


Defining Trauma



Objectives – To equip individuals 
with a clear understanding of 
what trauma is and a deeper 

understanding of how it affects 
feelings, thoughts, and behavior.



Definition: Trauma is any 
overwhelming experience that 
cannot be integrated at or near 

the time of the event (within 
three days).  
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Integrate
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of a traumatic event?  



What does it mean to be 
overwhelmed when we are speaking 

of a traumatic event?  

The three H’s: Helplessness, 
Hopelessness, and 

Horror/Terror.



Helplessness, hopelessness and 
horror/terror are highly 

psychological and physiological 
experiences, involving extremely 
quick interpretations of the event 
and acute, uncomfortable physical 

sensations such as difficulty 
breathing and a pounding heart.  
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What is Helplessness?

• Helplessness is the inability or perceived 
inability to defend oneself or others from threat 
or harm.

• Helplessness is the inability or perceived 
inability to self-preserve (such as fleeing, 
fighting, freezing, or fawning).

• Helplessness is usually accompanied by the 
physical experience of ‘freezing,’ or 
paralysis. Emotionally it can be delirium.
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What is Hopelessness?

• Hopelessness is the understanding or 
perception that one has no internal
resources with which to preserve oneself or 
others.

• Hopelessness is the understanding or 
perception that one has no external
resources with which to preserve oneself or 
others.

• Hopelessness is accompanied by an internal 
sense of ‘sinking.’



What is Horror/Terror?
• Psychologically, the experience of 

horror/terror is the realization that the 
traumatic event is far, or exceedingly far, 
beyond the realm of ordinary human 
experience and threatens existence.  



What is Horror/Terror?
• Psychologically, the experience of 

horror/terror is the realization that the 
traumatic event is far, or exceedingly far, 
beyond the realm of ordinary human 
experience and threatens existence.  

• Horror/terror is accompanied by an internal 
sense of shock. 



A person experiencing a traumatic 
event does not necessarily

consciously experience the three 
H’s.  



A person experiencing a traumatic 
event does not necessarily

consciously experience the three 
H’s.  

A powerful cascade of 
neurochemicals often rushes in 

to dampen or obliterate 
consciousness of the most 

painful aspects of the event



Those aspects of the traumatic 
experience that fragment from 

conscious awareness at the time of 
the occurrence become post-

traumatic stress.    



Definition: Trauma is any overwhelming, 
distressing experience that cannot be 
integrated at or near the time of the event 
(within three days).  

Which two words in this definition might 
need further clarification? 

Overwhelm

Integrate



What is Integration?



What is Integration?

To become fully conscious of the 
sensations, feelings, and implications of 
the traumatic event – that one’s life or  

another’s life, physical integrity, or 
emotional and psychological cohesion has 

been threatened. 
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What is Integration?

• During integration, one becomes aware of 
how the event affected self or loved ones.  

• One may reflect on the impact the 
event has had on one’s future life or the 
future life of others such as one’s 
children or future generations.  

• One may reflect on the effect the event 
has had on one’s business or ability to 
work or to live ably.  
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What is Integration?

• One may contemplate the temporary or 
near loss of psychological and emotional 
cohesion, ‘losing one’s mind.’   

• One may struggle to reorient oneself to an 
expanded vision of herself/himself that 
includes the capacity to feel helplessness, 
hopelessness, and horror/terror.  



What is Integration?

• During integration, one completes the 
cycle of emotional response that was 
initiated at the occurrence of the 
event, but that may have been cut off 
due to the overwhelming nature of the 
event.



What is Integration?

• As feelings rise to consciousness to become felt 
and incorporated into conscious awareness, 
uncomfortable physical sensations may emerge as 
the body struggles to resolve physical tension 
created when the energy from cut off emotional 
responses was stored in the body for later 
reconciliation to consciousness.  



What is Integration?

• As feelings rise to consciousness to become felt 
and incorporated into conscious awareness, 
uncomfortable physical sensations may emerge as 
the body struggles to resolve physical tension 
created when the energy from cut off emotional 
responses was stored in the body for later 
reconciliation to consciousness.  

• These might include: muscle cramping, nausea, 
neck pain, stomach pain, and headaches.



What is Integration?

Integration means that one has incorporated 
a reorientation to life that involves personally 
unprecedented feelings and emotions.



What is Integration?

Integration means that one has incorporated 
a reorientation to life that involves personally 
unprecedented feelings and emotions.

Integration includes incorporating an 
expanded concept of self that includes the 
traumatic event and its consequences.



…back to an earlier question
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What are some traumas that are often not 
thought of as traumatic events? 

• Neglect

• Humiliation

• Bullying

• Being manipulated

• Being betrayed

• Divorce/break-up of intimate relationship

• Any distressing loss or event on top of 
previous unresolved trauma



What are some traumas that are often not 
thought of as traumatic events? 

• Prenatal or perinatal trauma (pre-birth or 
surrounding birth).  These are important to 
keep in mind because we must remember 
that there are some traumatic events that 
happen so far back that there is no memory 
or other record of them; and yet, they still 
may be the driving force of inscrutable 
behavior.



What are some traumas that are often not 
thought of as traumatic events? 

• Abuse or trauma that occurs in an 
environment in which the abuse or trauma 
has become socially normalized; e.g., living 
in violence-prone housing complexes or 
zones of warfare.



What are some signs of unresolved 
trauma? 

Sudden full memory of the event 
Worrying
Irritability

Emotional numbness
Difficulty with memory

Uncontrollable thoughts about the event
Nightmares

Fear about the environment
Bizarre beliefs or understandings

Visions
Hearing sounds or voices

Fear of specific objects or situations
Panic attacks

Rage
Inability to trust others

Not ‘being here’ 



What are some resultant behaviors 
of unresolved trauma?

Substance use 
Avoidant behavior

Compulsive behavior
Staying active

Staying still
Isolating/withdrawing

Manipulation
Lying

Collecting
Lack of concern for one’s safety

Lack of concern for others’ safety
Tendency toward homelessness



Each of these behaviors is an 
effort to find safety and to 

extinguish danger



Common outcomes of 

resolved, i.e., integrated 

trauma, are wisdom and an 

enriched ability to cherish 
and  enjoy life.  












































































































































