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The notion that early childhood adverse experiences 
lead to substantial developmental disruptions is 
more clinical intuition than a research-based fact. 
There is no known evidence of developmental 
disruptions that were preceded in time in a causal 
fashion by any type of trauma syndrome.

- From the American Psychiatric Association’s
rejection of Developmental Trauma Disorder

diagnosis, May 2011
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The impact of early trauma is so profound 
because it occurs during those critical periods 
when the brain is most rapidly developing and 
organizing. Because the experiences of early 
life determine the organization and function of 
the mature brain, going through adverse 
events in childhood can have a tremendously 
negative impact on early brain development, 
including social and emotional development.

Dobson, Christine & Perry, Bruce. From Working with Children to Heal Interpersonal 
Trauma: The Power of Play.Edited by Eliana Gil with Foreword by Lenore C. Terr.Copyright 2010 

by The Guilford Press. All rights reserved.

What Is Child Traumatic Stress?

• Child traumatic stress refers to the physical and
emotional responses of a child to events that
threaten the life or physical integrity of the child or
of someone critically important to the child (such
as a parent or sibling).

Traumatic events overwhelm a child’s capacity to
cope and elicit feelings of terror, powerlessness,
and out-of-control physiological arousal.

2/24/2026Partnerships For A Brighter Future
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Types of Traumatic Stress

Acute trauma is a single traumatic event 
that is limited in time. 

During an acute event, children go 
through a variety of feelings, thoughts, 
and physical reactions that are 
frightening in and of themselves and 
contribute to a sense of being 
overwhelmed.

Types of Traumatic Stress

•Chronic trauma refers to the experience of
multiple traumatic events.

•These may be multiple and varied events—such
as a child who is exposed to domestic violence, is
involved in a serious car accident, and then
becomes a victim of community violence—or
longstanding trauma such as physical abuse,
neglect, or war.

•The effects of chronic trauma are often
cumulative, as each event serves to remind the
child of prior trauma and reinforce its negative
impact.
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Types of Traumatic Stress

• Complex trauma describes both exposure
to chronic trauma—usually caused by
adults entrusted with the child’s care—and
the impact of such exposure on the child.

• Children who experienced complex trauma
have endured multiple interpersonal
traumatic events from a very young age.

• Complex trauma has profound effects on
nearly every aspect of a child’s
development and functioning.
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“What happened to you?
is so important in understanding 
what’s going on with you now.”

Dr. Bruce Perry, What Happened to You?
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“What attention, 
nurturing touch, 
reassurance –
what love didn’t you get? 

Neglect is as toxic as trauma.”

-Dr. Bruce Perry, What Happened to You?

Children Charged as Adults in Justice System Have 
Overwhelming Histories of Trauma

94% percent of children sentenced to adult time 
experienced multiple traumas in their early years. 
Eighty percent of girls survived sexual abuse, a large 
percentage overall are commercially trafficked.

Yet in all but 10% of cases, this childhood trauma was 
not even considered in court when minors were tried 
for crimes.

-The Childhood Trauma-to-Prison Pipeline
November 2025

Developmental Trauma: The Hidden Epidemic - Page 6



On average, kids who come into contact with the 
justice system have experienced four traumatic 
life events, and according to a 2021 study, 23% of 
detained girls and 9% of detained boys meet 
diagnostic criteria for PTSD, or post-traumatic 
stress disorder. (The respective rates in the 
general population are just 8% and 2%.)

Fordham Now, 2/29/25
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Heuristics of the Brain
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Inside 
world:  

eat/drink/sleep
bathroom break
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Experiences – both good and bad 

•Timing
•Duration 
•Frequency 
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Sensitized Stress Response

Multiple interactive stress-response networks:

1) hyperarousal (Flock, Freeze, Flight, Fight) and 
2) dissociative (Avoid, Comply, Dissociate) 

response continuum. 

