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What is trauma?



Big T and Small 
t trauma

Small ‘t’ traumas for the most part would not 
lead to the development of pure PTSD 
symptoms, it is possible that a person can 
develop some trauma response symptoms.  
Examples: Interpersonal conflict, Infidelity, 
Divorce, Abrupt or extended relocation, 
Legal trouble, Financial worries or difficulty

One small ‘t’ trauma may not lead to 
significant distress, but multiple 
compounded small ‘t’ traumas, particularly 
in a short span of time, are more likely to 
lead to an increase in distress and trouble 
with emotional functioning.



Big T and Small 
t trauma (cont)

A large-T trauma is distinguished as an 
extraordinary and significant event that leaves 
the individual feeling powerless and 
possessing little control in their environment.

Examples: natural disaster, terrorist 
attack, sexual assault, combat, a car or plane 
accident, etc.

One large ‘T’ trauma is often enough to cause 
severe distress and interfere with an 
individual’s daily functioning, and this effect is 
intensified the longer avoidance behaviors 
endure and treatment is circumvented.



Trauma related diagnosis



Post Traumatic Stress Disorder



PTSD Criteria C-G

Criterion C: avoidance (one required)

Avoidance of trauma-related stimuli after the trauma, in the following 
way(s):

Trauma-related thoughts or feelings

Trauma-related external reminders  (Triggers)

Criterion D: negative alterations in cognitions and mood (two 
required)

Negative thoughts or feelings that began or worsened after the trauma, 
in the following way(s):

Inability to recall key features of the trauma

Overly negative thoughts and assumptions about oneself or the world

Exaggerated blame of self or others for causing the trauma

Negative affect

Decreased interest in activities

Feeling isolated

Difficulty experiencing positive affect



Trauma 
reactions

Fight

Response: Attack, 
Confront, Dominate

Emotion: Anger, 
Irritable

Flight

Response: Run, Hide, 
Quit

Emotion: Denial, 
Anxiety

Freeze

Response: Comply, 
Surrender

Emotion: Shutdown, 
Empty, Numb



Complex 
Trauma

Complex trauma refers to a series of 
traumatic events that take place over a 
long period of time, like months or years.

• sexual abuse or incest

• ongoing physical or emotional abuse

• chronic neglect or abandonment

• medical abuse or medical trauma

• torture or being held captive

• parentification (children taking on adult rules)

• human trafficking

• genocide campaigns

• living in a war zone or area of civil unrest



Symptoms of Complex 
Trauma 



Recovery from Complex Trauma and PTSD

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). In this form of therapy, you explore the 
relationship between your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Once you become 
aware of the connections, you may be able to change your actions.

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR). Bilateral Dual 
Attention Stimulus used to assist Client to reprocess traumatic events and form 
new beliefs around them.

Internal family systems (IFS). With this approach, you learn how to integrate the 
different parts of your personality into one whole “Self” to reprocess traumatic 
events in a way that can no longer harm you.



Recovery from 
Complex 
Trauma and 
PTSD (cont)

Somatic (body) therapies. Since trauma lives 
in the limbic area of the brain and not the 
frontal cortex (the part of the brain that talks in 
therapy), somatic therapies or body-centered 
therapies can teach your body that it does not 
have to be prepared for trauma all the time.

Dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT). This 
approach can be effective for people who live 
with borderline personality disorder (BPD), 
which has many overlapping symptoms with 
complex trauma. In this treatment approach, 
you learn mindfulness, radical self-acceptance, 
and distress tolerance.



Self Care is imperative in 
recovering from Trauma



Helpful reading about 
Trauma



Guided 
Imagery 



Questions?



Thank You!

Amy Dillon Cody, MSW, LISW

www.dilloncodytherapy.com

amy@dilloncodytherapy.com

http://www.dilloncodytherapy.com/

