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INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA 

This document was created to provide information about intergenerational 
trauma, how it is transmitted between generations and the impact on young 
people. This tip sheet also discusses protective factors and strategies to 
help young people who are affected by this complex issue.

Introduction
Intergenerational trauma is when trauma that is experienced by one generation is transmitted to 
subsequent generations, ultimately affecting their health and well-being . The trauma can occur 
at a personal level (e.g. abuse) or a collective level (e.g. war). 

1

Historical trauma is the intentional persecution of a 
specific population — for example, individuals with 
shared ethnic, religious, cultural or political background 
— by an out-group that results in a collective trauma - . 
Historical trauma is a type of intergenerational trauma.

32

Any traumatic experience can lead to intergenerational 
trauma. Examples of traumatic events include, but 
are not limited to, residential school experience, the 
experience of being a refugee and exposure to physical 
or sexual abuse.

Residential schools
• In Canada, over 150,000 Indigenous children and young people attended residential 

schools . Established in the 1880s with the goal of “killing the Indian in the child”3 , these 
schools ran until 1996 . 3

4

• In addition to forcing children to leave their families, attendees were forbidden from speaking 
their native language and maintaining cultural traditions . Children were starved, neglected 
and in many cases experienced sexual, physical and emotional abuse . The trauma 
experienced, including the loss of language, family, community and culture, still impacts 
Indigenous populations to this day .5
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Refugee trauma 
• War and persecution due to ethnic, religious or political affiliations may force individuals

to seek asylum in other countries. Before and during migration, refugees may experience
torture, imprisonment, assault, malnutrition and loss of property6.

• Even when refugees are resettled, they may be faced with a myriad of stressors such as
family separation, housing difficulties, social isolation and harassment7.

Abuse, neglect and maltreatment 
• Only a small percentage of parents who were abused as children

go on to abuse their children. Rather, parents who were maltreated
as children are at greater risk of engaging in damaging parenting
behaviours that continue the cycle of intergenerational trauma8.

Trauma transmission 
A history of trauma can impact parenting, family functioning and communication patterns 
between parents and their children. These parental factors can indirectly contribute to the 
intergenerational transmission of trauma. 

• Parenting
{ Post-traumatic stress disorder in parents increases the likelihood that they will develop a 

role-reversing and rejecting parenting style9. Role-reversing is when parents excessively 
rely on their children to meet their emotional needs instead of turning towards another 
adult for support10. This parenting style is one pathway by which trauma can be transmitted 
to the next generation9. 

{ Other parenting factors that increase the likelihood of trauma transmission include 
insecure attachment and diminished emotional availability in parents9. 

• Family functioning
{ Family functioning is a term that encompasses marital problems, parent-child conflict, 

family cohesion and whether parents are involved in their child’s life. Lower family 
functioning has been linked to intergenerational trauma9. 

• Communication patterns
{ When parents are unaware that they are referring to past trauma when their children 

are present – either directly or indirectly – this is known as unfiltered speech. This is 
problematic because children are left to process what they have heard by themselves. 
Unfiltered speech is associated with insecure attachment, which increases the likelihood of 
trauma transmission11. 
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Protecting against trauma transmission 
Protective factors can prevent the intergenerational transmission of trauma. These factors 
include9: 

• secure attachment, i.e. interacting with children in a sensitive and responsive manner
• high family functioning
• good peer and community support
Among refugees who have experienced trauma, large family networks in the new country
and early integration into their new communities can also decrease the likelihood of trauma
transmission9.

The impact of intergenerational trauma on young people 
Mental health difficulties Indigenous populations 
Children in families affected by 
intergenerational trauma are at 
increased risk of developing anxiety 
and depression , . 159

Indigenous children whose parents attended
a residential school are at greater risk for poor
well-being than those whose parents did not
attend . These children are more likely to report 
suicidal thoughts, attempt suicide

3

 and have 
higher levels of depression . School difficulties
are more likely, such as repeating a grade or 
experiencing learning difficulties . Children
are also more likely to be involved in the child
welfare system , and to experience abuse,
neglect and household dysfunction .12

14

13
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3Psychosocial problems 
Intergenerational trauma has 
also been linked to psychosocial 
problems, such as difficulties 
regulating emotions, hyperactivity, 
physical aggression and difficulties 
interacting with peers - . 1615
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Impact on parents 
Young people whose parents have experienced trauma may struggle with their parent’s health 
or mental health difficulties. Adults with past trauma experience are more likely to abuse 
substances, attempt suicide, experience depression and have poor health - leading to an 
increased risk of cancer and heart disease17. 

Supporting young people 
Intergenerational trauma is a complex issue; however, there are proven strategies for helping 
those who are affected by intergenerational trauma. Below are some strategies and discussion 
points to address intergenerational trauma with young people. 

• Social support
{ Social support from family and friends can help young people develop resilience, which 

can lessen the impact of intergenerational trauma18. 
{ Who is supportive in your life? How can they support you? Do you feel comfortable 

reaching out to them? 

• Sense of belonging to one’s community
{ It can be important for young people to relate to their community and experience their 

collective grief together. Being able to find their individual ‘story’ in the larger narrative of 
trauma can promote healing18. 

{ What did your community experience? How do you fit into this story? How can you 
connect with your community? 

• Public space for collective grief and remembering
{ This strategy is helpful for those affected directly or indirectly by a historical trauma event. 

Examples of public space include memorials, museums, public exhibits and holidays18-19. 
{ Individuals can also create space in public forums to grieve and remember, for instance, 

by making a post on social media or creating and sharing artwork19. 
{ Are there public spaces where you can remember and grieve? If not, how can you make 

space? 

• National redress18 

{ Unfortunately, very few populations have received apologies or compensation at the 
national level. Among those who have, national redress increased their willingness to 
discuss traumatic events in their past with their children20. 

{ While the young person cannot control whether the oppressors acknowledge their past 
wrongs, they may find it empowering to advocate for social justice. 
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Counsellors should be aware of secondary trauma, which is defined as the indirect exposure to 
trauma through a survivor’s retelling of events . Seeking support from supervisors or peers and 
making time for self-care activities can minimize the risk of secondary traumatization . 21

21

Additional resources 
Read more about trauma-informed care in a 2016 report by the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. See page five for information 
on preventing secondary traumatic stress in direct service providers. 
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