
Mindfulness Meditation 
and Trauma

Part One



Preview of what we will cover today:
• What is trauma?  What is PTSD? 

• Trauma, the brain, and neurobiology. 

  - the triune brain 

  - evolution of the autonomic nervous system 

  - human defensive responses and the nervous system 

  - the window of tolerance 

  - somatic trauma responses  

  - signs of hyper/hypoarousal 

• Factors, both individual and situational, that can influence how severely 
someone is affected by traumatic events 

• Mindfulness – so healing yet some hazards



Preview of what we will cover next 
week:

• 5 key principles for the following: 

• Creating safety – external, internal, and relational factors 

• What to do if someone goes “out of their window”.  

• Such as “quick resets,” grounding, and somatic resources. 

• How a mindfulness meditation practice can be very helpful and healing, but 
can present some particular challenges for those suffering from PTSD and how 
to make adjustments/be preventive.



What is trauma?

“Psychological trauma is the unique individual experience of an event, a series of 
events, or a set of enduring conditions, in which: 

! The individual’s ability to integrate their emotional experience is overwhelmed 
(e.g. ability to stay present, understand what is happening, integrate the 
feelings, make sense of what is happening) 

Or 

! The situation is perceived as threatening one’s safety and survival, such that 
subcortical defensive responses and hyper or hypo arousal are stimulated.  The 
perception of threat occurs not just through cognitive appraisal, but through 
physical and physiological sensation and impulses, which precede cognitive 
and emotional perception.”    Ogden, 2002



Common issues for trauma survivors:

! Depression 
! Irritability 
! Loss of interest 
! Numbing 

! Decreased concentration 

! Insomnia 

! Feelings of emotional overwhelm 
! Loss of sense of future 
! Feeling of hopelessness 
! Loss of sense of “who I am”

! Feelings of shame/worthlessness 
! Missing or partial memories 
! Nightmares and flashbacks 
! Hypervigilance and mistrust 

! General anxiety and panic attacks 

! Chronic pain and headaches 

! Substance abuse/Eating disorders 
! Feeling unreal/out of body 
! Self-destructive behaviors



Possible sources of trauma:

Attack      Medical/Surgical   Loss/Death 

Sexual abuse  Religious/spiritual trauma Disaster 

Neglect    Relocation/refugee   Ritual abuse 

Vicarious trauma Captivity/kidnapping  Attachment trauma 

Terrorism   Pre-peri-natal    Falls 

Accidents   Trans-generational   Cultural 

Physical abuse/interpersonal violence



The Triune Brain PAUL McLEAN

• Cortex/neocortex – primate brain, last to 
develop, cognitive information processing, 
self awareness, conscious thought, includes 
corpus callosum which bridges left and 
right hemispheres. 

• Midbrain, limbic system – mammalian brain, 
surrounds brain stem, mediates motion, 
memory, some social behavior and learning. 

• Brain stem – reptilian brain, governs 
arousal, homeostasis, reproductive drives.



Three Levels of Information Processing

! Cognitive – declarative knowledge, reasoning, problem-solving, verbal 
expression 

! Emotional – affective knowledge, subjective feelings, emotional responses 

! Sensorimotor – instinctual action tendencies related to survival.



Triune Brain Functioning

• Each of the three levels has it’s own logic and understanding of events. 
• Higher functions (cognitive) tend to be open and flexible, while lower functions 

(sensorimotor) tend to be fixed, reflexive, stereotyped, and closed, with 
emotional processing in the middle. 

• The three levels are mutually dependent and intertwined, with the neocortex 
serving an integrative function. 

• Under certain inner and outer environmental conditions, a particular level may 
become dominant and override the others.



Evolution of the Autonomic Nervous 
System

Social: (ventrovagal branch) – a sophisticated set of responses supporting massive 
cortical development enabling maternal bonding and social cooperation (language 
and social structures) via facial functions.  Social engagement occurs via eyes, 
ears, mouth, voice, touch, and facial expression. 

Sympathetic: - a more sophisticated set of responses enabling mobility for 
feeding, defense and reproduction via limbs and muscles.  Governs mobilization 
(fight/flight/freeze), rec/vocational excitement, sexual climax, daytime alertness 
and metabolism, muscular activity. 

