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Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC) is:

A “range of crimes and activities involving the sexual abuse or exploitation of a child for
the financial benefit of any person or in exchange for anything of value (including
monetary and non-monetary benefits) given or received by any person” (OJJDP, n.d.).

Sexual abuse involving a child in exchange for something of value or promise thereof to
the child. The child is treated as a commercial and sexual object. This is a form of sexual
violence against children.

POPULAR STATISTICS
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The Department of
Justice estimates the
most common age of
entry into the commercial
sex industry in the United
States is 12 to 14 years
old (www.usdoj.gov).

At least 100,000 –
300,000 children are at
risk for commercial
sexual exploitation each
year in the United States
(Estes & Weiner, 2001).

70% – 90% of
commercially sexually
exploited children have
a history of child sexual
abuse (Murphy, 1993).

LOCATION OF
POTENTIAL
HUMAN
TRAFFICKING
This map only reflects cases where the location of the potential trafficking
was known. (2017 data)

THE VIOLENCE OF CSEC
• Small group discussion questions:
• What did you learn from this exercise and/or other info from this
presentation so far?

• How has this exercise impacted how you will work with youth moving
forward?

STOCKHOLM
SYNDROME A.K.A.
TRAUMA BOND

Parallels to
Domestic
Violence and
Substance Abuse

We need to
normalize CSE
youth behaviors

COMPLEX TRAUMA
Being emotionally dysregulated is
ADAPTIVE in a chronically distressing
environment

“ What I need is someone to hug me. Don’t be afraid to touch
me. They don’t want to get too close to you. I was dirty, didn’t
shower, had dirty clothes. Nobody just stepped up to give a hug.
Sometimes that’s all you need at the moment is a hug. That would
be Christmas Day, just a hug. Do we deserve pain for the rest of
our life? I’m somebody else’s daughter. I’m somebody else’s
mother. I’m a human being. Treatment like I’m an actual person,
not like I’m your next project.”
- A survivor of child sex trafficking

WHAT HINDERED ACCEPTING HELP ALONG THE WAY?
• Being treated as a criminal instead of a victim
• “Lack of trust – not knowing who to trust, no knowing who would help me”
• “Drug dealer was the pimp”
• “Was destitute – nowhere to live, trafficker gave me a place to live. Being
trafficked was the only way to get that.”

• Putting conditions on access to help
• Professionals who ignored “signs” – didn’t see or what to see what was going
on

• Lack of consistency in support (didn’t show up, canceled and placed blame on
the victim)

WHAT HELPED?
• “The cop told my judge that I needed somewhere to go to be away from him
[my pimp] instead of getting locked up.”

• “They [the youth program] have showed me what my talents are.

My favorite

is poetry.”

• “…The someone who changed my life, it was a teacher, Miss Lingens, [and] a
juvenile court probation officer, I was nine. I can see their faces like
yesterday. They knew something was wrong. They gave extra words of
encouragement. They just embraced me. I use their words even now and I’m
54 years old. They were just human, they were genuine, real, like us, not
doing a role.”

• “Judge Boiling…saw that I could do a drug program when I thought I
couldn’t”

SURVIVOR SYSTEM RECOMMENDATIONS
Look for certain red flags (wherever a person seeks assistance/help) –
and change how the system responds; investigate, keep probing.
“When I was 9 years old, I had an STD and my mom took me to the
doctor. But they never asked: ‘what is going on with this kid?’”
 Recognize that rural areas are not safe.
 Provide services in places that are acceptable (not a 2-hour bus ride
through high-risk settings).
 Just ask – don’t assume what is going on.
“Don’t just assume that you know. I didn’t feel comfortable talking
about it because I didn’t know if they wanted to hear it. So, ask
questions.”
 Strengthen community partnerships. For example, connect with a bank
to help survivors set up accounts.

EVIDENCE-BASED INTERVENTIONS
• Various Therapeutic Modalities
• Trauma Focused – Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT)
• Eye Movement Desensitization Reprocessing (EMDR)

• Modifying implementation without “doing more harm”
• Connection with Child Advocacy Centers and Victim Service Agencies for
referral agencies

EMERGING STATE INITIATIVES
CHILD ADVOCACY
CENTER/MDIT CURRICULUM

•

•

Creation of a training for
Multidisciplinary Investigative
Teams (MDITs) on CSEC
Provide technical assistance to
teams on developing best
practice protocols and
programming

MODEL RESPONSE TO CSEC

•

Development of written
policies, procedures, and
response protocols for
Counties seeking to develop
a multidisciplinary response
to sex trafficking

MODEL TRAUMA PLAN FOR
SCHOOLS

•

Act 18 of 2019 requirement

•

Trauma-informed Plan for
School Entities

RESOURCES FOR PROFESSIONALS

RESOURCES FOR YOUTH
Survivor’s Guide to
Leaving

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/
resources//what_is_complex_trauma_for_
youth.pdf

http://www.gems-girls.org/gems-shop

QUESTIONS?
Alea S. Cummings, MSW, LCSW
aleacummings@gmail.com

Christina Cosgrove-Rooks, MS
ccosgrove@pa.gov

Growing Awareness.
Growing Impact.
2017 Statistics from the National Human Trafficking Hotline and BeFree Textline
The National Human Trafficking Hotline and BeFree Textline provide survivors of human
trafficking with vital support and a variety of options to get help and stay safe. These could
include connecting callers with local law enforcement, emergency shelters, transportation,
trauma counselors or a range of other services and supports. The 40,000+ cases identified
on these helplines comprise the largest publicly available data set on human trafficking in the
United States. The data do not represent the full scope of human trafficking. Lack of awareness
of the crime or of these resources in certain geographic regions, by particular racial or ethnic
groups, and by labor trafficking survivors, can lead to significant underreporting. Nonetheless,
this information spotlights where and how traffickers operate so that we can put them out of
business, keep them from harming more people, and help survivors find the services they need.
Locations of Potential Human Trafficking Cases in the U.S.

