
Understanding 
Complex Trauma

Trauma is not what happens to you; it is what happens 
inside of you  as a result of what happens to you.  
                            --Gabor Mate

Item 7.3.1



What is Trauma, Complex Trauma, and  how 
is it  connected to childhood trauma?

Psycholog ica l tra uma  is a person's experience of emotional 
distress resulting from an event that overwhelms their 

capacity to cope

Complex Trauma is repeated traumas over time.  Include 
interpersonal traumas. 

Childhood is a time with increased risk of traumatic events 
which impact our world view throughout life 



Canadians:

76 %  h a v e
tr a u m a  

9 .2 % d e v e lo p
P T S D

Note: World-wide prevalence of PTSD 3.9%



What's your Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) score?  

Childhood Maltreatment

Canadians report Child maltreatment 

6/10 

Report non-physical maltreatment.

 2/10 physical and non-physical, and

4% physical maltreatment. 

3/10



Acute stress 
Disorder

occurs shortly after a 
traumatic event and can 
last from three days to one 
month.

PTSD is a well-known 
condition that can develop 
after exposure to a traumatic 
event, characterized by 
symptoms such as flashbacks, 
nightmares, severe anxiety, 
about the event 

Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder 
(PTSD)stress-related conditions that 

occur when an individual has 
difficulty coping with or 
adjusting to a specific life 
stressor, such as a major life 
change.

Adjustment 
Disorder Chronic or prolonged 

exposure to traumatic events, 
often in situations where the 
individual has little or no 
chance of escape.
PTSD symptoms plus 
difficulties with emotional 
regulation, consciousness, 
self-perception, distorted 
perceptions of the perpetrator, 
relations with others, and 
systems of meaning.

Complex PTSD

Traumatic Stress Injuries (TSIs)

Mora l Injurie s  are not generally 
considered TSIs.



• Children & Adolescents
• First Responders
• Lower socio-economic levels
• Indigenous
• Military Personnel
• Health Care Professionals
• Survivors of Abuse and Family 

Violence, incl. coercive control & 
parental alienation)

• Individuals with pre-existing health
& mental health conditions, eg. ADHD

• Incarcerated persons
• Refugees and Displaced Persons
• Anyone experiencing significant life

changes or stressors
• People in affluent Countries*

Who has an 
increased risk 
of TSIs?

*Note:  Canada Ranked at the highest risk of PTSD of 24 Countries,
followed by Netherlands, Australia, US, NZ.  Lowest Levels in Nigeria, 

China & Romania.  -- British Journal of Psychiatry



When someone 
else’s r e action 
seem s out      of 
proportion to the 
situation, it usually 
means s omething 
else w a s  tr igger e d. 
Dr . La ur e n Foge l



Trauma has a powerful impact on our lives, 
relationships,  our communities, and future. 

How has our city been shaped by trauma?
In positive ways and negative ways?

What changes are needed or coming?
How should people carrying trauma be treated?



The Government of Nova Scotia defines a 
disability as “a physical, mental, intellectual, 

learning, or sensory impairment  , including an 
episodic disability that, in  interaction with a 

barrier, hinders an individual’s full and effective 
participation in society.”

TSIs are Disabilities

In Nova Scotia, as in Canada   , employers and 
Service Providers have a duty to accommodate 

persons with disabilities

Duty to Accommodate



Train staff on 
Invisible disabilities 
including TSIs.  
Different training 
for different       roles.

Recognize that 
Halifax’s actions 
can  cr ea te 
traumatic 
expe riences , apply 
trauma-focused 
approach 

Provide easy 
access to 
accessbility 
coord inator or 
disability support 
person for staff and 
ser vic e us er s

Engage persons 
with lived 
exper ienc e s & us e 
legislation to 
support trauma -
focused cha nges

Halifax  can    do    m ore   to 
Accommoda te



Our brains are 
wired  for 
connec tion, but 
trauma  rewires the m 
for p rotec tion. 

Rya n  Nor th



As an Employer
How does Halifax support those carrying 
trauma who work for the city? 

As a Service Provider
How does Halifax support those carrying 
trauma who seek to access services?  
This includes police services. 

As an Advocate 
What can Halifax do to raise awareness of 
trauma, to help bring those with trauma out 
of the shadows? 

Halifax Accessible?
Do those with trauma have full 
and effective participation in 
Halifax? 

Complex 
Trauma in 
Halifax



What’s your feedbac k ?

Thank you     Halifax.
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