
“Trauma is not what
happens to us.

Trauma is what
happens inside us.”

By GABOR MATE



There are various definitions
of trauma in the literature.

Diagnostically, trauma has been
defined from the framework of
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD; DSM-5) which involves
a person being exposed to a
traumatic event where the

person was confronted with
event(s) that involved the

actual or threatened death
or serious injury, or threat
to the physical integrity of
self or others (APA, 2013).

However, the focus on physical
injury or threat fails to consider

the psychological injuries or
threats that undermine self-

structures and related mental
capacities (Sanderson, 2010).

What is trauma?



A broader definition of trauma has
been defined by Dr. Peter Levine
as “Any unresolved autonomic
nervous system response. It’s
about the nervous system’s
response to an event, not

necessarily the event itself.
Events can affect each of

us very differently.”

What is trauma?



In other words, trauma is when our
nervous system is dysregulated and

fails to return to equilibrium.

This can happen when distressing
or disturbing event overwhelms
the individual's capacity to cope,
causing feelings of helplessness-

powerlessness, and where the
individual does not have access

to necessary resources (e.g.
support system) to help them

cope following the event.

The extended impact of the
person's nervous system being
unable to return to equilibrium
has an impact on the person's

experience of their sense of self,
affective experiences, mental

processes, interpersonal relations,
and ways of relating to life.

What is trauma?



Shapiro (2001) made a differentiation
between “big” traumatic events that

involve life-threatening events vs “small”
traumatic events that refer to adverse
life experiences that can also leave a
damaging impact when a person is

unable to process and make sense of
(i.e., integrate) those experiences.

Big “T” vs small “t”



Death

Accidents

Sexual Abuse

War

Natural Disasters

Domestic Violence

Life Threatening
Illnesses or Surgery

Examples of big “T”



Being frequently dismissed
and/or invalidated.

Parents not “seeing” you (e.g. 
only seeing yout achievements,
comparing you to others)

Being frequently criticised
or shamed or ridiculed

Frequent and/or intense
parentalconflict

Being shamed for normal
developmental behaviours.

Discrimination

Scrutiny on everything that you do

Experiencing a medical crisis

Examples of small “t”



While “small” traumatic events
can appear as a part of normal

living and people may access
their own resources to heal these

wounds without professional
care, many are unable to,

especially when these events
happened when the individual

was younger and therefore
had fewer resources to process

what has happened at
both an intellectual and

emotional/physiological level.

In addition, our nervous system
does not differentiate between

a big 'T' or a small 't' event, it
simply experiences the impact of

wounding events (see Marich, 2014).



1. Acute Stress Disorder

Single traumatic event that occurs to someone's
life (e.g., car accident, sudden death of a loved
one, robbery)

Symptoms (e.g., hyperarousal/on-edge,
flashbacks, nightmares etc) are normal
physiological

Symptoms typically resolve within the firts month

 

2. PTSD

Symptoms such as intrusive images, avoidance,
negative beliefs increase arousal, reactivity

Symptoms persist beyond one month

First trauma primes system for chronic PTSD

Types of trauma
(Anderson, 2021)



3. Complex PTSD or Relational Trauma

Repeated Interpersonal violation with no escape

Core PTSD symptoms plus difficulties with emotional
regulation, relational difficulties, alterations in
attention and consciousness, negative beliefs, and
somatic distress

4. Developmental Trauma

Relational trauma in childhood

Look at what developmental stage the trauma
occured to assess impact it had on brain
development and symptom production

5. Extreme or Dissociative Trauma

Dissociative identity disorder (DID)

Life threat and escape

Dissociation along a spectrum LS

Types of trauma
(Anderson, 2021)
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Childhood neglect (e.g. parents not
being around much, emotional
needs being ignored, lack oftouch)
 

Abuse of all kinds (verbal, relational,
psychological, emotional, espiritual)

Overwhelming news

Parents giving more authority to
children to make decisions, rather 
than taking the lead

Vicarious trauma

Bullying

Keeping family secrets

Losing a loved one (including pets)

Examples of small “t”


