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Definition and Context
Trauma is characterised as experiences perceived as threatening that surpass an individual's capacity to cope, resulting in enduring psychological, physiological, and behavioural impacts (Amos et al., 2023). Complex trauma refers to continued interpersonal harm, such as abuse and neglect, often within caregiving relationships. In the United Kingdom, trauma is regarded as a public health concern with broad multi-systemic effects, influenced by societal factors like poverty and community violence. Early trauma can disrupt development, particularly if not addressed with appropriate support and services (Bellis et al., 2023).

🎓 Trauma, Experience and Behaviors: 
Pathways from Adversity to Adolescent Response

Theoretical Integration: Attachment and Polyvagal Frameworks
Two interrelated theories provide a robust explanatory foundation for the relationship between trauma, behaviour, and recovery.
1. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory: This theory suggests that early caregiving experiences shape a child's expectations of safety and self-worth. Inconsistent or negative caregiving leads to insecurity and defensive behaviours like withdrawal or aggression, reflecting disrupted attachment (McKnight, 2024) 
2. Porges’ Polyvagal Theory: This theory explains the neurophysiological impact of trauma through three autonomic states, ventral vagal (safe), sympathetic (fight/flight), and dorsal vagal (shutdown). Chronic trauma can trap individuals in these defensive states, affecting their ability to engage and learn. Both frameworks emphasise trauma as a relational and physiological issue, highlighting the importance of integrating attachment-informed and body-aware interventions in recovery practices (Porges, 2022).
Implications for Practice
Trauma-informed care shifts the focus from what's wrong with individuals to understanding their experiences, emphasising empowerment and safety. Key principles include safety, trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, and empowerment, which require systemic integration through staff training and leadership accountability. Research shows that organisations adopting trauma-informed frameworks experience better service accessibility, enhanced staff well-being, and improved collaboration. This approach also aligns with legal obligations under the Children Act 2004 and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, promoting a sustainable and inclusive healthcare strategy (Walsh, 2020; Asgeir Falch-Eriksen and Toros, 2022).
Key Takeaways
· Trauma alters neural, relational, and behavioural systems.
· Behaviour is a form of survival communication, not defiance.
· Secure attachment and physiological safety are foundations for healing.
· Trauma-informed practice transforms systems from reactive to restorative (Theisen-Womersley, 2021).
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Neurobiological Adaptation
The amygdala, hippocampus, prefrontal cortex, and HPA axis (hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal system) are crucial for understanding the neurobiological effects of stress. Research on neurodevelopment indicates that adversity results in chronic activation of the HPA axis, disrupting cortisol levels and triggering neuroinflammation, ultimately impairing memory and executive functioning (Hosseini-Kamkar, Lowe, and Morton, 2021). 
Neuroimaging studies have shown reduced hippocampal volume and increased amygdala activity (Cross et al., 2019). While these neurological changes may initially serve a protective function, they can become maladaptive in safe environments. This can lead to impulsivity, hyperarousal, and difficulties with concentration in traumatised adolescents, who may perceive trauma as an adaptive response to persistent threats (Fan and Kang, 2025).


Attachment and Emotion Regulation
Attachment theory serves as a fundamental framework for comprehending the relational consequences of trauma. Secure attachment during early development fosters co-regulation, the ability to manage distress by relying on trusted individuals. Conversely, experiences of maltreatment disrupt this co-regulatory process, leading to the emergence of insecure or disorganised attachment styles, characterised by mistrust, avoidance, or hypervigilance (Harcourt, 2021).
Neurological research indicates that children exposed to relational trauma exhibit diminished connectivity between the limbic system and prefrontal regions that are essential for emotional modulation. As a result, there is a transition from adaptive emotional regulation to survival-oriented responses, manifesting as either emotional shutdown or volatility. This shift limits the adolescent's capacity to establish stable relationships and to engage effectively in learning processes. (Marianne, 2025; Chizimba, 2021).


Behaviour as Communication
Trauma-informed theory reframes behaviour from “problem” to communication of unmet need. Aggression, defiance, or withdrawal are adaptive responses to perceived threat rather than intentional disruption. Behavioural expressions of fear, shame, or loss often mirror earlier relational trauma (Kelly et al., 2023; Roche et al., 2020).
Relational consistency and empathic listening are therefore therapeutic tools. Evidence from the Social Care Institute for Excellence and the Welsh Government (2022) shows that when professionals interpret behaviour contextually rather than punitively, exclusions and placement breakdowns decrease significantly. The emphasis transfer from control to compassion, an essential paradigm for recovery (Johnstone and Boyle, 2018).



Children reporting ≥1 ACE +24% 


Foster children experiencing abuse/neglect +13 %


School exclusions linked to trauma +21 %


Global children exposed to violence 1 billion
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