Methods of contacting
the Hotline in 2017
PHONE CALLS

26,884
TEXTS

2,306
WEBFORMS

3,154

EMAILS

1,833
IMPACT AT A GLANCE

870130
+
INDIVIDUAL
VICTIMS

10,615

HUMAN
TRAFFICKING CASES

8,759

13 PERCENT jump in cases
of human trafficking identified

POTENTIAL
TRAFFICKERS

4,863

TRAFFICKING
BUSINESSES

1,698

2,144 UNIQUE SURVIVORS contacted the National Hotline 5,263 TIMES.

Top 3 Types of Trafficking in 2017
SEX TRAFFICKING
Escort services
Residential
Outdoor solicitation

LABOR TRAFFICKING

SEX AND LABOR TRAFFICKING

1,572

Illicit massage businesses

508

Bar/strip club/cantina

329

Illicit activities

650+210+140

774
194
104

720+180+100

Domestic work
Agriculture

242
134

Peddling and begging 109

500+280+220

Late last week, a young woman being trafficked out of state was in danger, couldn’t make a
phone call without being overheard, but could text. She texted us asking for help and we
immediately referred her to the Hotline and told her to use the SMS text feature.

She used the text feature and was rescued within three hours.
She is now in a shelter in an undisclosed location being assisted by a
local organization. So, it works. Thank you for the great work you do.

71+15+104G
68+19+58G

– Note to the Hotline staff from a former law enforcement officer

NATIONAL HUMAN TRAFFICKING HOTLINE CASES

90320
+
2017

8,759

2007–2017 40,987

Cases are defined as situations of human trafficking, which may involve more than one victim.

Sex trafficking
Labor trafficking
Not specified
Sex & labor trafficking
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SURVIVORS WHO CONTACTED THE
HOTLINE DIRECTLY, BY YEAR:
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Who are the Survivors?

Every year, more survivors are reaching out to the National Human Trafficking Hotline and more
individuals are seeking help for victims they know. The data on these pages are not based on a
systematic survey, but are analyzed from the information received about 10,615 survivors from
Jan. 1, 2017 to Dec. 31, 2017. As people disclosed more detailed information about their own
trafficking experiences or about potential victims for whom they were seeking support, hotline
staff noted key elements. Individuals are never asked questions specifically for data collection
purposes and are only asked to share what they are comfortable providing so that they can be
connected to the support they want.

59+26+15G 80+14+15G 34+27+19164G
DEMOGRAPHICS

Age*

Gender

6,204

Adult

Female

2,762

Minor

Male

1,575

Unknown

Top 5
Reported
Race/
ethnicity†

Gender Minorities

8,561

Latino

1,454

Asian

59

Unknown 541

699

African, AfricanAmerican, Black

592

Sex

Labor

Number of survivors

250

146

150

107

100

50

Average age at time
exploitation started

190

200

52
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35
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26
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38

20

38
12

37
7
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16
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8
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Age at time exploitation started (when specified)

* at time of first contact with Polaris
† race/ethnicity information specified/available from 3,734 survivors or 35 percent of all victims

30
14
39-47

18

3

48+

180+290+520

AGE AT TIME SEX OR LABOR TRAFFICKING BEGAN
269

979

White

Multi-Ethnic, Multi-Racial

300

1,230

136

ADULT

1,956

MINOR

3,126

UNKNOWN

5,533

How are the Victims Trafficked?

The data from the 10,615 victim records give insight into the systems and tactics that traffickers
use to conduct their business. Traffickers frequently prey on an individual’s vulnerabilities, and the
data spotlight factors that may have placed these victims at risk as well as the variety of tactics
used to recruit and trap them in a trafficking situation. Statistics below are non-cumulative.

Top recruitment tactics

Top 5
RISK FACTORS FOR
HUMAN TRAFFICKING

SEX TRAFFICKING
Intimate partner/marriage proposition 711

Recent migration/relocation 1,441
Substance use 466
Runaway/homeless youth 421
Mental health concern 356
Involvement in the child welfare system 340

Familial 525
Posing as benefactor 397
Job offer 209
False promises/fraud 195
0
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500
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Isolation (including confinement) 2,574
Emotional abuse 2,370
Economic abuse 2,049
Threats of any kind 1,880
Physical abuse (non sexual) 1,652

(based on information specified by 2,136 victims)

LABOR TRAFFICKING
Job Offer 704
False promises/fraud 471

POINTS OF ACCESS TO
POTENTIAL HELP

Smuggling related 200
Familial 162
Posing as a benefactor 110
0

100

200

300

400

METHODS OF FORCE,
FRAUD, COERCION

500

600

700

(based on information specified by 1,230 victims)

800

Interaction with family/friends 1,567
Interaction with law enforcement/criminal
justice system 1,047
Access to health services 726
Access to general social services 554
Access to mobile apps or social media 496

