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Trauma responses are

biological responses to

events   

NORMAL

ABNORMAL



OBJECTIVES

• A victim who experiences a traumatic event may not be able to articulate parts of the 

event in detail. As justice system professionals, we need to learn to recognize these 

responses and conduct our investigation with trauma-informed best practices in place.

• Sometimes victims will sometimes present in a way that flags concerns about honesty: they 

present in the same way a suspect might when lying to us. By gaining understanding of 

trauma response, we can gather the necessary information in an empathetic way, 

minimizing the risk of re-traumatizing the victim. 

• Traumatic events can be stored in the brain like photographs. We can access these 

memories and build a better case by treating victims with patience and dignity, using 

trauma-informed best practices. 

• Tonic and Collapsed Immobility is the same in animals as it is in humans. Learning to 

recognize this response is a key component to effective best practices for investigation.



LOOK FOR THE MOMENT… BAM



COUNTERINTUITIVE BEHAVIOR

• Traumatized people have a wide range of reactions

• Sometimes not consistent

• Many behaviors and statements can be misinterpreted

• This can be signs and/or results of trauma



The "Justice Gap" for Sexual Assault Cases: Future Directions for Research and Reform,

Lonsway and Archambault,Violence Against Women, 2012 18(2) 145-168, 2012



OUR STORY STARTS EONS AGO…



PREFRONTAL CORTEX
WHEN FUNCTIONING

• Helps us be rational

• We can reason

• Perceived control 

• Thoughts and behaviors 

• Focuses attention 



• “BAM” not a technical term: 

easy to remember. 

• Like a light switch

• The moment when something 

goes from expected to not 

expected

• Doesn’t happen in all traumatic 

events, but safe to say a lot

• May happen more than once in 

an event

• Police Officer’s continually train 

for this moment







REACTION IN A BAM!!!!



POLITE 
RESISTING  

VICTIM MAY SAY

I have to leave soon

My partner will be mad

My / your roommate is home

They may hear us



SUBMIT & 
NEGOTIATE

VICTIM MAY SAY 
• I’ll give you ***** if you 

don’t do ******

• Lets do this later, when 

the kids are asleep

• Don’t hurt me, I’ll do it

• I’ll do this at another 

time or place



NORMALIZING BEHAVIORS

Human beings have a deep psychological need to return to 
“normal” after a trauma.

What does this look like?

This was just an argument, they didn’t hurt me

I made them mad, everything is good now

Why do victims recant?



Prefrontal Cortex

Defense Circuitry



EXTREMELY IMPORTANT TO 
UNDERSTAND

Sexual Assault, Physical Assault

Threat, Attack, and other dangers

Continually scans the environment

Always on the look out

When it DETECTS an attack it kicks in

It can vary from a split second to a few 

and it can take over

Defense Circuitry

Can happen during



“FLASHBULB” MEMORIES

Is a vivid long-term memory when something emotionally 
traumatic is learned.  

This is the moment when your defense circuitry can get involved.

These memories can be more detailed if experienced first hand.





EFFECTS OF TRAUMA ON MEMORY

Poorly encoded

Sequence of events

Events and details outside of perceived threat

Well encoded

Details most important to survival

Threat of harm (often called “weapon focus”)

Emotions

Sensations (five senses)



DISSOCIATION

You can feel –

AUTOPILOT can kick in

Can feel disconnected from your body

Can feel blanked / spaced out



DURING TRAUMA OF ASSAULT

PERPETRATOR ACTIONS

• Tunnel vision   

• Suspect is focused

• Thinking can be planned 

• Perceived control 

• Memories and narrative is 

chronological

VICTIM CAN BE

• Afraid, scared, overwhelmed

• Defense Circuitry can be in 

control

• High focus on the danger 

• Behavior controlled by 

emotions, reflexes

• Memories can be fragmented 

not chronological



PERPETRATOR ACCOUNT



VICTIMS ACCOUNT
ISLANDS OF MEMORY



RESPONSES OF THE BODY TO TRAUMA



FREEZE



FREEZE CAN LAST FOR A 
LONG TIME



IMMOBILITY

Perception=Reality

Perceived inability to escape

Can follow a failed fight or 

escape

Can have verbal and physical

immobility

Can last for minutes or hours



Faint



COLLAPSED IMMOBILITY 

The pass out can go back and forth

Sudden onset (but more gradual offset)

Key Differences:

Physical - extreme drop in heartrate and blood pressure. 

Causes woozy feeling, faintness, sleepiness, loss of consciousness, loss of 

muscle tone

What it can look like:

Have stayed and slept after the rape

Rolled over and fell asleep



FAINTING FROM FEAR



IN AND OUT / BACK AND FORTH

Different 

Experiences 

with the same 

stimuli 



Flight





FIGHT



FIGHT WHILE FLEEING



BRAIN

• “I was in the corner watching”

• “It was like I was in a dream or movie”

• “I thought I was going to die”

• “I counted holes in the ceiling tiles”

• “I just focused on the clock”

• “I tried to scream but couldn’t”

• “my arms and legs wouldn’t move”

• “I felt woozy and faint”

• “I feel like I was drugged”

• “My arms and legs wouldn’t move”

BODY

INDICATORS OF TRAUMA AREN’T 
REFLECTIONS ON VICTIM 

CREDIBILITY



USING THE KNOWLEDGE

Empathy Patience Tenacity



INFORMATION NEEDED CAN 
STILL BE OBTAINED 

• Knowing the process of trauma is 

extremely important.

• You can locate evidence, even long 

after the event. 

• Work to corroborate.

• Locate possible witnesses to interview. 

• Can help put pieces of the experience 

together. 



Lots of stuff
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TRAUMA-INFORMED 
VICTIM INTERVIEW

• It is extremely important to assist with procedural justice

• The encoding of memories takes a different form of questions to 
obtain additional details

• Knowing about sleep cycles helps to determine when you 
interview 

• Interviewing around the BAM can help locate evidence, help 
facilitate additional recall, give more information to corroborate

• These are hard cases



LETTAC LOOKS FORWARD TO 
SUPPORTING YOU!

www.LETTAC.org

http://www.lettac.org/
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