
The following information has been directly taken from an article called Understanding the
Impact of Trauma and was published as part of a collaborative project called Trauma Informed
Care: Perspectives and Resources.  This collaboration was between JBS International, Inc. and
Georgetown University National Technical Assistance Center for Children’s Mental Health. Only
a word here and there has been added by TruConnection.

This article was originally aimed towards helping adults understand the impacts of childhood
trauma in particular.  It is important to remember, however, that this information can also be
applied for situations of adulthood trauma.  We all have that inner child self.  Understanding that
trauma affects any person at any age is the first step in healing our collective trauma.  Let us
take command of our lives again and remember that we are resilient conscious beings and we
have the power to RESPOND to the trauma that life inevitably brings.  If you experienced
trauma as a child, or as an adult, or are the parent/guardian of a child who has, we believe,
scientifically know, and have experienced that (JFB) Myofascial Release is the ultimate therapy
for truly healing yourself and your children of the resulting pain and dysfunction of trauma.
These treatments will allow you to rid yourself of the trauma that is still taking up space in your
mind and body (and your spirit/energy body), and return to your authentic self!
~ love, TruConnection

Trauma has a powerful capacity to shape a child’s physical, emotional, and intellectual
development, especially when the trauma is experienced early in life. Trauma can profoundly
alter an individual’s life course and diminish innate resilience.  Continual exposure to threatening
situations can make a child’s brain prisoner to its “fight, flight, or freeze” response.  In turn, it
becomes difficult for an individual to build meaningful relationships and may even make it
difficult to reach out for help.  Proper screening for and assessment of trauma’s impact are
important because children who have experienced trauma are often misunderstood and treated
as oppositional or depressed.  This is often because their coping mechanisms are being
mistaken for “bad” or “unusual” behavior. Screening and assessment are also crucial because
they afford the opportunity to intervene and change the trajectory of a child’s life.  This
opportunity is especially significant when considering that maladaptive behaviors resulting from
trauma and even an outlook on life are often passed down to future generations.

What is trauma?
● Trauma refers to an event that threatens the life or integrity of the individual or a loved

one, such as physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, death of a parent,
witnessing domestic violence, abandonment/neglect, natural disasters, war, community
violence, or medical issues and surgery.

● Traumatic Stress is the physical, mental, or emotional impact of that event, which can
have serious effects on physical and mental health.  Traumatic events can be acute, that
is, short lived, or chronic.

● Chronic Trauma is a recurring event over a prolonged period.
● Complex Trauma refers to both the chronic traumatic events and the resulting emotional

and physical effects. This is potentially most harmful because it impairs the individual’s
ability to develop and maintain relationships, and because it is trauma at the hands of



someone whose job is to love and protect rather than cause harm. Complex trauma also
includes the combination of different types of traumatic events, for example, witnessing
domestic violence, personal experience of physical and emotional abuse, or witnessing
community violence.

● Toxic Stress is the result of repeated exposure to traumatic events, such as child
abuse, that activate the body’s stress response system.

Trauma is a significant concern from a public health perspective because it has been linked to
chronic health problems such as heart disease, liver disease, and early death, as well as
mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders.  No less profound is the toll persistent exposure to
trauma exacts on individual lives.  The body’s natural, healthy response to trauma is to increase
heart rate, blood pressure, and stress hormones.  However, if a child’s stress response is
persistent, the development of brain architecture and other organ systems can be disrupted,
resulting in disease and cognitive impairment that extend into adulthood. Children who
experience toxic stress can come to view almost any situation as a threat--an outlook that
distorts their worldview, makes building trusting relationships difficult, and impedes cognitive and
social functioning.

