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“Trauma is personal. It does not disappear if it is not validated. When it is ignored or invalidated the silent screams
continue internally heard only by the one held captive. When someone enters the pain and hears the screams healing
can begin.”
― Danielle Bernock

“The views expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official policy of the Department of the Army,
the Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government.”

Trauma exposure
often starts in
childhood

Trauma exposure, particularly child maltreatment (e.g., neglect,
emotional, physical and sexual abuse), has been established as one
of the main determinants of emotional dysregulation and is also a
known risk factor for psychiatric disorders, especially depression
and PTSD (McLaughlin et al.,2012; McLaughlin et al., 2013).

Moreover, several prior studies have shown that trauma exposure is
clearly associated with profound deficits in emotional regulation
across the entire lifespan, including during preschool (Langevin,
Hebert, Allard-Dansereau; Bernard-Bonnin, 2016), adolescence
(Shields & Cicchetti, 1997; Vettese, Dyer, Li, & Wekerle, 2011) and
even adulthood (Briere & Rickards, 2007; Thompson, Hannan, &
Miron, 2014; Dunn et al., 2018).
Trauma occurs when we are faced with an experience that
overwhelms our ability to process incoming information both at the
time of that experience and in future situations (Barta, 2018).
Dr. Michael Barta suffered from trauma himself as a child which led
him to addictions that ultimately landed him in jail and almost
destroyed his life. In is book, TINSA, he wrote that trauma occurs
when our natural defenses are unable to keep us safe from physical,
emotional, or mental threats or harm (Barta, 2018).

Dr. Michael Barta’s Adverse Childhood Experiences
Barta (2018) in his book, TINSA, defines ACEs a little differently as
summarized below:
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Sexual assault or abuse
Physical assault or abuse
Psychological or emotional trauma
Serious accidents, medical procedures, or illnesses
Manmade or natural disasters
Witnessing violence to include domestic abuse
School violence to include bullying
Traumatic grief or unwanted separation
Terrorism or war
Betrayal by others to include relational trauma

The ten reference categories experienced during childhood or adolescence are as
below, with their prevalence in parentheses (Felitti and Anda, 2009):
Abuse
➢
➢
➢

Trauma Adverse
Childhood
Experiences

Emotional – recurrent threats, humiliation (11%)
Physical - beating, not spanking (28%)
Contact sexual abuse (28% women, 16% men, 22% overall)

Household dysfunction
➢ Mother treated violently (13%)
➢ Household member was alcoholic or drug user (27%)
➢ Household member was imprisoned (6%)
➢ Household member was chronically depressed, suicidal, mentally ill, or in
psychiatric hospital (17%)
➢ Not raised by both biological parents (23%)
Neglect
➢
➢

Physical (10%)
Emotional (15%)
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Big T Trauma
and
Little t Trauma

•
•

In my personal experience as a pediatric psychologist, far more of my
patients have been subjected to “little t” traumas and I agree with Barta
that these experiences have a tremendous impact on how children view
themselves, their relationships, and their place in the world.
Moreover, the long-term consequences of these traumas are tremendous
and often lead to a total inability or impaired ability to access appropriate
responses to threatening events and can lead to chronic hyperarousal,
intense anxiety, panic, mood instability, poor emotional/behavioral
regulation, feelings of powerlessness, helplessness, shame, and even
immobility.
Of all traumas, relational (or loss of connection) trauma is particularly
devastating.

The implications here are enormous. Specifically, in order to promote safe
and healthy emotional regulation, we must be able to pinpoint where in
the lifespan people hurt us physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually,
whether intentionally or accidentally.
If we can resolve our developmental wounds, we can move on and
experience a more fulfilling life.

Big T Trauma and Little t Trauma
The experts in the field divide trauma into two
categories:

Big T trauma: Traumas that are associated with
horrific single events such as natural disasters,
terrorism, and war.
Little t trauma: Trauma that are smaller in nature
such as bullying, neglect, and betrayal.

ACE Scores and Outcomes
As Dr. Felitti in a 2009 lecture points out, studies reveal many shocking long-term horrible outcomes
when we are exposed to ACEs and this raises exponentially according to how many of them we have
been exposed to.
The results indicate that for every category of traumatic experience we have had as a child, we are
dramatically more likely to be depressed as an adult.
If we have ACE scores of
, we are:
▪ 260% more likely to have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease than someone with a score of
0
▪ 240% more likely to contract hepatitis, 460% more likely to experience depression
▪ 1,220% more likely to attempt suicide
If we have ACE scores of
,, we are:
▪ Five times more likely to become depressed as an adult and if we have had
If we have ACE scores of
, we are:
▪ 3,100 percent more likely to attempt suicide as an adult (Felitti et al., 2014; Felitti 2004; Felitti
and Anda, 2009; Felitti et al., 1998).
Dr. Felitti offered the following graphs which nicely detail the dramatic impact that ACEs have on our
society:

The chart below adapted by Dr. Rothschild nicely demonstrates the shifting in body sensations, physiological
symptoms, and emotions as we move between autonomic states (Rothschild, 2017).

