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‘Psychological Trauma’

Psychological trauma is the unique individual experience of an event or enduring 
conditions, in which:
The individual’s ability to integrate his/her emotional experience is overwhelmed, or

The individual experiences (subjectively) a threat to life, bodily integrity, or sanity. 

(Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995, p. 60)



Small T’s and Big T’s

• Positive Stress

• Tolerable Stress

• Toxic Stress & Allostatic 
Load



Brain 
Architecture 



TRAUMA
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Individual, Group, Community……

 Single incident trauma - unexpected and overwhelming
 Complex trauma - inter-personal and enduring

 Developmental trauma: exposure to early life trauma ACEs
 Intergenerational trauma: living with trauma survivors
 Historical trauma: CSA, residential schools etc. 

 The experience of immigrants, refugees, marginalised groups & ethic minorities





Stress & the Brain

1. The Thinking
Centre is under-
activated

2. The Emotion
Regulation Centre
is under-activated

3. The Fear Centre
is over-activated.



Trauma & the Brain

1.    Amygdala

2. Limbic
System/Emotional Brain

3. Pre fontal cortex/ 
Thinking Brain

1

3
2

Controls instinctive 
responses

Right amygdala, fear, 
memory, emotion, 
procedural 

Perceives & reacts 
to threat

Analyses, 
problem 
solves & 
learns from 
experiences





Dose Response Relationship





Women In 
Contact With 
The 
Probation 
Service

3.6 x more likely to have 
grown up with domestic 

violence 

3 x  more likely to have 
grown up in a household 

where there was 
somebody with a mental 

health illness 

2.6 x more likely to have 
grown up with substance 

dependence

2.5 times more likely to 
have experienced physical 

abuse in childhood

•twice as likely to have 
experienced verbal abuse 

in childhood

•2.5–6 times more likely 
to have experienced 

childhood sexual abuse 

Dermody, A. Gardner, C., Davis, S., Lambert, S., Dermody, J. and Fein, M. (2018) 
'Resilience in the face of trauma: Implications for Service Delivery'. Irish Probation 
Journal, 15 :161-178
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Young People: Justice System
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Young Adults

Image: Thompson, Paul. Ph.D., Time-Lapse Imaging Tracks Brain Developing from ages 5 to 20, UCLA Lab of Neuro-Imaging and Brain Mapping Division, Dept. Neurology 
and Brain Research Institute



Trauma Contagion? 

Compassion 
Fatigue

Secondary 
Traumatic Stress Burnout
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Signs OF STS

INCREASED FATIGUE OR 
ILLNESS, 

SOCIAL WITHDRAWAL, REDUCED PRODUCTIVITY, FEELINGS OF HOPELESSNESS, 
DESPAIR, NIGHTMARES, 

FEELINGS OF RE-
EXPERIENCING OF THE 

EVENT, HAVING UNWANTED 
THOUGHTS OR IMAGES OF 

TRAUMATIC EVENTS, 

ANXIETY & EXCESS 
VIGILANCE,

AVOIDANCE OF PEOPLE OR 
ACTIVITIES, OR PERSISTENT 

ANGER AND SADNESS

IMPACT ON RELATIONSHIPS                                         
(ISTSS, 2005)
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Responding

Organisational Culture
Supervision
Reflective Practice
Trauma Aware
Self Compassion
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