
DEVELOPMENTAL TRAUMA: INTRODUCT ION

Developmental trauma (DT), also 
known as Complex Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (C-PTSD) in 
adults, is caused by repeated, 
cumulative, and often 
interpersonal traumatic events 
that happen during a child's 
formative years. 

Unlike a single traumatic incident 
that leads to traditional PTSD, DT 
involves ongoing and chronic 
exposure to stressful experiences 
that disrupt development. 

A key element is the failure of 
primary caregivers to provide 
protection and comfort, as they 
are often the source of the 
trauma. 

DEF IN I T ION OF  DEVELOPMENTAL  TRAUMA

Traumatic experiences associated 
with DT include: 

• Abuse and neglect: Physical, 
sexual, and emotional abuse, 
as well as emotional and 
physical neglect.

• Betrayal: Betrayal by a 
primary caregiver.

• Attachment disruption: 
Unstable or repeated 
separation from primary 
caregivers.

• Household dysfunction: 
Growing up in a household with 
substance abuse, mental 
illness, domestic violence, or 
incarcerated family members.

• Loss: Traumatic loss of a 
caregiver, such as due to death 
or abandonment. 
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ACEs  AND EXTENDED  ACEs

The original ACE Study identified 
10 categories of childhood 
adversity:

ABUSE 

1. Physical

2. Emotional

3. Sexual

NEGLECT

4. Physical

5. Emotional

HOUSEHOLD DYSFUNCTION

6. Mother treated violently

7. Substance abuse in household

8. Mental illness in household

9. Parental separation or divorce

10.Incarcerated household 
member 

Extended ACEs broaden this 
framework to include community- 
and social-level adversities that 
the original study, focused on a 
middle-class population, 
overlooked. 

Examples of extended ACEs are: 

• Racial discrimination

• Living in an unsafe or 
disadvantaged neighborhood

• Being placed in foster care

• Experiencing bullying

• Witnessing community 
violence

• Historical and generational 
trauma 

EMOT IONAL  SYMPTOMS

The ongoing toxic stress from 
developmental trauma can lead to 
severe emotional dysregulation 
and long-term mental health 
challenges. 

Emotional symptoms can include:

• Emotional dysregulation: An 
inability to tolerate or recover 
from extreme emotional states 
such as fear, shame, and anger. 
This can manifest as explosive 
mood swings or emotional 
numbness.
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EMOT IONAL  SYMPTOMS

• Disturbed attachment patterns: 
Difficulty forming healthy 
relationships, distrust of others, 
and fear of abandonment, 
stemming from disrupted 
attachments to caregivers.

• Poor self-perception: Intense 
feelings of worthlessness, 
helplessness, self-loathing, or a 
permanently damaged sense of 
self.

• Dissociation: Detachment from 
one's body, emotions, or 
thoughts, and a fragmented 
sense of identity. This can 
create gaps in a person's 
memory and sense of self.

• Mental health disorders: A high 
comorbidity with other 
conditions, including anxiety 
disorders, depression, 
Borderline Personality Disorder 
(BPD), and substance use 
disorders. 

PHYS I CAL  SYMPTOMS

Developmental trauma is also 
associated with chronic physical 
problems, often referred to as 
somatization, where emotional 
distress manifests as physical 
pain. The chronic activation of the 
body's stress response can disrupt 
the immune and endocrine 
systems. 

Physical symptoms can include:

• Gastrointestinal issues: 
Digestive problems like irritable 
bowel syndrome (IBS), 
stomachaches, and nausea.

• Chronic pain and fatigue: 
Persistent fatigue, headaches, 
muscle tension, and chronic 
pain, including conditions like 
fibromyalgia.

• Sleep disturbances: Insomnia, 
frequent nightmares, or an 
inability to achieve restful sleep.

• Immune system issues: A 
weakened immune system due 
to the constant activation of the 
stress response.

• Heightened stress reactivity: 
The body's "fight-or-flight" 
system becomes overactive, 
leading to a quick and intense 
physiological response to minor 
stressors. 



NEUROB IOLOGY  OF  DEVELOPMENTAL  TRAUMA

Developmental trauma 
fundamentally alters the brain's 
structure and function during its 
critical periods of development. 
The brain's high neuroplasticity 
in childhood makes it especially 
vulnerable to chronic stress, 
leading to a maladaptive 
response system. 

Key brain regions and systems 
impacted include: 

• Hypothalamic-Pituitary-
Adrenal (HPA) axis: This is the 
body's central stress-response 
system. Chronic stress from 
trauma can cause it to become 
dysregulated. It may be 
overactive, leading to 
persistently high levels of 
stress hormones like cortisol, 
or underactive, resulting in a 
blunted response.

• Amygdala: The brain's "alarm 
center," responsible for 
processing fear and emotions, 
can become overactive and 
enlarged due to repeated 
stress. This results in a 
hypervigilant state and 
exaggerated fear responses.

• Prefrontal cortex (PFC): This 
area governs executive functions 
like impulse control, decision-
making, and emotional 
regulation. Childhood trauma 
can decrease its volume and 
connectivity with other brain 
regions, impairing these 
critical skills.

• Hippocampus: Involved in 
memory and learning, the 
hippocampus can shrink in size 
due to toxic stress. This affects 
memory formation, emotional 
processing, and the ability to 
distinguish between past and 
present threats.

• Neurochemical changes: 
Trauma alters neurotransmitter 
levels. Norepinephrine, 
associated with the "fight-or-
flight" response, can be 
overproduced, leading to 
hypervigilance. Serotonin and 
GABA levels may be reduced, 
contributing to anxiety, 
depression, and poor emotional 
control. 
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ACEs are the specific traumatic events and chronic stressors that are the 
cause of developmental trauma. A high ACE score is a strong indicator of 
developmental trauma, and research has established a clear dose-
response relationship: the more ACEs an individual experiences, the 
higher their risk for poor health outcomes and severe developmental 
trauma symptoms. 

THE  L INK  BETWEEN ACEs  AND 
DEVELOPMENTAL  TRAUMA

PROTECT IVE  FACTORS  AND PREVENT ION

Understanding the link between ACEs and developmental trauma is key 
for prevention and intervention. Just as repeated stress is toxic, stable, 
nurturing relationships can act as a buffer. 

The presence of caring, supportive adults can mitigate the harmful 
effects of ACEs on a child's developing brain. Interventions focus on 
building resilience through supportive relationships, trauma-informed 
care, and therapeutic practices that help rewire the maladaptive 
neurological pathways.

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.

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

GET HELP NOW


