TYPES OF TRAUMA

COMPLEX TRAUMA. INTRODUCTION

DEFINITION OF COMPLEX TRAUMA

Complex trauma is a mental
health condition that arises from
prolonged, repeated, and often
inescapable traumatic
experiences.

Unlike single-incident trauma,
which can lead to Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), complex
trauma results from chronic,
interpersonal abuse or neglect,
especially during critical
developmental stages.

This extended exposure to trauma
fundamentally changes a person's
neurobiology and sense of self,
leading to more pervasive
symptoms than those typically
seen in PTSD.

Complex trauma is defined by two
key factors:

« The nature of the trauma

» The resulting widespread, long-
term impact on the survivor's
functioning

CAUSES

The traumatic experiences are
typically relational, persistent, and
include a power imbalance that
makes escape feel impossible.

Examples include:

« Chronic child abuse or neglect
(physical, emotional, and
sexual)

« Domestic violence
 Human trafficking and slavery
» Torture or being held captive

« Living in a war zone or in
severe civil unrest

« Medical trauma

IMPACT

Because the trauma occurs over a
vulnerable developmental period,
it disrupts the formation of a
secure sense of self and the ability
to trust others.

This leads to profound difficulties
in multiple domains of
functioning, including emotion
regulation, relationships, and self-
perception.
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—| EMOTIONAL SYMPTOMS [y 1 PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS [

Beyond the typical PTSD The constant state of "survival
symptoms of flashbacks and mode" caused by complex
avoidance, complex trauma is trauma has significant and
marked by deep-seated lasting impacts on the body.
emotional dysregulation.
HYPERAROUSAL

AFFECTIVE DYSREGULATION :

_ - o The nervous system remains on
Experiencing intense, difficult- high alert for danger, resulting
to-control emotions, such as in:

explosive anger, depression,
and anxiety. This may also
manifest as emotional

+ Exaggerated startle response
* Insomnia and sleep

numbness or the inability to disturbances

feel positive emotions. * Irritability and angry
NEGATIVE SELF-CONCEPT outbursts

Persistent feelings of » Difficulty concentrating
worthlessness, deep-seated FLASHBACKS & PHYSICAL
shame, and guilt. Survivors SENSATIONS

often internalize blame, feeling

that they are fundamentally bad Traumatic memories are not

or damaged. stored as linear narratives but

as sensory experiences. This
RELATIONSHIP DIFFICULTIES can cause physical flashbacks
A deep-seated inability to trust that include pain, nausea,
others, leading to issues with trembling, sweating, and a
intimacy and attachment. This racing heart.

can result in either avoiding

: : . CHRONIC HEALTH ISSUES
relationships entirely or

engaging in patterns of The long-term physiological
destructive behavior that mirror stress can lead to a range of
past trauma. chronic physical ailments,
DISSOCIATION including: o

A disconnection from one's ) Headac-:hes e?nd migraines
thoughts, feelings, memories, or * Gastrointestinal problems
identity. Symptoms can include « Chronic pain

memory lapses regarding the
trauma, a foggy or "out of body"
sensation (depersonalization),
or feeling as if the world is not
real (derealization).

* Dizziness and chest pains

* Higher risk for other physical
health problems like Type 2
diabetes
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NEUROBIOLOGY OF COMPLEX TRAUMA

Prolonged trauma fundamentally
alters the structure and function
of the brain, affecting key regions
involved in stress regulation,
emotion, and memory.

* Shrunken hippocampus: The
hippocampus, responsible for
contextualizing memories, may
shrink. This impairment helps
explain why trauma memories

« Overactive limbic system: The
amygdala, the brain's alarm
center, becomes hyper-

responsive and easily triggered.

This keeps the body in a
persistent state of fight, flight,
or freeze.

« Dysregulated HPA axis: The
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
(HPA) axis, which controls the
body's stress response, is
chronically activated. The
prolonged overexposure to
stress hormones like cortisol
can lead to long-term
neurotoxic effects and wear
down the immune system.

are fragmented and experienced
as disconnected sensations
rather than a cohesive narrative.

* Impaired prefrontal cortex
(PFC): The PFC, which manages
executive functions like
decision-making and emotion
regulation, may show decreased
connectivity with other brain
regions. This makes it difficult
to override the fear responses
initiated by the limbic system.

+ Changes in memory encoding:
Traumatic memories are
encoded differently, leading to a
fragmented, non-linear
experience of flashbacks. The
"fear circuitry" of the brain
prioritizes survival, often at the
expense of coherent memory
formation.
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Innova offers the highest
quality specialty trauma
treatment. All of our
programs are designed to
treat the effects of toxic
relationships, abuse,
trauma, and PTSD.

bET HELP N(Jh

Please contact us today to discuss how
we can support you or your loved one on
your journey to tomorrow.

admin@innovarecoverycenter.com

(210) 254-3618
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