The Autonomic Nervous System Precision Regulation Chart is Available for purchase on Amazon for $8.99 (a very high recommend):
Babette Rothschild (2017) https://www.amazon.com/Autonomic-Nervous-System-TableLaminated/dp/039371280X/ref=sr_1_15?dchild=1&keywords=deb+dana&qid=1590326813&s=books&sr=1-15

Several of the following slides are
adapted from Dr. Dawn-Elise Snipes
excellent lecture on HPA-Axis
Dysfunction in her review of the article
cited below.
Click here to listen:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qLxgQdxedL
4&ab_channel=DocSnipes

Exposure to excessive trauma
impacts the brain – in particular, he
HPA-Axis.
The HPA- Axis is major component of the
homeostatic response is the hypothalamicpituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, an intricate, yet
robust, neuroendocrine mechanism that mediates
the effects of stressors by regulating numerous
physiological processes, such as metabolism,
immune responses, and the autonomic nervous
system

HPA-Axis Dysfunction
can result in
Hypercortisolism

HPA-Axis Dysfunction and Fatigue

HPA-Axis Dysfunction and Fatigue – cont.

HPA-Axis Dysfunction
and Cortisol

Low Cortisol and PTSD

HPA-Axis
Dysfunction
and
Endocrine
Factors

HPA-Axis Dysfunction
and Neurochemical
Factors
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Note that there are
many different
serotonin receptors so
it’s complicated

HPA-Dysfunction and GABA

Gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) is
an amino acid that functions as the
primary inhibitory neurotransmitter
for the central nervous system (CNS).
It functions to reduce neuronal
excitability by inhibiting nerve
transmission. GABAergic neurons are
located when the hippocampus,
thalamus, basal ganglia,
hypothalamus, and brainstem. The
balance between inhibitory neuronal
transmission via GABA and excitatory
neuronal transmission via glutamate is
essential for proper cell membrane
stability and neurologic function.

HPA-Axis Dysfunction and
Glutamate
Glutamate is an important
neurotransmitter present in over 90% of all
brain synapses and is a naturally occurring
molecule that nerve cells use to send
signals to other cells in the central nervous
system. Glutamate plays an essential role
in normal brain functioning and its levels
must be tightly regulated. Abnormalities in
glutamate function can disrupt nerve
health and communication, and in extreme
cases may lead to nerve cell death.
Glutamate

HPA-Dysfunction and
Endogenous Opioids
The endogenous opioid system is
comprised of a wide array of receptors and
ligands that are present throughout the
central and peripheral nervous system, the
gastrointestinal tract, and the immune
system. This explains the multitude of
physiological functions it is responsible for
including analgesia, mood regulation, and
modulation of the stress response. It also
plays a pivotal role in modulating the
brain’s reward center with behavioral and
social implications on mood disorders and
addiction. Exogenous opioid therapy hijacks
the endogenous system

HPA-Axis Dysfunction Changes in
Brain Structure – Hippocampus
The hippocampus (via Latin from Greek ἱππόκαμπος,
'seahorse') is a major component of
the brain of humans and other vertebrates. Humans and
other mammals have two hippocampi, one in each side of
the brain. The hippocampus is part of the limbic system,
and plays important roles in the consolidation of
information from short-term memory to long-term
memory, and in spatial memory that enables navigation.
The hippocampus is located in the allocortex, with neural
projections into the neocortex in humans, as well as
primates. The hippocampus, as the medial pallium, is a
structure found in all vertebrates. In humans, it contains
two main interlocking parts: the hippocampus
proper (also called Ammon's horn), and the dentate gyrus.

HPA-Axis Dysfunction Changes in
Brain Structure – Amygdala
The amygdala, region of the brain primarily associated
with emotional processes. The
name amygdala is derived from the Greek
word amygdale, meaning “almond,” owing to the
structure’s almondlike shape. The amygdala is located in
the medial temporal lobe, just anterior to (in front of)
the hippocampus. Similar to the hippocampus, the
amygdala is a paired structure, with one located in each
hemisphere of the brain. The amygdala is part of the
limbic system, a neural network that mediates many
aspects of emotion and memory. Although historically the
amygdala was considered to be involved primarily in fear
and other emotions related to aversive (unpleasant)
stimuli, it is now known to be involved in positive
emotions elicited by appetitive (rewarding) stimuli.

HPA-Dysfunction impact
healthy development of
neurobiological systems

HPA-Axis Dysregulation
-- In summary
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