Effects of Trauma on the Brain
Trauma affects brain development, causing structural and hormonal changes that manifest in
adverse physical  and mental outcomes. Neuroscientists studying the brain have learned how
fear and trauma influence a child’s developing brain.   The brains of children are very malleable
because they are still building the internal connections that will help maturing children acquire
new skills and adapt to changing environments.  The young brain’s malleability is a strength; it
can help children deal with novel, even traumatic situations.
By contrast, if exposure to stress and trauma is unrelenting, the brain adapts in ways that can
make learning and socialization difficult.  For example, when confronted with a dangerous
situation, the brain initiates the fight, flight, or freeze response.  Although this response is helpful
in getting through brief, stressful situations, persistent exposure to toxic stress during childhood
can have serious developmental consequences that may last well past the time of stress
exposure. Constant exposure to stress can induce the following in children:

● A persistent fear response that “wears out” neural pathways
● Hyperarousal that causes children to overreact to non-threatening triggers
● Dissociation from the traumatic event in which the child shuts down emotionally
● Disruptions in emotional attachment, which can be detrimental to learning

These findings highlight the need to reexamine how we address the needs of traumatized
children with an eye on both the impact of trauma on the developing brain and the influence of
trauma on an individual’s history and environment.

Intergenerational and Historical Trauma

Intergenerational trauma results when disturbing experiences are not addressed and their
emotional and behavioral legacy is passed down from parents to their children.  Parents who
experienced persistent trauma in childhood may lack the emotional ability to express empathy



and compassion and the cognitive ability to regulate their behavior. Unresolved trauma may
make it difficult for parents to build trusting relationships and healthy attachments with their
children. These maladaptive mechanisms are then transmitted to future generations.  Identifying
trauma through screening and assessment is critical because it allows “us” to break this cycle of
trauma begetting trauma.

Historical trauma is a type of intergenerational trauma--the psychological injury among a
community or group of people caused by historical, systematic abuse and injustice. Many
groups have experienced historical trauma (e.g., American Indians and Alaska Natives, African
Americans, immigrants, women, and families experiencing intergenerational poverty). Although
interpersonal trauma affects the victim’s sense of self, one of the harrowing effects of historical
trauma is that it can make individuals feel shame in their culture and identity.  In a report
published in the Journal of Health Disparities Research and Practice, the legacy of historical
trauma among the Dakota Nation is described as an “indescribable terror that remains after 140
years, as evidenced by repression, dissociation, denial, alcoholism, depression, doubt,
helplessness and devaluation of self and culture.”  Similarly, African Americans have
experienced generations of slavery, segregation, and oppression, resulting in physical,
psychological, and spiritual trauma.  Dr. Joy De Gruy has named the trauma specific to these
events “post-traumatic slave syndrome.”

The Importance of Culture
Culture is critically important in thinking about the impact of trauma.  Culture is central to our
identity, and it determines how individuals react to trauma and make sense of their experiences.
Similarly, culture plays an important role in determining how individuals respond to treatments
and what strategies may be used to help them recover from and deal with traumatic stress.
Thus, serving children from any culture requires an understanding of their heritage that is vital to
keep them connected to their culture and values.  This understanding may entail special staffing
considerations for making relevant adaptations to evidence-based treatments or developing
culture-specific interventions. The Family Wellness Warriors Initiative in Alaska, which
addresses the impact of domestic violence, neglect, and abuse in Alaska Native communities, is
an example of a culture-specific intervention. Initiatives that make use of culturally relevant
strategies such as collective mourning, community storytelling, and participation in tribal
traditions can help individuals heal, connect to the culture of their community, and begin the
process of building resilience.

Conclusion
Child trauma has an impact on the course of human development and life outcomes. The
malleable brain allows a child to adapt to persistent trauma, and those adaptations can manifest
in physical pain and dysfunction, depression, personality disorders, alcoholism, and other
behavioral health disorders if trauma is unaddressed. Unaddressed trauma, whether it be to an
individual or to a cultural group, can present itself in future generations, creating
intergenerational trauma that is difficult to interrupt (but possible!). Identifying trauma is only the
first step. To end the cycle of child trauma, child-serving systems and providers must not only



understand the impact of trauma, but also use that understanding to inform every aspect of their
practice with children and families.


