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TRAUMA AND SUBSTANCE USE DISORDER

Recovery begins with embracing our pain and taking the 
risk to share it with others
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• Parenting In Recovery:
• Dates: First Tuesday of every month: 4-week cycle 

• Time: 7:00-8:00pm Eastern Time
• Cost: $200 total

• Families Impacted by Addiction:
• Dates: First Tuesday of every month: 4-week schedule

• Time: 6:00-7:00pm Eastern Time
• Cost: $200 total

• Couples in Recovery:
• Dates: First Wednesday of every month: 4-week schedule

• Time: 6:00-7:00pm Eastern Time
• Cost: $200 total

• Parenting in a New World: 
• Dates: First Wednesday of every month: 4-week schedule

• Time: 7:00-8:00pm Eastern Time
• Cost: $200 total

• Individualized family Coaching:

Shoutout™ New Family Offerings
To enroll in any of the courses 

Call 866-571-1614



Objectives

• To be able to define traumatic stress and Substance Use 
Disorder 

• To provide information on the effects of substance use and 
trauma on brain functioning

• To understand the different types of trauma and the 
components of trauma-informed care

• To develop a basic understanding of effective treatments for 
people with traumatic exposure and substance use 



Trauma and Substance Use Treatment
• Most clinical programs address trauma OR substance use, but not together
• The majority of individuals with PTSD and substance use disorders do not 

receive PTSD focused treatment
• Often times, individuals are not even assessed for both
• The co-occurring disorder creates intensive case management needs (out-

reach calls)
• Treatment can be effective but it is often difficult and is marked by 

unstable treatment, multiple crises and relapse
“Substance use is the scab trying to protect the trauma”

Seeking Safety



Trauma and 
Substance Use 

Disorder

• Research consistently 
reports that the 
integration of 
treatment for both 
disorders is most 
successful and 
therapeutic



Substance Use Disorder Defined
• Substance Use Disorder is a primary, 

chronic disease of brain reward, 
motivation, memory and related 
circuitry. ▪

• Substance Use Disorders is 
characterized by inability to 
consistently abstain, impairment in 
behavioral control, craving, diminished 
recognition of significant problems 
with one’s behaviors and interpersonal 
relationships, and a dysfunctional 
emotional response.” – American Society of 
Addiction Medicine

• “Addiction isn't about substances - you 
aren't addicted to the substance, you 
are addicted to the alteration of mood 
that the substance brings” anonymous

• “Cos we're worlds apart but it's time to 
know That the hardest part is to not let 
go While the heart keeps beating The 
brain keeps wanting How can I fly if you 
won't give me wings?”
-The Music



Trauma Defined
• “Traumatic events are extraordinary, not because 

they occur rarely, but rather because they 
overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to 
life. Unlike commonplace misfortunes, traumatic 
events generally involve threats to life or bodily 
integrity, or a close personal encounter with 
violence and death. They confront human beings 
with the extremities of helplessness and terror, 
and evoke the responses of catastrophe.”

• “Immediately after the event, shock and denial 
are typical. Longer term reactions include 
unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained 
relationships and even physical symptoms like 
headaches or nausea. While these feelings are 
normal, some people have difficulty moving on 
with their lives.”

Judith Herman

• “Trauma is an inescapable 
stressful event that overwhelms 
peoples coping mechanisms”

Bessel Van der Kolk (1995)

• “Trauma is  loss of connection-
to ourselves, to our bodies, to 
our families, and to the world 
around us”

Levine (2008)



Shared Symptoms
• Low frustration tolerance
• Poor impulse control
• A tendency toward rash action
• The inability to modulate or 

tolerate strong emotions
• Fear of a pain-filled inner world 

may make them want a “quick fix” 
• Trauma bonding *
• Traumatic reenactment- the 

“vortex” *

• “Attention seeking” *
• Cognitive Disturbance (low self-

esteem; self-blame)
• Mood disorders (depression, 

anxiety)
• Somatoform Disorders
• Avoidance
• Difficulty with affect regulation
• A sense of the Loss of self
• Denial



Trauma and the ACES Study



How childhood trauma affects health across a 
lifetime - Nadine Burke Harris



The Traumatized Brain



Brain Development: Bottom to Top

• Rational Brain-Cortex: the youngest part of our 
brain. It is concerned with the world around us-
goals, relationships, and jumps to conclusions 
based on the lower brain emotions

• Emotional brain-Limbic system: the seat of our 
emotions, the monitor of danger and judge of 
what is scary or pleasurable. And is shaped to 
experience combined with personal temperament

• Reptilian brain -Brainstem : most primitive located 
at the brain stem and is responsible for all things 
new born babies do. Also coordinate the 
endocrine system and immune systems



Trauma as an unbalanced 
Autonomic Nervous system

• The NS learns from it’s environment 
through experiences

• Physiological arousal affects how the 
NS regulates thoughts, emotions, and 
physiology

• When the ANS is off balance it 
responds with survival strategies and 
this creates the symptoms we see- but 
it is appropriate for that system!- it 
means the system is working!



• At the point of activation all consequences are meaningless

• Everything is about that moment and SURVIVAL

• all non essential systems are suppressed

• Perceptions shift to memories or repetitive negative thinking

• Reactions are to perceptions

• Internal dialogues are activated “inner critic”

• Moral reasoning lessens or disappears

• Logic and reason shift

• Language ability reduces

• You become ruled by history or impulse rather than intentional

• Our lizard brain is running the show

Activation of the Sympathetic 
Nervous System



Behaviors in sympathetic Nervous System 
Arousal proving what system is working

(action oriented behaviors fight or flight)

• Angry

• Aggressive

• Defensive

• Reactive

• Impulsive

• Hostile irrational self centered

• Sleep disturbances

• Coercive

• Bossy

• Tantrums

• Hitting

• Fidgety

• Hyperactive

• Anxiety

• Irritability

• distractible 

Rhoton 2



Behaviors in sympathetic Nervous System Arousal proving what system is working
(passivity oriented behaviors related to mitigating behaviors)

• Freezing, stuck, lack of action
• Dissociation
• Emotional numbing
• Distraction
• Self soothing
• Reactive 
• Resistant
• Impulsive
• Emotional and psychological distancing
• Self centered
• Sad
• Crying
• Clingy
• Shut down- overwhelmed
• Reluctance to explore
• Flashbacks



Emotional State of each System



Importance of Brain States in Treatment

Area of the Brain Emotional State Thinking Assessment of Future

Cortex Calm Ability to problem 
solve

Future Oriented

Limbic Alarmed Emotional reaction Hours/Minutes

Midbrain Fearful Reactions/Urges Minutes/Seconds

Brainstem Terror Reflexes/Instincts No sense of time



Action Steps to Help Your Patients

• Think of someone you are working with. 

• Write down what is your commitment today 
towards an action step you can take to help them

• i.e..: Predictability, describe symptoms of the CNS 
and how they increase urges, non-threatening 
interactions



Safety- Activity
• Are you safe right now?
• Think of a safe place in which you can feel 

comfortable, without fear
• What does safety mean to you?
• With whom do you feel safest?
• What are the sights, smells, sensations, tastes 

of safety?
• Create your safe place- mentally or write it 

down
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Questions? 

Thank you for your feedback!


