UNDERSTANDING
TRAUMA

A booklet addressing the following questions:
What is trauma?
How do we respond to trauma?
How can we cope with trauma?
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WHAT IS TRAUMA?
When we think of trauma, what often comes to mind is a physical
injury. However, trauma can also be psychological. It leaves us
with emotional wounds and, in many instances, an inability to
cope.
‘Trauma occurs when an actual or perceived
threat or danger overwhelms a person’s usual
coping ability.’ (James, 1994)
Nobody is excluded from experiencing trauma. It can happen to
anyone, regardless of race, class, gender, socio-economic status
and age.

LINKING TRAUMA AND VIOLENCE
There is no single definition of violence. Often, it is viewed as
“behaviour involving physical/emotional force that is intended to
hurt, damage or harm”. Violence does not only occur to a specific
race, gender or age group. However, in some communities,
violence has become normalised, in that it is viewed as a typical
behaviour or response.

Invisible
Violence

Visible
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Perhaps an even more appropriate definition of violence is
“symbolic violence, structural violence and psychological violence
all of which is invisible violence and physical violence which is
visible and sometimes hidden” (Henkeman ed, p.28). In other
words, violence can be visible or invisible and is often both.
Invisible violence can occur within social structures. For example,
when a mother leaves her child with a family friend because she
cannot afford care for her, and the child is murdered, this
demonstrates the invisible, structural violence relating to her
living in conditions of poverty, which overlaps with the visible
violence which the child has experienced.

Violence can be self-directed, whereby one injures oneself,
interpersonal (between two persons who either know or do not
know each other, or collective (between individuals who identify
themselves as a group).
Violence is linked to trauma in that it can lead to trauma.
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CATGEGORIES OF TRAUMA
Single:
One sudden, unexpected incident.
Multiple:
More than one traumatic incident occurs in a short space of time.
Complex:
A prolonged, repeated traumatic event. Usually there is a
relationship between the victim and the person who inflicts the
trauma.
Continuous:
Ongoing trauma whereby people live in constant threat of
danger and violence.
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TRAUMA RESPONSES
Everyone responds to trauma differently. The following table
shows some common trauma responses.
Reliving

Avoidance

Nightmares
Violent
fantasies
Distressing
thoughts
Flashbacks

Withdrawn
Numbing

Daydreaming

Feeling
isolated

Negative
beliefs
&
feelings
Lack of trust
Feeling
of
helplessness
Negative view
of life/world
Fear, Guilt, Selfblame, anger

Arousalhyperarousal

Physiological
responses

Sleeplessness,
Jumpy

Headaches
Back aches

difficulty
concentrating
Anxiety

Stomach aches

Depressed

Irritability
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TRAUMA AND MENTAL HEALTH DISORDERS
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is categorised by the
presence of a number of the above trauma responses, and when
these responses last for longer than 6 months and leave the
person with an inability to cope.

While PTSD is the most common disorder associated with
trauma, there are also others. A person may experience Major
Depressive Disorder, Generalised Anxiety Disorder, Dissociative
Disorder, or Substance Abuse Disorder, among others.
Once again, trauma responses are normal after experiencing a
trauma, but this is when it leaves the person with an inability to
function in their daily lives. If this is the case, people should seek
professional help.
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POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH

Post-traumatic growth is a positive psychological change
experienced as a result of adversity and other challenges to rise
to a higher level of functioning. It involves life-changing
psychological shifts in thinking and relating to the world that is
deeply meaningful. Some people experience this as a result of
the traumatic incident they have experienced.
Post-traumatic growth is a roller-coaster ride in that on one day,
people might feel incredibly resilient and able to cope, and then
the next day feel that they are overwhelmed and cannot
function. This is normal and is part of post-traumatic growth.
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TRAUMA AS A PSYCHOSOCIAL DISABILITY
Some research has indicated that trauma should be viewed as a
psychosocial disability. This is because a person might not have
all symptoms to meet a diagnosis of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD), but still responds in a way such that he or she is
unable to cope. For instance, a child might not be able to focus at
school after experiencing a trauma, hence “disabling” them.

This type of disability is different to a physical disability in that it
is not always visible and can be difficult to detect, yet it is
something which can deeply affect a person.

10

TRAUMA REMINDERS & TRIGGERS

Trauma reminders:
Place, street, certain people, smells, sounds and sights
Loss reminders:
Photographs clothes, belongings of deceased, anniversaries
Change reminders:
People, places, hardships, change in health status
People might avoid experiencing these reminders.
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COPING STRATEGIES
People cope with trauma in various ways. Sometimes, they might
use negative coping strategies, such as abusing substances. These
might help for a while, but later can have a negative affect on
you.
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However, there are many positive coping strategies that can be
implemented, and what works best will vary from person to
person. For instance, a trauma survivor might enjoy socialising,
playing sport, having a hobby, relying on his/her family or
practicing religion.

13

RELAXATION TECHNIQUES
There are various exercises which can be done for relaxation.

Breathing exercises:
When someone experiences rapid heartbeats or anxiety, they
may try this deep breathing exercise. Sit comfortably and follow
these steps:
1) Inhale: breathe in slowly through your nose for 4 seconds
2) Pause: Hold the air in for 4 seconds
3) Exhale Breathe out slowly through your mouth for 6 seconds
4) Repeat: Practice this for at least 2 minutes

Visualisation:
In this relaxation technique, you may form mental images to take
a visual journey to a peaceful, calming place or situation.
To relax using visualization, try to incorporate as many senses as
you can, including smell, sight, sound and touch. If you imagine
relaxing at the ocean, for instance, think about the smell of salt
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water, the sound of crashing waves and the warmth of the sun
on your body.
You may want to close your eyes, sit in a quiet spot, loosen any
tight clothing, and concentrate on your breathing. Aim to focus
on the present and think positive thoughts.
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Meditation:
This can be useful to practice to restore the mind and bring
peace and clarity.

Journaling:
Writing down feelings surrounding the traumatic incident can be
a useful way of identifying one’s emotions and letting go of
anxiety.
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SUPPORT
Seeking support in terms of speaking to a loved one or
participating in counselling or a support group can be incredibly
beneficial. Overall, it is important to find what works for the
individual when it comes to coping, as everyone is unique.
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When to Seek Support
If you are experiencing some of the responses highlighted in this
booklet, you might feel you need counselling. However, many
people would rather reach out to a friend or family member who
they can trust, and this is absolutely fine.
However, you should seek professional support (from a
counsellor or psychologist), if any of the following are true for
you:
 Trauma responses are impairing your daily functioning (e.g.
socially or at work)
 You are experiencing suicidal thoughts or have attempted
suicide
 You are experiencing ongoing violence
 Support from a friend or loved one is not beneficial for you
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THE TRAUMA CENTRE: WHO WE ARE
We provide support to survivors of violence and torture, who may be
experiencing some of the traumatic responses outlined in this booklet.
We offer counselling, legal assistance, support groups and workshops,
amongst other services.

CONTACT US
If you, or someone you know, need assistance related to trauma and
violence, please get in touch with us.
Cowley House
126 Chapel Street
Woodstock
Cape Town
7925
Phone: 021 465 7373
Email: info@trauma.org.za
Web: www.traumacentre.org.za
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