
🧠 Week 2 Lecture Summary: The Impact of Early Trauma on Brain Development
1. Understanding Trauma
· Definition: Trauma is a response to deeply distressing or disturbing events that overwhelm an individual’s ability to cope.
· Historical Context: From early philosophical views (Descartes) to modern diagnoses like PTSD, the understanding of trauma has evolved significantly.
· Contemporary View: Trauma is now recognised as both a psychological and physiological experience, with definitions from WHO and Mind highlighting its complexity.

2. Types of Trauma
· Abuse: Physical, sexual, emotional/psychological.
· Neglect: Physical, emotional, educational, and medical.
· Bereavement: Especially traumatic loss can lead to PTSD and complicated grief.
· Collective Trauma: Events affecting entire communities (e.g., war, pandemics, terrorism).
· Transgenerational Trauma: Trauma passed down through generations (e.g., Holocaust survivors, refugees, systemic racism).

3. Prevalence
· WHO (2024): ~70% of people globally experience a traumatic event.
· In England, 1 in 3 adults report at least one traumatic experience.

4. Impact on Brain Development
Early trauma can lead to:
· Structural Changes:
· Hippocampus: Shrinks, affecting memory and learning.
· Amygdala: Becomes overactive, increasing fear and anxiety.
· Prefrontal Cortex: Reduced volume, impairing decision-making and emotional regulation.
· Functional Changes:
· Difficulty processing emotions, regulating behaviour, and responding to stress.
· Neurochemical Changes:
· Imbalances in serotonin, dopamine, and cortisol, contributing to anxiety and depression.

5. Trauma-Specific Effects
· Physical Abuse: Alters brain structure and function, leading to emotional dysregulation and behavioural issues.
· Sexual Abuse: Impacts emotional regulation, impulse control, and increases risk of PTSD.
· Bereavement: Affects emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, and can lead to behavioural regression or aggression.

6. Long-Term Consequences
· Mental Health: Increased risk of anxiety, depression, ADHD.
· Substance Use: Childhood trauma linked to alcohol dependency (Wang et al., 2020).
· Sexual Behaviour: Trauma may lead to hypersexual or hyposexual behaviours.
· Behavioural Issues: Aggression, withdrawal, and difficulties in relationships.

7. Real-Life Application
Students are encouraged to explore case studies of trauma types (e.g., sexual abuse, bereavement) and analyse their cognitive, emotional, and physical impacts in adulthood.


