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inSIGHT
“Experiencing trauma can ‘rewire’ a person’s 
nervous system in such a way that it responds 
to everyday experiences as though the trauma 
is still happening—is still present—long after 
the experience has passed..”

Experiencing trauma can “rewire” a person’s nervous system in such a way that it responds to everyday 
experiences as though the trauma is still happening—is still present—long after the experience has 
passed. As a result of this rewiring, the client has organized their cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 
responses around threat detection, protection, and safety in the present moment. Think of their “fight, 

Recognizing Signs of Traumatic  
Stress in Clients
By Bryan R. Welch

Being able to recognize and adapt to the needs of a client who is 
impacted by their traumatic experience is critical to helping them 
participate effectively in their representation. The trauma may be the 
direct reason for your client coming to see you, or it may be the result of 
an unrelated past or present experience.
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flight, freeze, fawn, and faint” system as being 
locked in the on position. Here some things you 
might notice when working with a person who has 
suffered a trauma. They may:

•	be easily angered, frustrated, or irritated;

•	have a flat affect, little emotion in their face 
or voice, or a fixed look or stare;

•	be easily startled by loud noises, fast 
movements, people behind them, etc.;

•	react defensively to what seems to you a  
neutral interaction;

•	have difficulty focusing or concentrating;

•	experience challenges with following through 
on tasks or following instructions;

•	show signs of dissociation, such as incoherent 
timelines in recalling facts, unaccounted-for 
time, or difficulty with memory—especially 
around emotionally charged content;

•	find it difficult to rest or restore, or might  
experience flashbacks, nightmares, trouble 
eating, difficulty falling or staying asleep;

•	report any of a variety of physical complaints, 
such as headaches, body pain, gastrointestinal 
issues, fatigue, chest pain, dizziness, or 
changes in heart rate and blood pressure; 

•	develop negative changes in perspective or 
worldview, self-doubt, shame or self-blame, 
cynicism, pessimism, or changes to spiritual 
beliefs.

Being able to provide trauma-responsive services 
to clients reduces the risk of re-traumatization 
and helps both you and your client manage their 
case in a healthier, more productive way. ●
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