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Presentation and name 1

Developmental Trauma
What it is, What it is not, How d o we 

manage?

DENNISA DAVIDSON, FRANZCP (CHILD & ADOLESCENT PSYCHIATRY)
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Prolonged activation of the stress response systems
with inadequate buffering

For example:

Abuse

Neglect

Family Dysfunction

Bullying

What is Trauma
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The gap 
between 
stressful 
experiences and 
the ability to 
óbufferô 

Trauma in a Graph

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP



The Still Face Experiment

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP



The Still Face Experiment

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0

Emotional neglect, even in infancy, can be devastating!

Yet easy to happen, for e.g.:

- Maternal Depression

- Preoccupied parent

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0


7/04/202
1

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP 6

Dysregulation: 

States of mind, emotions, body

Other:

PTSD

Mood 

Perceptual abnormalities

What does it look like?
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Mental states of arousal:

Hyperaroused (fidgety, inability to focus/concentrate, outbursts)

Hypoaroused (spacing out, dissociation, numbness, tiredness)

Dysregulation of emotional states:

Self -harm, distress, emotional dysregulation

Dysregulation of bodily states:

Eating, Sleep, Speech, Motor, Sensory, Bowel and Bladder, Pulse Rate

What does it look like? - Dysregulation
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Typical symptoms of PTSD like flashbacks, nightmares 
may or may not be present

Mood may be dysphoric, low or anxious

Perceptual abnormalities: Trauma based voices (non -
psychotic)

What does it look like? - Other

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Case Vignettes
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GP referral: 

12 year old boy

- ADHD: Ritalin LA 30mg mane + Ritalin IR 10mg mane

- Low Mood

GP added Fluoxetine 10mg nocte shortly before referral

Family adoption

Parental alcohol and drug use (includes methamphetamine)

Domestic violence

Father in and out of prison

Case vignette - 1
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Issues: 

Extreme Outbursts Zoning out

Hearing Voices

Startle response ++

Needs lights on to sleep

Nail biting, clothes chewing

Bed wetting

Eczema

ñInability to tell the truthò

Hiding under a table in óFamilyô class at school

Case vignette - 1

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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15 year old boy, GP referral:

Behavioural Disorder and possible ODD 

(ópronounced outbursts of angerô, obstinant , oppositional)

GP letter notes: ñMy judgment that this is a behavioural disorder 
perhaps exacerbated by the inherent stresses within the family 
rather than an underlying psychiatric disorderò

Later: Emotional dysregulation, multiple overdose, DSH by cutting

Living with mum and 3 younger siblings (1 wheel chair bound)

Case vignette - 2

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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History:

Family Dysfunction

Family Violence

Parental Mental Illness

Abandonment

Case vignette - 2

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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13 year old girl, first GP referral when 11 years old:

ñStress Anxiety Functional Disordersò

- School refusal

- Extreme hypersensitivity to noise

- Marked overreaction to superficial wound on foot with functional leg 
weakness

- Marked SOB and disordered breathing

- Bed wetting

Later (2019): Multiple OD, DSH by cutting

Case vignette - 3

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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History:

- Parental separation and custody issues

- Mum reported to be intense

- Dad: Episodes of depression

Living with dad and step -mum

Case vignette - 3

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP



7/04/202
1

16

DSM/DSM related Diagnosis
+ TAU (Prescribing)

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Diagnosis:

ADHD

Depression

TAU:

Stimulants (Ritalin)

SSRI (Fluoxetine)

Antipsychotic (Risperidone)

Case - 1

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP



7/04/202
1

18

Diagnosis:

ODD

Depression

Borderline Personality Traits

TAU:

SSRI (Fluoxetine)

Antipsychotics (Quetiapine)

Prn: Benzos (Lorazepam, Zopiclone)

Case - 2

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Diagnosis:

Functional Neurological Symptom Disorder

Borderline Personality Traits

Anxiety

Depression

TAU:

SSRI

Antipsychotics (Quetiapine)

Prn: Benzos, Zopiclone

Case - 3

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Neuroscience of 
Developmental Trauma

And 
Trauma Specific 

Prescribing

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Dysregulation 
of adrenaline

Dysregulation 
of cortisol

Regulate by 
negative 
feedback

HPA axis Dysregulation

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Clonidine:

Alpha 2 
agonist

Negative 
Feedback

Trauma Specific Prescribing - Clonidine

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Goal: Dampen the HPA axis evenly over 24 x 7 or 
at least waking hours

Do not medically replicate HPA axis dysregulation 

Clonidine patch weekly OR

Oral clonidine 25mcg 4 times daily (4 -5 hours between 
doses)

Clonidine: How to prescribe

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Functional Implications 

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Only medication less likely to work

Stable, nurturing, buffering connections essential

Patterned, repetitive, rhythmic sensory -motor activities

REGULATE ïRELATE - REASON

From Treating to Healing

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Changing 
function 
with 
changing 
state of 
mind

Fight -Flight -Freeze

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP



State Dependant Functioning ïDr 
Bruce Perry
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Brain 
Function 
changes 
with 
state of 
mind 
change

Functional Implications

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP
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Shut 
down of 
various 
areas of 
the 
brain

PET Scan

Developmental Trauma/Dennisa Davidson, FRANZCP