Parasympathetic: (dorsovagal branch) – a primitive passive feeding and 
reproductive system creating a metabolic baseline to manage oxygen and 
nutrient-rich blood – governs rest and rebuild, sexual arousal, sleep, baseline 
metabolism (heart, breath, assimilation).



Branches of the N.S. and Human 
Defensive Responses

! Our first line of defense is through social engagement: cry 
for help, run/reach towards a safe person, bargain with 
perpetrator 

! When that goes offline, next line of defense is flight/fight/
or high freeze – (immobilized and ready to move). 

! If all else fails, the final line of defense is surrender/
submit/”play dead”.



The Window of Tolerance



Action Systems 
Defense trumps all others

! Defense 

! Attachment 

! Exploration 

! Energy regulation 

! Caregiving 

! Sociability 

! Play 

! Sexuality



Somatic Trauma Responses

! Social engagement system – (ventral vagal system)  - facial muscles, eyes, 
larynx, middle ear, adaptive movement 

! Attachment for survival – voice, movement toward safe person 

! Flight – movement away from source of threat 

! Freeze – stiffening type of immobility, shallow fast breath, tense muscles 

! Fight – movement toward the threat, aggressive action 

! Submission – limp type of immobility



Signs of chronic hyper or hypoarousal:

• Panic 

• Impulsivity 

• Emotional overwhelm 

• Hypervigilance 

• Defensiveness 

• Feeling unsafe 

• Reactive/angry 

• Shakiness  

• Racing thoughts or obsessive/
cyclical

• Numb, dead 

• Passive 

• No feelings/flat affect 

• Can’t think 

• Shut down, “not there” 

• Ashamed 

• Can’t say “no” 

• No energy/ reduced movement 

• Disconnected



Somatic Signs of Hyper/Hypoarousal 
       Hyper       Hypo

• Tense muscles (shoulders, arms, 
legs, jaw) 

• Rapid breath, often in upper chest 
• Dilated or pinpoint pupils, wide 

eyes 
• Changes in skin hue (pale/flush) 
• Narrowed visual perception 
• Racing heart 
• Exaggerated startle response 
• Excessive sweating 
• Emotional volatility (rage, terror)

• Limp, slack, or flaccid muscle tone 
• Shallow slow breath 
• Drooping eyelids 
• Disorganized speech/thought 

• Slurred words or words unavailable 
• Inability to make eye contact



Individual factors that may influence 
severity of impact of trauma:

! Developmental factors (e.g. age at which trauma(s) occurs or begins to occur 

! Genetic prevulnerabilities 

! Attachment history and availability of “safe” adults 

! Prior trauma or neglect history 

! Level of preparedness for traumatic situation 

! Degree of development of emotional regulation and distress tolerance skills 

! Co-morbidities with other mental health problems 

! Other resources or lack thereof (i.e. physical health, financial, social, intellectual, 
spiritual/religious, creative) 

! Degree of internalized “isms”  

! Degree of ongoing either perceived or actual lack of safety in various  contexts



Trauma factors that may influence 
severity of impact:

! Single versus repeated incidents 

! Longevity and pervasiveness of trauma 

! Severity of trauma 

! Bystander or victim status 

! Human-caused vs. natural 

! Degree of relational support 

! Degree of contradiction of internalized cultural norms. 

! Cultural meanings of the trauma



Mindfulness Meditation

• Many benefits – learning to stay present, increased ability to tune into, 
identify and tolerate certain sensations, (somatic awareness) as well as certain 
thoughts, images, etc. (form of desensitization), reduction in physical/
emotional pain 

• Same benefits as for anyone, stress reduction, increased sense of well-being, 
improvements in sense of connectedness and empathy, focus, creativity, 
improved memory and decision-making, enhanced immune system and 
cardiovascular health…. 

• However, some particular obstacles/difficulties, especially at first….potential 
for disassociation/flashbacks/emotional dysregulation to occur…..



Resource

!  Moment of uncomplicated peace or joy 

! Could be an activity, place, body sensation, object, person, pet, spiritual 
figure, or member.