No pay, no beds, no running water
Maria stopped by one of the houses she was having rehabbed to check in with the contractor hired to do the job. He
wasn’t there. Instead, Maria found six men, sleeping on the floor in the barely habitable building. The men told her that
the contractor had been recommended through an acquaintance. He picked them up out of state, drove them to the
project and told them they were not allowed to leave the premises. He would bring them food and water, as necessary.
Sometimes he did, sometimes he didn’t, they reported. He never paid them. But when the men complained he told
them he would call immigration immediately. They would be jailed first, then deported. To prove he was serious he took
a group of them out to the desert and left one of them there, in the middle of nowhere, with no food or money. So the
men worked, 10 hour days, without breaks. They slept in the houses they were working on, with cardboard boxes to
cover themselves at night. Some of the houses had electricity, some didn’t. Some had running water, some didn’t. Maria
called the Hotline and, together with Hotline Advocates, worked to learn more of the men’s stories, get them to a safe
place to stay and start the process of getting the men visas, while pursuing a case against the trafficker.

NATIONAL HOTLINE: 1-888-373-7888 | BEFREE TEXTLINE: 233733 | WWW.POLARISPROJECT.ORG

THE VIOLENCE OF CSEC
Adapted from Girls Educational & Mentoring Services’ Training Manual

CSEC, in all its forms, is violent and abusive; victims face abuse from various sources. The following are
real-life examples of violence that happened to children. Names have been changed. These true stories
only represent one violent incident in the child’s life. Many of these children experienced multiple forms
of violence. Often the violence and abuse that CSEC victims experience is ignored or downplayed, thereby
perpetuating myths about CSEC. Although some of these examples may seem extreme, they are common
or “normal” in the lives of CSEC victims.
Hearing these stories should make it impossible to accept the belief that children stay in the commercial
sex industry “because they like it” or “because they choose to.”

Carly is 14 when she tries to leave her pimp’s residence and he imprisons her in his basement and
invites five men to gang rape her as punishment.
Samantha is 15 when ten men repeatedly gang rape her while she intermittently passes out and vomits.
Terri is 17 when her boyfriend/pimp holds her at gunpoint to perform oral sex on an adult male sex
buyer.
Charlene just turned 16 when her pimp video-taped her gang rape and posted it to Pornhub.
Tracy is 14 when her father arranges her marriage with a 30-year-old man who is a member of their
religion-specific community.
Pix is 16 when her pimp shoots and murders another of his girls in front of her and threatens to kill her if
she tells anyone.
Cristal is 13 when her pimp starves her and then forces her to eat and drink out of the dog’s bowl.
Alexandria is 13 when a rival gang leader confronts her in a park and holds a gun to her skull.
Danielle is 14 when a pimp holds her captive in a room for three days until she agrees to allow the pimp
to post her on backpage.
Tiffany is 15 when she witnesses another girl on the kiddie track get shot in the stomach and almost die
from bleeding out.
Shante is 15 when her cousin/pimp’s friend holds her at gunpoint and threatens to shoot her in the face
if she does not suck his penis.
Carrie is 11 when her pimp whips her entire back with a belt buckle. The beating leaves permanent
scars.

Quanna is 15 when a john beats her and leaves her for dead. Her jaw and cheekbones are fractured, her
nose broken, and her teeth are knocked-out. She requires more than a year of facial and dental
reconstructive surgeries.
Destiny is 16 when she is found, floating facedown, in a lake. Her murder has never been solved.
Cherryl is 17 when she is beaten with a two-by-four – the wood of which was hammered with nails. Her
head injuries require 34 stitches.
Janell is 16 when she is held down at gunpoint, the weapon aimed between her legs, while her pimp
carves his name into her thigh with a box cutter.
Teresa is 13 when she is arrested and raped by a police officer.
Andrea is 15 when a john shoves a gun in her mouth and threatens to kill her.
Julia is 16 when her pimp douses her with alcohol and sets her aflame. Her murder has never been
solved.
Alegra is 15 when her pimp beats her so badly that she permanently loses sight in her left eye.
Vanessa is 16 when her pimp locks her in a closet and beats her with an extension cord.
Ashley is 17 when she is gang-raped by five men, stabbed in her vagina, and left in the street to die.
Anabel is 14 when a john stabs her – repeatedly. She needs more than 100 stitches.
Renee is 17 when her pimp bends together wire hangers to make a “pimp stick,” which he then uses to
beat her. She cannot sit down for a week.
Kimberly is 15 when a john holds her at gunpoint and beats her for hours.
Toya is 14 when her pimp beats her, then cuts off her hair as “punishment.”
Lachelle is 15 when she is repeatedly kicked and stomped on by more than ten pimps at once.
Stacy is 14 when a pimp kidnaps her at gunpoint and ties her up for several days.
Carla is 13 when she is gang-raped by four men in the parking lot of a strip club.
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Dear Reader:
A 12-year old boy had been thinking about all the things he’d experienced in
his life, some good and a bunch of bad. He went to an adult he trusted—his
therapist—and asked if there were any brochures or books he could read on
“Complex Trauma.” Before the therapist could answer, the boy clarified that he
wanted something written specifically for kids, not for adults. The therapist had
nothing.
Hundreds of emails from one professional to another—all trying to track
down such a thing—and a couple of years later, we present What is Complex
Trauma? A Resource Guide for Youth and Those Who Care About Them.
We developed this Resource Guide for youth who have experienced, or know
someone who has experienced, Complex Trauma. Older youth, adolescents,
and young adults can explore the information in this guide on their own
to help make sense of their experiences and understand themselves
better. Clinicians, caregivers, and other adults can use this guide to have
conversations—sometimes hard, but often freeing—with young adults, teens,
pre-teens (and even some curious 7-9 year olds).
The youth who asked for the written resource on Complex Trauma said he
wished he had better understood what he was going through and why he
reacted the way he did. Once he knew what Complex Trauma was, he started
to make sense of his thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. He felt relieved and—
though he still had some hurdles to get over—he felt hopeful. Now, he added,
he wished there were some materials he could share with a friend going
through similar hard times.
It is our hope that this guide will be such a resource for you. Whatever your
age, and whether you read this on your own, with a friend, a caregiver, or a
professional—this Resource Guide is for you.
Wishing you all the hope, optimism, determination, and support you need to
heal, grow, find people you can trust, and make a better tomorrow.
Joseph Spinazzola and Mandy Habib
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Part I. What is Complex Trauma?
Youth grow up in lots of different kinds of families and neighborhoods. When things go as they
should they have grown ups in their lives who look out for them, show them love, and help them
grow up to be healthy and strong. However, sometimes the grown ups who children and adolescents
are supposed to be able to count on to help and protect them say or do really mean or hurtful things,
or just aren’t able to take care of them.
Life experiences matter—good, bad, and everything in between. As we grow up, both the things that
happen and those that don’t happen affect us. Some youth don’t think what happens really matters.
How about you? Some people think children and adolescents are supposed to get over what happens
to them even if it’s something really horrible. But for many youth, things keep bothering them long
after they happened.

