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Serving Survivors 
Experiencing 
Complex Trauma

Sexual Assault Advanced II 
Training

How we will spend our time 
together...

• Create group definitions of:

⚬ Trauma

⚬ Complex Trauma

• Discuss how complex trauma creates 

barriers in service

• Create agreements of how to serve 

survivors experiencing complex trauma

What is trauma?

What does the word "trauma 
mean to you? 

How would you explain "trauma" 
to a middle schooler?
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• A trauma response is a normal reaction 
to an abnormal situation.

• Trauma is a singular lived experience.

• No two individuals react to the same 
experience the exact identical way.

What is trauma?

What is Complex 
Trauma?

• What is different about someone 

experiencing “complex trauma” than a 

single traumatic event?

• How would you explain it to a high school 

aged called on the hotline?

What is Complex Trauma? 

• Complex trauma is the result of multiple 

experiences in a person’s life that each 

individually create a traumatic reaction.

• If two people experience the same three 

events that could produce a trauma 

response, there is no guarantee either of 

them will show signs of complex trauma.
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ENVIRONMENTAL, 
SOCIETAL & 

INSTITUTIONAL TRAUMA

• Beyond events that happen to individuals, 

American society can create traumatic 

experiences for communities that are 

marginalized.

• People experiencing racism, sexism, 

homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and other 

oppressive systems can be traumatized by 

those experiences.

Group Activity
• How might transphobia impact the trauma 

experienced by a survivor whose gender does not 

match their identity? 

• What role might racism play in the trauma 

experience of an African American survivor living in 

a rural country? 

• How could having a physical disability that requires 

assistance to complete activities of daily living 

impact an adult survivor of child sexual abuse? 

EVERYONE: What can you do as an advocate to provide the 
appropriate services for this individual?   
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• Until the age of 25, an individual’s brain 
is still developing.

• Early traumas, including pre-verbal 
events, can impact brain development 
and problem solving skills long term.

A note about trauma and 
brain development:

Services and Complex Trauma

• How might someone who has had 

multiple traumatic experiences present 

differently than someone experiencing a 

single traumatic event?

• How does the way people show up create 

barriers to services? 

A Few Gentle Reminders:
• Being yelled at by a survivor is not a 

reason to discontinue services.

• It is normal for survivors to be upset, 
but it also normal for them to have 
dissociation or flat affect when 
seeking help.

• Just because someone’s high or 
drunk doesn’t mean you can turn 
them away.
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Reflection Questions:

What internal thoughts, feelings, and beliefs do you 
carry that might create barriers for serving survivors 
experiencing complex trauma? 

What requirements, rules, or procedures in your 
program create barriers for someone experiencing 
complex trauma?

Breaking Down Barriers 

Creative Services

Envision the perfect agency offering services 
for survivors experiencing complex 
trauma...what would those services look like? 

What work can we do as advocates to 
minimize barriers? 

What canwe do in our programs to create 
better access? 

Thank you!
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