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PRIMARY TRAUMA 

Primary traumas (also called first hand traumas) occur when 
significant, potentially life-altering events leave us feeling fearful, 
helpless, over-whelmed, and profoundly changed.  
 
These feelings result from experiences that are direct, meaning 
they happen to us personally or we see them happen to others.  
 
Events that cause primary trauma can be acute—in the case of a 
single occurrence, such as a severe car accident—or ongoing, in 
the case of an experience that happens over time, such as being 
abused or neglected as a child. 



HISTORICAL AND INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA 
When we talk about trauma in West Virginia, the concept of historical 
and intergenerational trauma is especially relevant to some of our 
most geographically and historically isolated areas. 
 
Historical and intergenerational trauma are the traumas that are 
“inherited,” so to speak, from prior generations.  
 
Despite the fact that these traumas are not experienced directly, they 
can still leave their imprint on us. Like primary trauma, the effects of 
historical and intergenerational trauma can be physical, psychological, 
social, and economic. Historical trauma is unique, however, in that it 
is experienced at a community level.  



SECONDARY TRAUMA: WHAT IT IS 

For those of us in the helping professions, our jobs require us to 
hear about or even witness the horrible and disturbing things that 
happen to other people on a daily basis.  
 
 
 
When we talk about secondary trauma, we are talking about the 
trauma that can be “transferred” over to us after repeatedly 
engaging and empathizing with people who have been 
traumatized.  
 
 
Research has shown that the symptoms of secondary trauma can 
be just as real and personal as those of primary trauma, despite 
our not having experienced the disturbing event directly. 



THREE CONCEPTS OF SECONDARY TRAUMA 
 

Secondary trauma is an occupational hazard. 
It is a natural consequence of  

working to help those who have been 
traumatized. By defining secondary trauma as 

an occupational hazard, we accept it as a 
reality of our jobs that must be recognized 

and dealt with by both victim service 
providers and the organizations that employ 

us. 



SECONDARY TRAUMA 

Secondary trauma is a byproduct of empathetic 
engagement with individuals who have 

experienced first hand trauma. 
 

Empathy is that thing we do when we try to help 
another person by putting ourselves in their shoes. 
While our ability to empathize may make us good 

at our jobs, we must also understand that 
vicariously engaging in another person’s suffering 

can take a profound toll over time. 



Secondary trauma can have serious consequences 
for our health, both mental and physical. Secondary 

trauma may cause us to experience symptoms of 
trauma—tension headaches, exhaustion, and 

irritability, just to name a few. 
 
 

By understanding that secondary trauma may be the 
cause of these symptoms, we can better begin to 

address them. 

SECONDARY TRAUMA 



CONSEQUENCES OF SECONDARY TRAUMA 
In her pioneering book Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While 
Caring for Others, according to van Dernoot Lipsky, these 16 items are common 
consequences of trauma exposure response:  
•feeling helpless and hopeless 
•a sense that one can never do enough 
•hyper vigilance  
•diminished creativity  
•inability to embrace complexity 
•minimizing  
•chronic exhaustion/physical ailments  
•inability to listen/deliberate avoidance  
•dissociative moments  
•sense of persecution  
•guilt •fear •anger and cynicism 
 •inability to empathize/numbing 
•addictions 
•grandiosity (an inflated sense of importance related to one’s work) 



PERSONAL HISTORY & TRAUMA 

Regardless of the specific circumstances, it is 
important to consider how our personal histories 

and ongoing adversities may impact our work. 
On the one hand, personal experiences of 

trauma can be an occupational asset. They can 
make us better able to empathize with, protect, 
and advocate for the people who need our help. 
On the other hand, a history of personal trauma 

can be hazardous, as our heightened level of 
empathy with those suffering from experiences 

similar to our own may put us at a greater risk of 
secondary trauma.  



CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS 
 “Noticing the breath is a simple, effective, and nonintrusive 

personal intervention that can be done anytime and 
anywhere.” —Erin Clements 
What can be done to offset the effects of secondary trauma?  
We believe that learning to cultivate mindfulness is a good 
place to start.  
 
 
 
As defined by Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction program at the University of 
Massachusetts Medical School, mindfulness is “awareness 
that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the 
present moment, non-judgmentally. It’s about knowing what 
is on your mind.” 



CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS 

You don’t get to selectively numb. So if 
you’re going to numb out your sorrow, you’re 

also going to numb out any possible 
happiness you can have. If you are going to 
numb out the heartbreak, you’re going to 

numb out any ability to survive noticing what 
is beautiful.” —Laura van Dernoot Lipsky, 

founder and director of the Trauma 
Stewardship Institute  



CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS 

If you are numb, you will not be able to gauge whether or 
not you are doing harm.” This is, of course, the opposite 

of what those of us in the helping professions want to do.  
Cultivating mindfulness is a way to gently guide us back to 

the present moment. Eventually, it may allow us to find 
quiet in an otherwise stressful day, notice and slow down 
our racing thoughts, and attend to the consequences of 

secondary trauma.  
With just a few dedicated minutes a day, you can 

establish a mindfulness practice that may help you 
reconnect with yourself and your work with clarity and 

intention. 