A Traumatic Experience Versus a Lifetime of Traumatic Experiences
Let’s talk about the difference between when one really scary, awful, or sad thing happens—like
being in a car accident, a hurricane, or seeing someone get hurt—compared to when lots of
dangerous or hurtful things keep happening over and over again, like sexual abuse, bullying, or
neglect.
Adults have a lot of names for these kinds of things: stress, tragedy, adversity, and trauma. None of
these words really capture the difference between what it’s like to deal with one or a couple of bad
things that happened, versus living with lots of terrible things happening all the time.

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
After going through a traumatic event, many youth (and adults) have a hard time forgetting what
happened. Sometimes they have nightmares, or can’t stop thinking about it. They can get jumpy or
tense, feel afraid that the bad thing will happen again, or lose interest in things they used to like to
do. These responses to trauma are normal, and aren’t just “kid” problems: they happen to athletes,
soldiers, police officers, firemen, and parents. Sometimes this stuff gets better on its own. When it
doesn’t, and people keep getting set off by things that remind them of what happened, this is called
PTSD.
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Complex Trauma
Sometimes, young people grow up with a lot of bad things or hardly any good things, or both.
And sometimes the same bad things happen so often, youth might think that this is just how life is.
There could be trouble at home, like grown ups fighting all the time or not giving children things
they need like enough to eat, warm clothes, hugs, words of encouragement, or praise.
Sometimes, things are bad in a way that hurts young people on the inside, where no one can see,
like when grown ups, older siblings, or peers are constantly saying terrible things about them,
threatening them, or getting mad and blaming them for things that are not their fault. Some youth
live in scary neighborhoods where it never feels safe outside their home.
It can be really hard when bad stuff starts to pile up. Many children and adolescents feel like there’s
no one around to fix things, and no one in their corner. They can feel afraid, sad, or mad a lot of the
time, or blame themselves for what’s going wrong. It can also be hard to trust people when you
never know if someone is going to let you down, disappear, or attack you all of a sudden. If you feel
like people don’t care about you, you might start thinking you deserve the bad things that happen.
Instead of feeling loved and special, you might not feel good about yourself. You might feel like
you’re really different from other people and like you don’t fit in, especially if you see others having
good times with their families and having grown ups they can count on. It might feel like you’ll
never be good at anything no matter how hard you try, and you want to just give up.
It can feel really hopeless.
When youth feel like this, it usually doesn’t get better on its own. Sound complicated? You bet.
That’s why it’s called Complex Trauma.

Normal Life, Bad Things

PTSD
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Complex Trauma
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Part II. How Complex Trauma
Can Impact Me
Complex Trauma can affect people in lots of different ways. Children and adolescents with Complex
Trauma often have negative thoughts, emotions, or beliefs about themselves or the world. They
might have uncomfortable feelings in their bodies from living with constant stress. Living a traumatic
life can make it hard for young people to have healthy relationships or imagine a good future.
Even when bad stuff happened in early childhood and was supposed to be “over” years ago, the
effects of Complex Trauma can last a really long time. This can be confusing and upsetting for teens
and even young adults who still feel hopeless, unhappy, stuck, lost, or unsafe even though everything
is supposed to be better and different now. This can create a lot of pressure and shame, especially
when adults start to get impatient, frustrated, or blame youth for not trying hard enough to change.
The important thing to remember here is that this is exactly how Complex Trauma works. Just as an
earthquake can cause deep foundation cracks that are the hidden cause of a building’s instability
even decades later, Complex Trauma can disrupt healthy development and is often the unseen cause
of many problems and difficulties youth face years later that are not obviously connected to early
childhood experiences.
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Have you, or anyone you know, experienced any of these difficulties
or negative thoughts about yourself?

