
 

The Impacts of Trauma 

The impact of trauma is individual and unique to each person.  Trauma affects us 

physically, behaviourally, emotionally, spiritually; it affects our relationships and even 

affects how our brain functions.   

The neurobiology of trauma is how trauma affects our body, brains and nervous 

system. 

Our nervous systems are designed to be alert to danger, to scan the environment, to 

make sure we survive, to stay alive. 

Part of our brain called the limbic system lights up like an internal alarm system 

going off inside.  When we perceive danger we release stress hormones into our 

bodies to make our muscles stronger, make our senses sharper, to get away from 

danger quicker.  

When we perceive that the danger has passed, those stress hormones reduce and 

the internal alarm system reduces and turns off. 

For someone abused in childhood, in their young life or for a very long time, what 

happens is our internal alarm system remains on, it gets stuck on high. 

We are startled very easily, it makes sleep very difficult because we are always in a 

state of high alert; it makes it hard to read social cues appropriately or facial 

expressions. 

We might perceive danger that’s not actually there; but our internal alarm system 

continues to ring to tell us there is danger.   

The problem with this is it makes it difficult for our thinking brain the pre frontal cortex 

to step in to think clearly and make good decisions.  It makes it difficult to turn down 

that alarm.   

Therapy can help to soothe that system, turn down that internal alarm.  Things like 

meditation, hypnotherapy and mind body practices can help to settle your system, to 

get that limbic system and pre frontal cortex system in your brain working together.   

Learning how to soothe yourself, how to calm yourself actually helps you to live your 

life more present, to be able to make decisions more clearly, to respond to things in 

your environment and not just react from a place of fear.  
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

The amygdala in the brain responds to both negative and positive stimuli, but it’s 

particularly attuned to identifying potential threats in the environment.  The more the 

amygdala responds to negative images, the more likely people are to have 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. 

 Intrusive thoughts (unwanted memories) 

 Mood alterations (shame, blame, persistent negativity) 

 Feeling anxious and ‘jumpy’ for no reason 

 Hypervigilance (exaggerated startle response) 

 Avoidance (of all sensory and emotional trauma-related material) 

Unexpected rage or tears, shortness of breath, increased heart rate, shaking, 

memory loss, concentration challenges, insomnia, nightmares and emotional 

numbing can hijack both an identity and a life (World of Psychology).  

Flashbacks 

A flashback can feel as though you are actually being drawn back into the traumatic 

experience, like it is still happening or happening all over again.  They can occur 

uninvited, stirring up images, sensations, and emotions of the original event.  A 

flashback can be so overwhelming to one’s sense of reality, that many who suffer 

from them believe they are reliving or re-experiencing their trauma.  A flashback is 

able to mimic the real thing because it provokes a similar level of stress in the body.  

The same hormones course through your veins as did at the time of the actual 

trauma, setting your heart pounding and preparing your muscles and other body 

systems to react as they did at the time (Rothschild, 2010)   

A flashback is not a repetition or replay of a past event; it is a memory of that event.  

This is the case no matter how intense it is, or whether it can fool your mind into 

believing the trauma is really happening again or still going on. 

Triggers 

Someone who has experienced a traumatic event may sometimes feel that they 

have ‘got over it’, until they are confronted with a reminder that triggers symptoms 

again.  Those affected may also develop other anxiety disorders (such as phobias or 

social anxiety), depression, or problems with alcohol and drug use. 

Relationships 

Post-traumatic stress disorder can have a big impact on relationships.  When a 

person tries to block out painful memories it can appear that they are irritable or 

uninterested in others (Sane Australia).  

The Dysregulated Post-Trauma Brain   

Throughout the brain several chemical and biological imbalances can present after 

trauma.  Their effects are especially exacerbated by three major brain function 

dysregulations. 



 Overstimulated amygdala 

An almond-shaped mass located deep in the brain, the amygdala is responsible for 

survival-related threat identification, plus tagging memories with emotions.  After 

trauma the amygdala can get caught up in a highly alert and activated loop during 

which it looks for and perceives threat everywhere. 

 

 Underactive hippocampus 

An increase in the stress hormone glucocorticoid kills cells in the hippocampus, 

which renders it less effective in making synaptic connections necessary for memory 

consolidation.  This interruption keeps both the body and mind stimulated in reactive 

mode as neither element receives the message that the threat has transformed into 

the past tense. 

 

 Ineffective variability 

The constant elevation of stress hormones interferes with the body’s ability to 

regulate itself.  The sympathetic nervous system remains highly activated leading to 

fatigue of the body and many of its systems, most notable the adrenal. 

 

How Healing Happens 

While changes to the brain can seem, on the surface, disastrous and representative 

of permanent damage, the truth is that all of these alterations can be reversed.  The 

amygdala can learn to relax; the hippocampus can resume proper memory 

consolidation; the nervous system can recommence its easy flow between reactive 

and restorative modes.  

The key to achieving a state of neutrality and then healing lies in helping to 

reprogram the body and mind (World of Psychology).   

 

  

Google Dr Daniel Siegel presenting a Hand Model of the Brain – YouTube 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm9CIJ74Oxw  
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