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Trauma’s Impact on the Brain

Trauma has lasting adverse effects 
on an individual’s functioning, 
including their mental and 
emotional wellbeing, and 
development.

TRAUMA & 
THE BRAIN

During a potentially traumatic event, the brain 
is working to keep us alive through our stress 

response system: Fight, Flight, or Freeze

WHAT’S 
HAPPENING IN 
THE BRAIN?

A trauma response is a normal 
response to abnormal events. The 

stress response system is an important 
process meant to keep us alive.

When the brain sees everyday events 
as unsafe because of traumatic 

experiences, this 
process can become maladaptive.



HOW TRAUMA 
CAN SHOW UP

Difficulty 
focusing

Problems 
with memory Trouble 

regulating 
emotions

Disassociation 

Anxiety and 
Depression

Issues planning 
and problem 

solving

While trauma can change brain 
functioning, individuals can heal 

from trauma with time, effort, and 
support.

THE GOOD NEWS

Dysregulation: feeling increasingly frustrated and/or agitated. Getting urges to explode or isolate. 
Uncomfortable feelings increase but still in control.

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

Dysregulation: feeling increasingly demotivated or lethargic. Getting close to shutting down or 

zoning out. Uncomfortable feelings increase, but still in control. 

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

• anxiety
• overwhelmed
• Rigidness
• over-eating
• restricting eating
• addictions
• impulsivity

Feeling overwhelmed, anxious or out of 
control. Experiencing the urge to fight 
or engage in conflict. Wanting to run 
away or avoid the situation. 
Physiological feelings: hyperventilating, 
shaking, etc...

Why do you pop out of your 
window?
• Chronic stress
• Unpredictability
• Trauma triggers
• Lack of control
• Physical pain or illness
• Rejection
• Conflict
• Poor sleep
• Poor nutrition

What helps you stay in your 
window?
• Mindfulness exercises
• Grounding exercises
• Movement
• Deep, slow breathing
• Positive self-talk
• Journaling
• Seeking support
• Laughter/humor

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

• disconnected
• dissociation
• not present
• memory loss
• auto pilot

Feeling numb, empty or frozen, 
inability to take action. Disconnected 
or zoned out, difficulties with 
motivation. Staring at nothing, 
dissociated/detached from self. 
Physiological feelings: lethargic, low 
energy, etc...

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

• outbursts (emotional 
or physical)

• anger
• aggression
• rage
• obsessive-compulsive 

behavior or thoughts

• feign death response
• unavailable/shut down
• no display of emotions/flat
• separation from self, 

feelings & emotions

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

HYPER-ACTIVATED
Fight/Flight Response

Anxiety |  Overwhelmed  |  Outbursts  |  Anger/Aggression/Rage  |  Rigidness  |  Obsessive-compulsive patterns  |  
Over-eating/restricting  |  Impulsivity

Feeling overwhelmed, anxious or out of control. Experiencing the urge to fight or engage in conflict. Wanting to run away or 
avoid the situation. Physiological feelings: hyperventilating, shaking, etc...

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

Dissociation  |  Checked out  |  Unfocused  |  Memory loss  |  Disconnected  |  Auto pilot  |  No display of emotions  |  Numbing

Feeling numb, empty or frozen, inability to take action. Disconnected or zoned out, difficulties with motivation. Staring at nothing, 
dissociated/detached from self. Physiological feelings: lethargic, low energy, etc...

HYPO-ACTIVATED

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

HYPER-ACTIVATED
Fight/Flight Response

Anxiety |  Overwhelmed  |  Outbursts  |  Anger/Aggression/Rage  |  Rigidness  |  Obsessive-compulsive patterns  |  
Over-eating/restricting  |  Impulsivity

Feeling overwhelmed, anxious or out of control. Experiencing the urge to fight or engage in conflict. Wanting to run 
away or avoid the situation. Physiological feelings: hyperventilating, shaking, etc...