Beliefs about Self

Feelings

Body Messages

I am… Weak, Worthless,
Broken, Pathetic.

I feel… Sad, Moody, Angry.

I feel… Tense, Jumpy, Amped,
about to Blow.

A Liar, a Sneak, a Suck-Up, a
Hypocrite, a Coward, a Bully.

… Spaced Out, Distracted,
Numb.

Nothing at all. I don’t notice when I
cut or hurt myself.

… Nobody, a Failure, a Loser,
a Freak, a Skank, Trash.

… Lonely, Afraid, Ashamed.

… Like I’m floating outside my body.

… No Good, Psycho,
Messed up, Crazy.

… Helpless, Hurt, Furious.

My head aches. I’m always… in
Pain, Sick to my stomach, Nauseous,
Fidgety, Restless, Exhausted.

… I can’t do anything right.

… Confused, Insecure, Unsure.

I can’t stand bright lights, loud noises
or tags on my clothes.

… Stupid, School is not for me.

… Scared of myself and what
happens when I lose control.

I can’t make eye contact with most
people.

I have to . . .
Be Perfect, Fool Everyone,
Convince Them to Love Me.

… Like I don’t care anymore what
happens to me or anyone else.

I can’t deal with people standing too
close to me or wanting to touch me.

Thoughts

Relationships

Beliefs about the Future

It’s not fair!

I can’t trust anyone.
I trust the wrong people.

My life is ruined.
It doesn’t matter. What’s the point?

I don’t understand why everyone
treats me this way.

Nobody wants me.
Nobody likes me.

I’m never going to become
anything.

Everything I touch gets ruined.

I shut everyone out. I just want to
be left alone.

I don’t see a future for myself. I’ll be
dead or in jail by the time I’m 25.

I want to . . . hurt myself, run away,
die . . . I can’t take it anymore.

I can’t make or keep friends.

I’ll never be good enough.
I don’t deserve to be happy.

I can’t get my thoughts to stop
spinning. I get lost in my head.

Relationships aren’t worth it:
there’s always too much drama.

Happiness is for other people, not
me.

I don’t understand why I do some
of the things I do. Sometimes I just
lose it.

Everyone I care about dies,
betrays me or leaves. I hurt
everyone I love.

I’ll never have a job. I’ll never be
a success. I’ll never be good at
anything.
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Part III. Ways Youth Cope
We all have an alarm system in our body and brain that helps us to recognize danger and threats.
People who live with Complex Trauma often develop very sensitive alarms. Sometimes this can
help to keep them safe. Other times the alarm goes off when something reminds them of bad
things that happened in the past, even when they aren’t actually happening. We call that a false
alarm. Even a false alarm, however, can sound and feel as loud and scary as a real one. (Our
bodies and brains have a hard time telling the difference between real and false alarms).
When youth grow up in situations where they are in danger or are mistreated or neglected a lot,
they develop ways of dealing with things that help them survive. Sometimes we refer to this as our
“survival system” or “survival brain.” Youth can become good at knowing what other people are
feeling, at being able to completely ignore their feelings, or at being ready to fight in a split second.
Although these abilities make it possible for youth to get through very difficult, scary, or lonely
times, these survival skills can cause problems once they become habits or when you use them
when you don’t really need them.
There are many ways to cope with stressful experiences, and many things people can do to
relieve stress, decrease tension and anxiety, and make their bodies feel more calm and in control.
Sometimes people very intentionally use strategies to cope: they practice specific skills and
actively work at reducing their distress and shifting their energy to a more comfortable level. Other
times people do things more instinctively: impulsively or automatically taking steps to change the
way they feel, often without even realizing it. Whether done on purpose or not, some coping skills
are going to be very helpful for some people, and not so much for others. What’s more, some
strategies people use to manage overwhelming feelings or release energy can be very powerful
and effective in the moment, but also very destructive, addictive, or significantly increase risk of
negative outcomes over time.
Here we will look at how some strategies used to cope with stressful experiences and feelings can
cause additional problems for youth. Then in the next section we will explore healthy strategies for
coping with the effects of Complex Trauma.
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Examples of coping strategies* that you may use that can cause problems:
Difficult
situation

Physical
Violence or
Abuse

Sexual
Abuse

Neglect
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What I may do to get through it or cope

How it can cause problems for me

Pay really close attention to what others feel or
want and try hard to make sure they are happy.

I put the needs of others ahead of my own. Sometimes
others use this to take advantage of me.

Learn to fight really well and always be ready to
fight.

I get into a lot of fights. I think others want to fight me even
when they really don’t.

Learn not to feel pain so I can “take it” and just
wait for it to be over.

Sometimes I can’t feel anything at all—
painful or good feelings.

Get “out of” my body.

I have a hard time staying in the present. I go off in my mind
and miss what’s happening around me.

Learn to use my sexuality to try to control what
will happen with others.

I flirt a lot and try to get others to have sex with me. I use
sex to get friends or approval. At times, people this to take
advantage of me.

Learn to use sexual feelings or sex to make
myself feel better.

I touch myself sexually a lot, even when I’m not in private.
Or I have sex with a lot of people. People use this to take
advantage me. I have caught diseases because of it.

Learn to use affection or physical contact to
comfort myself and try to get people to love and
care for me.

