
Trauma compromises cognitive behavior by negatively altering brain function, leading to issues with memory,
attention, decision-making, and emotional regulation. Stress hormones can damage the hippocampus, which
affects memory and learning, and overstimulate the amygdala, increasing threat perception. The prefrontal
cortex, responsible for rational thought, can become less active, impairing the ability to think clearly and control
impulses. These changes can manifest as difficulty concentrating, poor sleep, persistent anxiety, and challenges
in everyday functioning.
How Trauma Affects the Brain

• Brain Structure Changes: Chronic stress from trauma can lead to structural and functional changes in brain
areas responsible for stress regulation.
• Hippocampus Dysfunction: The hippocampus, crucial for memory and cognitive function, can be negatively
impacted, leading to memory problems.
• Amygdala Hyperactivity: The amygdala, the brain's threat detection center, can become hyperactive, increasing
anxiety and sensitivity to threats.
• Prefrontal Cortex Impairment: The prefrontal cortex, responsible for rational thought, decision-making, and
executive functions, may become less effective.

Specific Cognitive Impacts

• Memory: Difficulty forming clear memories and intrusive flashbacks or nightmares related to the traumatic
event.
• Attention and Concentration: Trouble concentrating and an inability to focus, leading to poor performance in
school or work. 
• Executive Functions: Impairments in executive functions, including working memory, inhibition, and mental
flexibility, which are essential for daily planning and problem-solving.
• Decision-Making: Challenges with judgment and decision-making due to a compromised prefrontal cortex.
• Emotional Regulation: Difficulty regulating emotions, which can result in significant mood shifts, anxiety, and
depression.

Manifestations in Behavior

• Difficulty with Executive Functions: These challenges can result in poor social functioning, difficulties in
relationships, and issues with work and school.
• Increased Anxiety and Depression: Trauma is linked to higher rates of depression and anxiety, which further
impair cognitive function.  
• Avoidance Behaviors: Individuals may avoid activities, emotions, or sensations associated with the trauma to
prevent distress.
• Behavioral Problems: In children, cognitive and brain changes from trauma can contribute to disinhibited or
reckless behaviors.


