
Complex 
Trauma

Why does trauma make me have physical 
symptoms?

When our bodies are emotionally stressed, they 
release hormones preparing our body for a threat. This 
hormone release is called the ‘fight or flight response’. 
People who have multiple traumas will continue to 
produce these hormones even when they are no longer 
in immediate danger, making them feel on edge or 
easily startled. It can be emotionally exhausting to feel 
on edge all time.

How can I treat complex trauma?

While trauma cannot be erased or easily forgotten, 
there are ways you can help these feelings:
• Spending time on Country or in nature connecting 

to Culture can be an excellent place to start your 
healing

• Getting help from your Doctor, health clinic, and 
Traditional Healer is important, they can link you in 
with community led programs and support groups. 

• Find someone to yarn with. It can be hard to open 
up, but you don’t need to describe your past to talk 
about your current feelings

• A psychologist may help you to understand the 
thoughts or circumstances that trigger your trauma 
so you can learn to look after yourself better and 
start to heal.

What is complex trauma?

Psychological trauma is never simple. But commonly it 
is a one-off, unexpected event that impacts our lives. 
Sadly, some people experience ongoing, multiple 
traumas over some time which can often start in 
childhood. This is called complex trauma. 

These traumas can include:
• Childhood abuse, neglect or abandonment
• Ongoing domestic violence
• Seeing violence and abuse repeatedly
• Generational (ancestral) traumas – Indigenous 

people around the world are still suffering 
emotional and psychological effects of forced 
removal of their children and destruction of their 
cultural practices.

You are more likely to develop complex trauma and its 
effects if:
• The trauma started at a young age
• You could not escape the trauma
• You have experienced multiple traumas
• You were harmed by someone close to you.

How do I look / How do I feel when experiencing 
complex trauma?

People cope with ongoing trauma in different ways. You 
could get angry, feel sad, or numb and go about your 
day on ‘autopilot’. 

There are no right or wrong feelings when a person has 
suffered from traumatic events. 

People suffering from complex trauma may:
• Have unwanted memories, flashbacks or 

nightmares of their trauma
• Feel ‘on edge’ or irritable
• Have overwhelming feelings or feel emotionally 

numb
• Have problems starting or keeping relationships
• Feel distrustful of the world.

You may experience symptoms while being reminded 
of your trauma or even without reason you may feel:
• Nauseous
• Panicky
• Heart racing
• Faint.
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