I hug people I’ve just met. When I make a new friend, I want
to touch and hug and tell them I love them a lot. Sometimes
people start to avoid me or complain, and I get in trouble
with adults for having “bad boundaries.”

Keep my distance from others to avoid getting
intimate or sexual.

I avoid relationships with others that may lead to anything
sexual so that I won’t be taken advantage of again. I feel
lonely a lot.

Get whatever I can when it is available and hold
on to it.

I get in trouble because I steal, sometimes even when I
don’t need or want to.

Take care of myself and don’t rely on others to
meet my needs.

I have a very hard time asking for help or accepting help.

Develop ways to keep myself from feeling lonely,
like watching a lot of TV, reading, playing video
games. Do things by myself a lot.

I have a hard time making friends or relating to people.
People sometimes think I’m
“weird” or “different.”

Develop “imaginary friends” to comfort me when
I’m hurt or upset.

I sometimes have trouble separating my “imaginary” world
from the “real” world.

Eat as much as possible.

I eat too much or when I’m not hungry.
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Difficult
situation

Emotional
Abuse

Lots of
Different
Kinds of
Trauma

What I may do to get through it or cope

How it can cause problems for me

Hide my needs and feelings from others. Make
myself “invisible.”

I don’t tell others how I feel or what I need. Sometimes
I don’t know myself or don’t have words to describe my
feelings.

Learn to be tough. Don’t let anything get to me,
but if it does, keep it to myself.

I have a hard time trusting people. I’m alone in this world
and can only count on me.

Work really hard to please and take care of other
people, instead of myself.

Others take advantage of me, and I feel like I don’t matter.

Pay close attention to what upsets others and try
hard not to upset them.

I believe I’ll never be good enough. I try too hard. Other
people use me.

Give up and stop trying to be good. I try to
become the person I’ve been told I am.

I do things that I know are wrong and get myself into trouble
a lot.

Use drugs or alcohol to not feel or to
feel better.

I sometimes do things that I later regret, or I don’t do things
I’m supposed to do.

Take on the responsibility to care for or protect a
parent, a sibling, or a friend.

I try to keep people safe but cannot. I try to help and care
for people but end up failing and letting them down. I get
blamed when things go wrong. I am attacked and pushed
away when I try to keep the people I care about from
making bad choices.

Engage in extreme risk-taking to feel alive, in
control, tempt fate, or take charge of “what’s
inevitably going to happen anyway.”

I injure myself. I experience a temporary high or rush, then I
crash, experience a huge letdown, and get really depressed
and hopeless. This leads me to seek out the next, bigger
risk.

Hurt myself.

I damage my body to punish myself, to show others my
pain, to make myself feel better, or to distract myself from
emotional pain.

Hurt others.

I ruin relationships because I’m afraid to get close to
someone and risk getting hurt. I hurt others to deliver
justice, to make me feel less helpless, to show them how it
feels.

*These are examples of what some youth do and some of the reasons they say that they do them. For you, the
reasons might be different or you might have other ways of dealing with bad things that happen. Or you might see
yourself in some of these examples even if your situation is different. While these coping strategies can cause
problems, they show up in many youth who have lived through Complex Trauma, and they were often part of what
helped someone to survive trauma.
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Part IV. Making Things Better
As mentioned before, trauma reminders or “triggers” can set off false alarms in the brain and
body. For people who have experienced Complex Trauma, it can feel as if their problems are too
big to manage, that they are all alone, that no one cares, or that nothing will help. When this
happens, their false alarm can feel so strong that they forget safe or healthy ways to cope and turn
to forms of coping that can cause more problems.
It is natural to be temporarily thrown off course when bad stuff from your past gets stirred up by
reminders. This doesn’t mean you’re bad or crazy or messed up. It means you’re human. The good
news is that when humans make it through hard times, they become stronger.
Another piece of good news is that you don’t have to go through the hard times alone. Everyone
needs help from others at least some of the time, Complex Trauma or not. It’s okay to get help
from professionals and caring adults who understand how Complex Trauma works and can teach
you ways to make things better. You also can learn from other youth who have gone through
similar experiences and from people who can help you recognize and tap into your strengths and
resilience.

Complex Trauma Therapies
Several treatments have been created specifically for children and adolescents who have
experienced Complex Trauma. Some involve a counselor meeting with the whole family, some
involve meeting with you more one-on-one, and others work with youth in groups. Some are mostly
for teens and young adults, some mostly for younger children and their parents, and others are for
youth of all ages. Research shows that these interventions help improve emotional difficulties that
come from living through Complex Trauma. (For more information on these, see Part V).
Along with therapy, here are other ways youth can make things better:

1. Increasing Safety
Being “safe” means having enough protection so that—for the most part—there is no immediate
physical danger around. Being “safe” also includes emotional safety: that the people around you
won’t say mean things to you or do things that make you feel bad about yourself. You can learn
strategies to help you feel physically and emotionally safer. The important thing is to know is that
things can be better. It might take a while, but it IS possible to feel safe enough so that you can
focus on living your life the way that you want.
Things that could help:
There are ways to increase safety in your life and in your relationships. You may have experienced
Complex Trauma for so long that you feel like it will never change. By talking to people you trust—
maybe a teacher, therapist, coach, mentor, religious leader, relative, peer mentor, or good friend—
you can learn ways to feel safe/be safe:
►

Learn how to recognize unsafe situations. Identify and practice “exit” strategies—ways to
leave these situations safely.