SETTLE 
 Settle into a comfortable sitting position.  
 Close your eyes, either partially or completely.  
 Soften the muscles in your face and around your eyes. Soften 

your shoulders, your arms and hands, and your legs.  
 Sit with an erect but relaxed posture.  
 Take several deep breaths to help you become aware of the 

sensation of breathing. Then allow your breath to flow in its 
normal, ever-changing manner.  

 Choose to pay attention to your breath either at the tip of your 
nose or the rims of your nostrils, in your chest or abdomen, or 
wherever the sensations are the clearest. Once you make a 
choice, stick with it throughout the period of meditation.  

 Continue to keep your awareness focused on the sensations 
of the breath flowing in and flowing out. If watching the breath 
at the tip of your nose, notice the sensations in this area of 
your body as you inhale and as you exhale. 



BREATHE 
Now become aware of all aspects of the breath. We do this by 

focusing our attention on the different parts of the breath. Each 
breath has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  

For the in-breath, pay attention to the beginning, middle, and 
end.  

Notice the space between the in-breath and out-breath 
Pay attention to the out-breath beginning, middle, and end.  
Now simply wait peacefully for the next in-breath to arrive.  

Bring awareness to the peace that exists in every breath you take.  
Now put all of your awareness on the entire circle of breath—in-

breath, space, out-breath, space. 



RETURN 
Your attention will wander away from the breath. When it does, notice it and 
appreciate that moment of noticing, of waking up and being mindful. 
Then gently return your attention to the breath and continue to follow it. Do not 
make any comments or judgments—just gently return your attention to the 
breath.  
When you are able to stay in contact with the sensations of breathing, you may 
notice when you are breathing a short breath and when you are breathing a long 
breath.  
As your awareness of the quality of each breath becomes clearer, you may also 
begin to notice for yourself whether the breath stays the same or whether it is 
constantly changing. Each breath is different from the one before.  
Now let your breath calm itself. Just let the breath breathe on its own. Breathing 
is none of your affair.  
Thoughts are none of your affair. When we become aware of the wandering 
mind, we gently bring awareness back to the breath with kindness and 
gentleness—without judgment or commentary.  
Continue with this meditation until your sitting period is over. 



SOMATIC EXPERIENCING 

Dr. Peter Levine called Somatic 
Experiencing® Trauma Resolution 
(sometimes called SE for short). 
Somatic simply means “body-

oriented,” reflecting this approach’s 
core belief that trauma is something 
that imprints on the body as well as 

the mind. SE is used around the world 
to treat trauma. 



A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO SOMATIC EXPERIENCING® 
The concepts behind SE draw from neuro-science research exploring our involuntary 

physiological response to trauma.  
This research shows that our brains and bodies react to highly stressful or threatening 

situations much in the same way as animals do—namely, “flight, fight, or freeze,” 
sometimes called the defensive threat response cycle.  

Despite our similarity to other animals in this respect, humans seem to be unique in how 
the effects of our exposure to trauma can linger long after a triggering event.  

 
Dr. Levine was particularly interested in why wild animals, unlike humans, can quickly 

resume their normal activities after a traumatic experience. Think, for instance, of an elk 
calmly grazing in a field only minutes after being chased by a grizzly bear. Why can’t we do 

that? 
 

Dr. Levine concluded that the answer lies in the involuntary regulation of our autonomic 
nervous system (ANS).  

 
The ANS includes the sympathetic nervous system (SNS)—responsible for mobilizing energy 
during an emergency, including triggering key parts of the body’s defensive threat response 
cycle—and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which controls the body’s reactions 
during times of resting and digesting. The PNS can also activate a “freeze” response in the 

face of a perceived threat. 
 





SYMPATHETIC NERVES 



From the perspective of SE, trauma is not held in the event but in the nervous 
system.  

 
During a traumatic event, the body springs into action, with the SNS triggering a 

defensive threat response.  
 

After the threat has passed, the gentle PNS can return the body to its baseline 
after high surges of stress hormones. This often takes the form of trembling or the 

feeling of heat releasing.  
 

This natural cycle allows our bodies to return to a state of calm. From this relaxed 
and restored place, our physiology will indicate to us that the event has passed. 

 
Unfortunately, the human brain often gets in the way. After a traumatic event, 

certain parts of the brain may suppress this involuntary process, thus disrupting 
the natural chain of reactions that allows our brains and bodies to return to their 

normal states. By tracking our physical sensations and how they relate to our 
experiences of trauma, SE helps us “complete” the interrupted process of the ANS.  