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

What can pop you 
out of your 
window? 
• Lack of control
• Rejection
• Conflict
• Being silenced
• Threat or violence
• Sudden changes
• Disrespect
• Being 

micromanaged
• Harassment

Dissociation  |  Checked out  |  Unfocused  |  Memory loss  |  Disconnected  |  Auto pilot  |  No display of emotions  |  Numbing

Feeling numb, empty or frozen, inability to take action. Disconnected or zoned out, difficulties with motivation. Staring at 
nothing, dissociated/detached from self. Physiological feelings: lethargic, low energy, etc...

HYPO-ACTIVATED

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Conditions that can shrink 
your window of tolerance

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected



HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED
adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Conditions that can expand 
your window of tolerance

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

Dysregulation: feeling increasingly frustrated and/or agitated. Getting urges to explode or 
isolate. Uncomfortable feelings increase but still in control.

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

         Dysregulation: feeling increasingly demotivated or lethargic. Getting close to shutting 
down or zoning out. Uncomfortable feelings increase, but still in control. 

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Conditions that can shrink your 
window of tolerance: Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

Dysregulation: feeling increasingly frustrated and/or agitated. Getting urges to explode or isolate. Uncomfortable feelings 
increase but still in control.

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

         Dysregulation: feeling increasingly demotivated or lethargic. Getting close to shutting down or zoning out. 
Uncomfortable feelings increase, but still in control. 

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED
adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Activities that can expand 
your window of tolerance

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
(COMFORT ZONE)

ABILITY TO SELF-SOOTHE
Ability to regulate emotional state

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED

adapted from M. Dezelic, PhD  2013 

Cool, Calm, Collected & Connected

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Fight/Flight Response

HYPER-ACTIVATED
Fight/Flight Response

Anxiety |  Overwhelmed  |  Outbursts  |  Anger/Aggression/Rage  |  Rigidness  |  Obsessive-compulsive patterns  |  
Over-eating/restricting  |  Impulsivity

Feeling overwhelmed, anxious or out of control. Experiencing the urge to fight or engage in conflict. Wanting to 
run away or avoid the situation. Physiological feelings: hyperventilating, shaking, etc...

HYPER-ACTIVATED

Freeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATEDFreeze Response

HYPO-ACTIVATED
Dissociation  |  Checked out  |  Unfocused  |  Memory loss  |  Disconnected  |  Auto pilot  |  No display of emotions  |  Numbing

Feeling numb, empty or frozen, inability to take action. Disconnected or zoned out, difficulties with motivation. Staring at 
nothing, dissociated/detached from self. Physiological feelings: lethargic, low energy, etc...

HYPO-ACTIVATED

What helps you 
return to your 
window?
• Mindfulness and 

grounding 
exercises

• Movement
• Deep, slow 

breathing
• Positive self-talk
• Seeking support
• Laughter/humor
• Soothing with your 

senses

COMING BACK FROM 
HYPOAROUSAL

Joking or 
irreverence

Physical 
movement

Recall/
Grounding

Vocal 
inflection

Using 
engaged 
posture

Scaling 1-10

• Use grounding (5 senses) and 
orienting to present moment

• Speak slowly and warmly; pause 
and check in

• Validate and name the nervous 
system state

• Offer co-regulation through calm 
presence

INTERVENTIONS 
& STRATEGIES



• Co-Regulation Scripts
• "It seems like things are moving 

fast right now. Let’s take a 
moment and slow down 
together."

• "I notice it’s hard to find words. 
Would it help if we focused on 
your breath for a few seconds?"

INTERVENTIONS 
& STRATEGIES

• Watch for subtle cues of 
dysregulation

• Allow more silence and slow 
transitions

• Keep interventions titrated – 
work as fast as the client is able 
to

TIPS FOR 
SESSION PACING

JoinUs!

THANK YOU!
Kara Patin, LCSW, ABD
kara@tiutah.org