►

Learn whom you can trust. Decide who will give you the best guidance if you are in an
unsafe situation (at home, with friends, in your neighborhood, or school) and need to
reach out for help. No one has to figure this out alone.

►

Take a close look at all of your relationships. How do you know if someone is safe? Keep
in mind that violence and abuse is not always physical—if someone repeatedly hurts you
emotionally, you are in an unsafe relationship.
What is Complex Trauma? A Resource Guide for Youth
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►

Explore how you can feel safe in your own mind and body. What helps you to replace
frightening or negative thoughts? When you are feeling unsafe, what helps you calm your
body and feel more in control? Work with people you trust to learn when your body or mind
tells you to get out of a situation, stand up for yourself, or get help.

2. Managing Feelings
Complex Trauma can lead to confusing emotions and feelings in your body. No one wants to feel
numb, checked-out, scared, sad, hurt, angry, or tense all the time. Learning to safely and effectively
manage your emotions, your energy level, and your behavior, gives you choices and more control
over your life.
Things that could help:
►

Learn to recognize your trauma reminders, your personal “triggers.” Sometimes we get really
upset over things that seem small to other people. Sometimes we don’t even know why we’re
so upset and people think we’re “overreacting.” When that happens, it usually means we’ve
been reminded of something that happened in the past. Learn to know the things that remind/
trigger you (for example, the way a grown-up talks to you or the way another youth looks at
you).

►

Identify your feelings. Figure out what you’re feeling and where you’re feeling it. For example,
when you’re mad, does your heart beat really fast? When you’re nervous, do you feel it in your
stomach? Your body often sends you messages about how you’re feeling. By tuning into your
“body messages,” you can identify and then change the feelings you’re having in your body so
that you don’t always have feel so tense, nervous, or “amped up.”

►

Practice communicating your feelings to a caring friend or trusted adult in a way that they can
“hear” you and want to help you. When you are hurt, avoid holding everything in or attacking or
blaming a person you care about. Let people know what reminded/triggered your response so
that they understand why you’re so upset.

►

Find ways to “let go” of hurtful feelings or thoughts, or to express feelings in ways that provide
relief. Try journaling, drawing, listening to music, slow breathing, yoga, or exercise.

►

Try out new coping skills to see which ones help. Which ones work best for which feelings?
Which ones work best when you have lots of energy? When you have low energy? When you are
thinking really negatively about yourself? When you are feeling spacey or fuzzy?

3. Building Healthy Relationships
Everyone needs people in their lives. Complex Trauma often means that the people who were
supposed to have your back, didn’t. Sometimes it means that adults close to you did not take care
of you, protect you, or help you in tough times. That can make it hard to trust other people. While
it is healthy to be careful about those you choose to trust, when people have been hurt, betrayed,
or let down by others, they start believing there is no one who can be trusted. When that happens,
it’s easy to give up and expect the worst from everyone. You might even start to put up with things
that you shouldn’t. Sometimes, if you’ve gone through a lot of hard things, you might start to treat
people the way you’ve been treated in the past.

14

What is Complex Trauma? A Resource Guide for Youth
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network
www.NCTSN.org

Things that could help:
Relationships with siblings, peers, and adults take work. Some people prefer to have just one or
two good friends; other people like to be surrounded by lots of people. It is important to find
people who care about you, whom you can go to for support, whom you have fun with and feel
safe with, and people who have your back when times are hard. The skills you need to build good
relationships are (1) learning how to make and keep safe/healthy connections, (2) knowing what
you want from other people, and (3) understanding what you want and can give to other people:
►

Take a close look at all of your relationships. What have you liked—and not liked—in each of
them? Questions to ask yourself? Is this a relationship I can count on? How do I act when I’m in
this relationship? Am I proud of the person I am?

►

Decide which relationships are worth keeping, and which ones might be causing problems
or hurting you. Look for examples of good relationships in people you know or from ones
described in books, TV, and movies, and try to picture what a “healthy” relationship would look
like and feel like.

►

What kind of people do you have in your life now? People can play many different roles in your
life: friend, mentor, caregiver, to name a few. What do you need more of?

►

Do you have enough sources of support? For instance, do you have someone you can count on
for comfort? For advice? For fun, when you want to hang out? Someone who is a good listener
when you have problems? Someone who can give you a hand or lend you things? You don’t
need one person to give you all types of support. You may find that it takes several people to
meet your different needs.

►

Practice your relationship skills with people you already count on. That might be your therapist
or school counselor. When you are ready, try practicing these skills with at least two people
whom you would like to know better that you hadn’t thought of before, such as other people
your age, cousins, adults in your family, other adults whom you trust.

►

Think about building new friendships and relationships. For instance, identify something you
like to do that other people might like and find out if they want to do it with you. Look for
opportunities to try out new activities or go to new places that seem fun and safe and introduce
yourself to new people. It takes a lot of courage, but you can do it. If you’re unsure about a new
person or group of people, ask an adult you trust to think it through with you.