SECONDARY TRAUMA AND THE SOMATIC 
EXPERIENCING® PERSPECTIVE  

Our work as providers—particularly the task of listening and responding 
to the traumatic experiences of others—can activate our own defensive 

threat response cycle, even though we are not in actual danger.  
Therefore, to build our resiliency, we need to train ourselves to 

recognize our ANS threat response and get out of survival mode when it 
is not needed. 

This requires us to increase or expand what is called our “window of 
tolerance”—or the resilient zone for a nervous system, wherein it is 
moving optimally between arousal and settling—and learn when we 

have left the window and gotten stuck in an instinctual survival 
response.  

 
Fortunately, paying attention to our nervous systems can help us track 

where we are in the window of tolerance and warn us when we are 
about to leave it.  



ORIENTING 
Take a moment to look around. Notice what your eyes are drawn to 

that is pleasant. Take time to notice the light and colors in the present 
moment.  

 
This can send signals to the brain that the threat, perceived or real, has 

passed. It may bring you out of a state of anxiety or a sense of fog.  
 

Afterward, take note, if you can, of the specific areas in your body that 
feel better. Does your chest feel more open? Do your shoulders feel 

more relaxed? Saying those things, either in your mind or out loud, can 
be helpful. Try to find positive words to describe how you feel better. 

Instead of “less tight,” for example, you can say “more relaxed,” which 
will often lead to more relaxation. 



GROUNDING 

Feel the areas of your body that are most connected to a 
physical sensation of heaviness.  

 
If you are seated, for example, you can ask yourself, “Do I 
feel more weight in my feet, my seat, or my back?” When 

we are in a fight, flight, or freeze state, we often lose 
connection to the calming, weighted presence of our legs.  

 
Again, afterward, take note if you feel more relaxed and 

describe the ways in which you feel better. Tell yourself, in 
your mind or out loud, where you feel those sensations of 

“betterness” in your body. For example, “I feel weight in my 
legs and more aliveness in my chest.” 



SELF CONTACT 
Place your hands somewhere on your body that feels comforting and find a weight 

or pressure that feels calming. Some people like to place their hands together in 
front of them; rest them on their upper legs, chest, or stomach; or place one hand 

on the chest and the other on the stomach.  
You can also try placing your right hand under your left arm and then wrap your 
left arm around to your right shoulder. This can increase the feeling of being able 

to “hold” strong emotions.  
Now track how your body reacts to this pose. Where in your body do you feel 

different? Do any deep breaths occur on their own? Let any sensations of 
shakiness, heat, or vibration move through your body. Allow these sensations to 

just happen. Do not inhibit them, as they may be signs that your body is naturally 
coming out of a defensive threat response.  

Permitting these sensations to ripple through you can help your nervous system 
reset and prepare itself for the next thing that it needs to respond to. If you feel 

better, tell yourself, in your mind or out loud, what sensations changed and where 
you feel those changes in your body. 



MOVEMENT 
Notice where you feel uncomfortable in your body.  

Say to yourself, in your mind or out loud, what sensations feel 
uncomfortable and where they are occurring.  

 
For example, “My chest feels tight. The tension is in the shape of a tennis 

ball.”  
 

Allow your body to move, slowly and gently, in a way that feels 
comforting.  

 
Some people like to tap their feet or rock gently back and forth. Slow 

movements, rather than fast ones, are better for regulating the nervous 
system. Take some time and really feel the pleasantness of the movement.  

 
Then check back after a few minutes to see if you feel better in the area 

where you were uncomfortable before. 



VISUALIZATION 
If your defensive threat response is being activated by 

the memory of a situation where you wanted to fight or 
flee but could not, it may be helpful to visualize yourself 
as an animal who is facing the same situation but is able 

to run away or fight to protect itself.  
Imagine what your animal body would like to do in that 
situation. For example, you could picture yourself as an 

antelope swiftly escaping a pack of coyotes or a bear 
fiercely protecting herself and her cubs.  

Try slowly enacting these movements. Then, notice how 
they are connected to the threat response of fight or 

flight. 



Somatic Yoga, developed by Eleanor Criswell, 
is a unique approach to yoga that blends 

somatics (mind-body integration), Hatha yoga, 
and Raja yoga (Patanjali's yoga). It is based on 
the principles of somatics, yoga, neuroscience 

(especially the somatic nervous system), 
applied psychophysiology, and psychology. 



BREATHING EXERCISE  
 

Do the alternate nostril breathing exercise. 
Exhale completely, using both nostrils. 

Press your finger against your right nostril, closing it completely. 
Inhale slowly and smoothly through the left nostril only. 
Hold that inhaled breath for a few comfortable seconds. 

Then close the left nostril and exhale through the right nostril. 
Hold while comfortable. 

Inhale through the right nostril only. 
Release your left nostril and close off the right. 

Exhale through the left nostril. Hold. 
Keep switching between left and right nostrils as you inhale and 

exhale rhythmically for a total of 10 to 15 sets. 
Go back to breathing through both nostrils. 
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