – “Nothing I do is good enough,” 
“People don’t want me around,” “I don’t deserve 
good things” or even: “Nothing really bad 
happened to me, what do I have to complain of?” 

Fragmentation of ‘self’: Maybe you’ve heard 
extreme examples of people with “split 
personalities”, but mostly it’s less dramatic. You 
may feel like ‘who you are’ is different in different 
situations, or changes when you encounter certain 
people or triggers. This may include changes to 
your feelings, thoughts and behaviours. It can feel 
confusing and might make it hard to be consistent 
with decisions and relationships.  

This might cause you to do things you’re 
embarrassed about later, or be unable to predict 
how you’re going to behave. You may even find 
that sometimes, or always, you feel like you have 
no ‘sense of self’ at all. 

Traumatised minds make traumatised choices. 
You may have made choices you’re unhappy 
about, and blame yourself for, not knowing they 
are a result of the trauma you experienced.  

You might find you respond to minor irritations 
and problems like it was ‘life or death’. This can be 
embarrassing and can get in the way of managing 
your life. 

“It takes tremendous energy to keep 
functioning… the survivor’s energy now 
becomes focussed on suppressing inner 
chaos.”* 



 

Trauma affects relationships: 

People who have experienced trauma often find 
they’re isolated, or struggling with relationships.  

You may feel it’s ‘easier to be alone’, or you might 
want to be around people but find it difficult. 
Other people sometimes find it uncomfortable to 
be around the effects of trauma, like hyper- 
arousal, hypo-arousal or emotional dysregulation, 
and it’s common for trauma survivors to feel 
ashamed or embarrassed about these symptoms. 

 

As a child maybe you learned not to trust people, 
even (or especially) those you love most. This may 
mean that as an adult you find it hard to trust, or 
fear rejection. You may tell people too much too 
soon about yourself, or find it hard to open up. 
You may feel very tense in social situations. If you 
grew up with complex trauma, you likely didn’t 
see adults using the skills and behaviours of 
healthy friendships and relationships, so you may 
not be sure what that would even look like.

 “You don’t need a history of trauma to feel self-conscious and even panicked at a party with strangers – 
but trauma can turn the whole world into a gathering of aliens.”* 

 

 

Help and hope 

“For real change to take place, the body needs to learn that the danger has passed  
and to live in the reality of the present.”* 

Trauma changes the body, the brain and the way you think and feel, and those changes 
may hang around long after the events that caused them. But it’s not a life sentence. 

Skilled practitioners who understand the effects of trauma can help you reset your body 
and brain, adjust your feelings and perceptions, and learn skills that you have lost or 
never learned. 

People who live with the effects of trauma have often made many attempts to find help. 
You may have tried psychologists, counsellors, therapists, self-help books, internet videos, 
new-age healers, natural therapies, or pure ‘self-discipline’.  

If they weren’t based on knowledge of the effects of trauma, these probably didn’t make 
much difference to your experience. And very few people can straighten out the effects of 
trauma on their own. Complex trauma happens in relationships and it’s in safe 
relationships, with someone who understands the effects of trauma, that it can heal. This 
can be tough to accept if you have good reasons not to trust people.  

Seek out a therapist with a ‘trauma-informed’ approach – look for these words on their 
website, or use them when you call to enquire. Keep searching until you find someone 
who you feel really understands ‘what goes on’ for you, and offers you tools that make a 
difference. Help and hope are out there. Your life can change. 
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