4. Increasing Strengths and Positive Feelings
Many youth who have experienced Complex Trauma spend much of their time just getting by
from day-to-day. This is exhausting and often means having more bad feelings than good ones.
Good feelings—pride, excitement, curiosity, and hope—won’t erase the hard times, but can help
you get through them. Everyone deserves some joy in their life. Look for people and places in your
community to do fun things. Learn to recognize positives about yourself and the people and things
around you.
Things that could help:
►

Take a look at what is getting in your way now. Sometimes there are things outside of us that
get in the way—things like family obligations or not enough money. Sometimes things inside
us get in the way—feeling guilty or uncomfortable with happy feelings, feeling that you don’t
deserve good things, or that things are hopeless.
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►

Find things you’re good at, and do them. Take pride in your efforts. Feel good about working
toward something. Maybe you’re interested in sports? Dancing? Music? Drawing? Writing
stories, lyrics, or poems? Singing? Being a good listener? Helping others? Taking care of animals?
Cooking? Gardening? Building or fixing things?

►

Learn how to do one thing at a time. Choose one thing to do, and focus all of your attention on
it. Do it for two minutes. Don’t do anything else and don’t think about anything else. To start,
you might try concentrating on slowing your breathing and breathing from your stomach. If
you find your mind wandering, don’t feel bad—just try again. The more you practice, the better
you’ll get. The more you practice doing one thing at a time, the easier it will be for you to stop
worrying about bad things and start focusing on good things.

►

Make a list of all the things you like to do and all the things you’d like to try. Make it as long as
you can. Choose things that seem impossible and far off and things that are available right now.

5. Making Sense of the Past, Figuring Out Who You Are Now, and
Taking a Lead Role in Shaping Your Future
When people live through a lot of bad stuff and not enough good stuff, they learn to react first,
think later, and focus on survival. Over time, this can become a habit and feel like the only way
to live. People can forget all about their wishes, goals, and dreams. Young people who have
experienced Complex Trauma may not get a chance to develop goals; often, the only future they
can imagine is more of the same bad stuff or no future at all. They can, however, learn to envision
a better future, to feel more powerful, to think through difficult situations, and to make good
decisions that solve problems and improve their lives.
Things that could help:
►

Learn to understand and cope with your emotions. Don’t just get rid of your feelings, but take
control over them. You want to be able to size up a situation, future out your choices, and make
a good decision—instead of making things worse by acting on impulse. Every situation you
face, even one that seems impossible, actually presents several solutions, including the choice
to do nothing or walk away. It can be hard to know which choice is the right one. While it takes
courage to ask for help, you may feel much better after seeking guidance from adults or friends
who have earned your trust.

►

Explore who you are, what matters to you, and what you want to be in the future. Examine
your interests (what you do well, what makes you happy), your opinions, and discover what
holds meaning for you. Try to understand what experiences in your life, good and bad, have
influenced the person you have become so far. The more you know about yourself and why you
do and feel the things you do, the more power you have to change things in your life.

►

Make a list of your goals and work with adults you trust to map out “steps” to work toward them.
Identifying your goals can help you make decisions that are right for you.

►

Explore your experiences with someone you trust at a pace that feels right for you. You might
identify something that frightens or upsets you and figure out why your reactions probably
make sense—or made sense given your history—even if they get in your way. Learning to
manage your responses to reminders of things in the past takes time and usually requires
support from someone who helps you feel safe.
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►

Even the hardest times can lead to development of new strengths (resilience) in people who
survive those times. Take an inventory of the strengths you already have developed.

►

Exploring your experiences, paying attention to your life story, and looking at the whole you—
not just the parts that feel bad, hurt, or messed up—can help build the strongest you.

►

Remember, others can help spark strength in you and help give you tools to cope—but it is up
to you to take it from there.

►

Never give up on imagining a brighter future for yourself, even when everything seems
impossible and you have to fight through hopeless feelings. You can’t change everything, but
you can find good things that make living your life worth it.

You can develop the power to make a difference in your own life. When you do, you will make
things better for yourself and the important people in your life.
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and thrive.
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Part V. For More Information
You can find lots of information about Complex Trauma on the website of the National Child
Traumatic Stress Network: http://www.nctsn.org/trauma-types/complex-trauma.
For additional information about the long-term consequences of childhood trauma occurring
within families, read the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) studies conducted by the CDC:
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/index.html
Information about specific types of therapy for Complex Trauma is included on the NCTSN web
page (http://www.nctsn.org/resources/audiences/parents-caregivers/treatments-that-work). Fact
sheets describing many different types of therapies are also available (http://www.nctsn.org/
resources/topics/treatments-that-work/promising-practices).
Some of the Complex Trauma therapies to look into and ask more about include:
For children, adolescents, and young adults:
► ARC: Attachment, Regulation & Competency
► TST: Trauma Systems Therapy

For adolescents and young adults:
► ITCT-A: Integrative Treatment of Complex Trauma for Adolescents
► SPARCS: Structured Psychotherapy for Adolescents Responding to Chronic Stress
► TARGET-A: Trauma Affect Regulation: Guide for Education and Therapy—Adolescent

For children and their parents or caregivers:
► ITCT-C: Integrated Treatment of Complex Trauma for Children
► RHL: Real Life Heroes

For the entire family:
► SFCR: Strengthening Family Coping Resources

While not specifically designed for complex trauma, TF-CBT (Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy) and CPP (Child-Parent Psychotherapy) have also been utilized effectively to reduce PTSD
and related difficulties in select samples and treatment settings for children and adolescents
impacted by complex trauma. Please consult with a certified trainer for guidance on how to adapt
TF-CBT or CPP for complexly traumatized populations.
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