Work together in complex ways to 
provide optimal responses

NMN Phase I Training Manual, Pg. 7

Dissociation

All Rights Reserved © 2002 - 2024 Bruce D. Perry Approved NNTM Trainer Slide

• Disengaging from the “external” world cues

• Attending to elements of the “inner” world

• Daydreaming, mind wandering, 
reflective cognition
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The brain is organized to act on 
incoming information before it feels and before it thinks 

about the incoming information

All Rights Reserved © 2002 - 2024 Bruce D. Perry Approved NNTM Trainer Slide
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TerrorFearAlarmAlertCalmState

ReflexiveReactiveEmotionalConcreteAbstractCognition
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Fidelity with which 

information is processed 
and stored

State Dependent Cognition
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“When people have a hard time cognitively 
acting on an instruction they will default to a 

practiced behavior.”

– Dr. Bruce D. Perry
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Sequence of Engagement 
and Processing

All Rights Reserved © 2002 - 2024 Bruce D. Perry Approved NNTM Trainer Slide

Sequence of Engagement
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Sequence of Engagement 
and Processing

All Rights Reserved © 2002 - 2024 Bruce D. Perry
Approved NNTM Trainer Slide
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The human brain 
is not ‘designed’ 
for the modern 

world.  

For thousands of 
generations we 
lived in small, 

multi-
generational 
groups, with 
dramatically 

higher ratios of 
caregiver to 
young child.

The Relational Landscape is 
Changing

Children have fewer emotional, social 
and cognitive interactions with fewer 

people.

The impact of “modern” life on the 
developing child has yet to be fully 

understood.

All rights reserved © 2007-2017 Bruce D. Perry
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Time

State of 
Arousal

Birth
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(e.g., feeds, soothes)

Caregiver as External Stress Regulator
Present, Attentive, Attuned & Responsive

All rights reserved © 2007-2019  Bruce D. Perry

Time

Birth

Inconsistent Caregiving
Response

Caregiver as a Disorganized Stress Regulator
Absent, Overwhelmed, Disengaged, Anxious, Angry

State of 
Arousal
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Primary Relational Experiences 
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So What? Why does this matter?

Both the STRESS RESPONSE and the 
REWARD networks in the brain are shaped 

by relationships in early childhood – in 
healthy and unhealthy ways.

Relationships have a key role in global 
health, creativity and productivity of a 

group

All rights reserved © 2007-2017 Bruce D. Perry
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Eva’s Story

Adopted internationally
Behaviors – runaway, self harm, promiscuity, school
issues, defiance, peer conflict

Family counselor recommendations
• take away all possessions
• take off bedroom door
• leave at home on family vacations
• show her the Christmas/birthday gifts but don’t give 

them to her
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Developmental Trauma is The Great Imposter

DIAGNOSTIC IMPRESSIONS:

AXIS I : Oppositional Defiant Disorder; R/O Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, combined type; 
Mood Disorder NOS; R/O Bipolar Disorder; 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder; Reactive Attachment
Disorder, Disinhibited type; Primary Enuresis, 
Nocturnal Type; Sexual Abuse of a Child as Victim;
Physical Abuse of a Child as Victim

AXIS II: Deferred

AXIS III: Primary Enuresis

AXIS IV:  Severe

AXIS V : 40 

Appetite/Satiety

Attachment

Sense of Time

Attention

InsomniaObesity/FTT

ADHD

RAD/ODDAddiction

Sense of TimeADHD/Mania/LDASD/CD

Attachment
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Pleasure/Reward

Values/Ethics

Attention

Sense of Time

Emotional 
Dysregulation

Prescribed:
Concerta -ADHD
Effexor –
Depression
Risperdal – ASD
Zoloft –
Anxiety/PTSD
Vistaril – allergies
Omeprazole -
GERD
Melatonin – PRN for
sleep 
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The ChildTrauma Academy Channel

@BDPerry
@ChildTraumAcad
@Neurosequential

The Neurosequential Model Network
Neurosequential.com

BDPerry.com

Handouts
www.bdperry.com/handouts

@BDPerry
@Neurosequential

Info NMN

Overview of the Neurosequential Model 
https://youtu.be/910LNopJrHM
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