What is trauma?
Introduction
A trauma is an event or set of events that exceed our ability to cope or to integrate the feelings
resulting from the experience. A trauma often involves a real or perceived threat to life or
bodily integrity either for ourselves or someone else, and often involves a sense of helplessness
in the face of that threat. However, increasingly mental health professionals are defining a
trauma subjectively - if you feel something was traumatic, then it was traumatic for you.
Why are some people more able to cope with trauma?
Our response to and ability to cope with trauma is impacted by a number of factors including
genetic vulnerability (what were our parents’ and grandparents’ experience of trauma?), the
presence or absence of contextual protective or exacerbating factors (how many things and
people in my life are helpful and supportive?), the degree to which we experienced the trauma
as a connective or a disconnecting experience (have I gone through something which brought me
closer to others or cut me off from others) and our life history (how secure and stable has my
life been up to this point?). We know that these are all factors which impact how we cope with
and recover from trauma but it is still somewhat unclear why some people are more resilient in
the face of trauma.
Some people go through a traumatic experience and are able to integrate that experience into
their sense of themselves and their lives. Many people are impacted for a period of time and
then are able to integrate their experience with no or few longer lasting effects. Others are
impacted in a more lasting way and may fit some or many of the diagnostic criteria for PTSD (see
separate support sheet on PTSD)
How can I recover from a trauma?
Most people recover from trauma without the need for any particular or professional
intervention but for some people the impact can be longer lasting and more disabling. If this is
the case for you, you might want to consider:
Increasing self care: looking after ourselves well is always important but particularly important
(and often harder to do) when we have experienced a trauma. We are all different and so it’s
worth thinking of, and maybe making a list of things / people / activities which make you feel
better about yourself and your life.
Activities which help to regulate your system: trauma has a significant impact on our whole
system (see below) so it’s worth thinking about activities which help steady your system. For
some people it’s helpful to engage in physically intensive activities such as running, boxing,
going to the gym. For others, it is more helpful to do something calming such as meditation,
sewing, sudoku, a gentle walk or stroking an animal. Think about what helps you; it might be
useful to make a list.
Therapies: there are all sorts of different therapies available for people who have experienced a
trauma and even when you have made a decision to seek help, it can feel difficult to decide
what sort of therapy might eb right for you. Our support sheet on ‘Who’s who of therapy and
counselling’ hopefully provides some information about how to navigate all the different types of
help available. Here it’s worth saying that seeking help from a qualified therapist who you trust
and with whom you feel safe and heard can be very helpful for some people.
Cultural variations
We have learned that trauma is something which is managed and processed differently in
different cultures. Cultures and societies which place more emphasis on community manage
traumatic events through engagement with the community. Cultures and societies which are
more individually focused may be more prone to PTSD following a trauma. But remember that
your experience is yours and is unique.

Connection and disconnection
We are more likely to be impacted by a trauma if it creates or exacerbates a sense of
disconnection and we are more likely to cope if we have, maintain, or create a sense of
connection. For example, people who have gone through a trauma together can feel closer to
each other and we see this in the collective response to community disasters. If the trauma is
something we experience in isolation and is something we feel unable to speak about with
others, it is likely to have a more lasting impact. This is usually the case in sexual trauma (see
below)
'Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most important aspect of mental
health; safe connections are fundamental to meaningful and satisfying lives.' Bessel van der Kolk
Am I going crazy?
No, you are not going crazy. Some of the symptoms of trauma can feel very frightening but they
are your body and mind's natural responses to what happened to you. In fact, a traumatic
response is our body and mind’s extraordinarily smart survival response (see below)
Ready for some science?
The neuroscience of trauma
When we are in a traumatic situation, our body-mind responds very swiftly and instinctively to
ensure our survival.
Changes in cognitive function:
In a trauma, our pre-frontal cortex, the part of our brain which manages logical thought,
language, planning, holistic assessment, is severely inhibited or may shut down altogether.
Instead our response is governed by the amygdala which manages our fight, flight, freeze, or
friend response. This response is swift, instinctive and acts to ensure our immediate survival.
Physical changes:
There are a number of automatic physical changes which occur in a trauma which again ensures
our survival. Among other changes, our heart rate rises, our breathing becomes more shallow,
flooding our system with oxygen, all our muscles contract, we release adrenalin and cortisol, our
gastro-intestinal system slows or shuts down. These changes prepare us to fight or to run away.
Sometimes (and this is a more likely response when we are helpless in the face of the trauma
and is almost always the case when we are a child) we freeze and are unable to act, vocalise or
even move.
Sometimes people feel they should have fought or run away, that they should have acted, but in
fact our body-mind changes often make it impossible for us to do so. Again, this was our system
acting in the best way to ensure our survival. It is instinctive and completely beyond our
conscious control and was geared to ensure our survival through extreme circumstances.
More lasting cognitive and physical changes
Some people who have been through a trauma can stay 'stuck' in a hyper-aroused state and this
can make day to day life extremely difficult and in fact terrifying, because your body-mind is
reacting as if the trauma is still happening. Sometimes people's trauma reaction is 'triggered' and
you can suddenly feel that you are back in the traumatic situation. If this persists, it can lead to
difficulties in functioning and coping which is called post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). For
more information, please see our separate helpsheet on PTSD.
I have experienced sexual trauma
Trauma can be but isn’t always about a threat to our lives. A sexual assault or sexual abuse is
about an abuse on our bodily integrity. It is about an attack on a core aspect of our identity. In
the case of sexual abuse and assault, our mind-body will activate a survival response whether or
not our actual physical survival was threatened or not.
I am a man who has experienced trauma
Because of the way in which men and boys are often socialised, it can feel harder for a man to
say he has been traumatised because it usually involves profound feelings of helplessness and
powerlessness. Remember, trauma is about our body-mind’s survival response in the face of

overwhelming threat to our survival. Anyone, regardless of gender or physical strength and
capacity, can experience a trauma and struggle to cope in the aftermath of trauma.

If you have or think you have experienced trauma, please do get in touch. You can
chat in confidence to one of our helpliners on our webchat or textchat via our
website
www.survivorsuk.org

