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FACT SHEET: Trauma
Response

Trauma is both the causal mechanism and the impact of a
severe event. From an emotional or psychological perspective,
it reflects severe stress, that overwhelms a person's ability to
cope. It can also be a reaction to danger or the sense of danger.

For many people that experience suicidality and self-harm,
trauma has played a role as real or imagined threats to their
life or ‘integrity of self’. This means that not all traumatic events
are life-threatening (such as serving in the military or police
force). Trauma can also be caused by disempowerment and
dehumanising experiences (such as child sexual abuse, rape
and bullying). 

Stress is a biological response to threat, with physiological
reactions triggered by the rapid release of neurochemicals;
cortisol, epinephrine and norepinephrine causing increased
blood pressure, heightened vigilance and muscle preparedness
(and more). Trauma-related stress can cause a range of
complex responses. 

The stress response might become permanently activated as a
result of recurrent trauma, so otherwise ‘normal’ experiences
are experienced as difficult or distressing. This can be very
confusing for the person and those around them to
understand.

The word ‘trauma’ is used frequently in common language and
conversation, to a point where sometimes the true meaning has
been lost. For example, hearing that job interviews or grand final
game losses are ‘traumatic’ trivialises the essence of a genuine
traumatic experience. The following fact sheet will assist in
clarifying what it means to have a ‘trauma response’. 

When the trauma response become integrated into a person’s
perception and experience of the world, a person may be
triggered by known (or unknown) stimulus, including smells,
sounds, images, feelings, and tastes. Other triggers are obvious
as they replicate or represent the original trauma. 

Unfortunately, when people have been exposed to trauma
during developmental years, and particularly when it has been
ongoing, it can shape their perception of the world and people
in it. 

When trauma shapes a person’s world view, their emotions
may be extreme and their behaviour challenging, including self-
harm and suicidality. This in turn may contribute to their
experience of isolation, discrimination and the world being an
inherently hurtful place. 

The trauma response, whether a brief experience or an
enduring response to a harmful environment, requires
compassionate understanding. If you are seeking to better
understand trauma, connect with organisations that deliver
training in trauma, such as the Blue Knot Foundation. 

There are a range of treatment approaches that are proven
effective for those experiencing ongoing trauma responses,
such as Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (TF-
CBT), Eye Movement Desensitisation Reprocessing (EMDR) or
for those that have had an enduring experience of trauma,
Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT).
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