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What is “trauma”?
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What is “Trauma”?:

“Overwhelming demands placed 
upon the physiological system

that result in a profound felt sense 
of vulnerability and/or loss of 

control.”

R.D. Macy

What if the bear 
takes your fish?
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Arvidson, 2012

Physiology of the Human Stress Response

Threat

• Activation of  Threat Appraisal System
• Increased Lymbic System Activity
• Activation of  Sympathetic Nervous System

Survival 
Response

• Fight, Flight or Freeze
• Survival Oriented Behavior

Post-Stressor

• Continued Arousal
• Difficulty Modulating 

Arvidson, 2012

• Physiological Changes in Brain 
Structure and Function, 
Shrinking if  Amygdala, 
Prioritization of  Stress Pathways

Adaptation of  Brain 
Processes and 

Structure

• Difficulty with Affective 
(Emotional and Behavioral 
Regulation)

Chronic Exposure 
to Stress Hormones

• Shift from Developmental to 
Survival Oriented Behavioral 
Pattern

Exploration and 
Learning are 
Sacrificed for 

Survival

What is “Complex Trauma”?

 Dual Definition:

 Exposure to multiple traumatic events, frequently 
within a caregiving system that is supposed to be the 
source of safety and stability

 Impact of those events, across domains of 
development, on both immediate and long-term 
outcomes
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 Mean Age of Onset:  5.0 (SD = 2.8)
Median:  5.0

Min, Max:  0, 13.0

Child Trauma Exposure: Age of 
Onset in NCTSN

Early Exposure: Over 1/3 of the 
sample is adolescent and yet 98% 
of clinicians surveyed report 
average age of onset under 11
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Complex Posttraumatic Sequelae: 
Most Frequent Difficulties (NCTSN Survey)

ACEs and suicide attempts

S.H. Dube et al. (2001) JAMA v 286:3089-96
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907-762-2817


