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Description

Traumas are by their nature distressing, and post-
traumatic reactions of shock and distress are normal. 
Most people recover naturally, helped by adequate 
social support. Reactions To Trauma is an information 
handout designed for survivors of traumatic events. 
It includes essential information about trauma and 
lists common post-traumatic reactions. It also includes 
advice on helping a friend or loved one who has been 
through a trauma.

References

Whalley, M. G. (2018). Psychology tools for overcoming post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Psychology Tools.

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and 
explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during 
training.
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Reactions To Trauma

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS®

What is trauma?
A trauma can be any distressing or upsetting event. Common traumas include accidents, disasters, or being
hurt deliberately by other people. You might have experienced a trauma �rst-hand, or may have witnessed
or heard about it. Trauma can happen to adults or to children, and it may have been one-o� or repeated.

How should I be feeling?
Traumas are shocking events, and it is normal to feel overwhelmed. Not everybody reacts in the same way though, and there is
no ‘right’ way to respond. We all naturally have coping abilities and many people will start to feel better with the passage of time.
Some people’s recovery is slower and we may need help to overcome what happened.

Ways in which trauma a�ects people
Some of the most common reactions to trauma are listed here. These reactions are often linked to one another – one may lead to
another. It is not your fault if you are experiencing (or not experiencing) any of these.

  Re-experiencing
Many people re-experience what happened to them. You might �nd yourself playing the event over in your mind, or experience
memories of the event coming back unexpectedly.
• Flashbacks – unwanted memories where it can feel as though the trauma is happening again.
• Nightmares – bad dreams or unwanted memories during the night.
• Physical reactions – we may feel in our bodies what we felt at the time.
Trauma memories are often very vivid and can be re-experienced in any of our senses (sight, sound, smell, taste, touch).

  Increased arousal (’hyper-arousal’)
Fear and anxiety are natural (and helpful) responses to dangerous situations. These feelings often last for a long time after the trauma
is over. You might �nd that reminders of the trauma trigger feelings of anxiety, or it might feel as though anxiety occurs
out-of-the-blue. You might feel jumpy, jittery, or �nd it hard to concentrate. Your sleep may be a�ected leaving you exhausted and
restless. Physically you might feel nauseous, fatigued, have headaches, or your appetite might be a�ected.

  Avoidance
Avoidance is a normal human way of managing pain and upset. Many people �nd themselves avoiding people, places, or situations
that remind them of what happened. You might �nd yourself trying to avoid having certain thoughts or feelings. Some people might
�nd that they ‘zone out’ at certain times, which can be the mind’s way of avoiding strong feelings.

 Changes in beliefs
Traumatic events can lead to big changes in how we view the world – or ourselves. This is especially true if you have had bad
experiences at other time. Some common changes in the way we think can include:
• Finding the world a more threatening place.
• Blaming ourselves for what happened.
• Finding it hard to trust other people – this is especially common if people have hurt us, and can impact our relationships.
• Not seeing the point in life or struggling to �nd things meaningful.
• Worry that we are losing control or going crazy.

 Strong feelings and emotions
As well as anxiety, trauma can expose us to many strong emotions. All of these are common:
• Anger and irritability  – especially if you are stressed and not getting enough sleep.
• Guilt and shame – people often blame themselves for things they did or didn’t do, or feel judged by others.
• Grief and depression  – you might be grieving for what you lost or feeling sadness about how your world has changed.

What can I do to help someone who has experienced trauma?
There is a lot you can do for someone who has survived trauma:
• Let them know that you care about them and are there if they need help.
• Let them know that you are willing to listen if they want to talk about how they are feeling or what they experienced.
• Don’t judge them for ways they are reacting, or things they have done.
• Don’t force them to speak if that is not what they want.
• Help them with basic needs if they require assistance (e.g. food, housing, money).

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Reactions To Trauma
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Reactions To Trauma

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/reactions-to-trauma
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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