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INTRODUCTION


Most of us will suffer a trauma at some point in our lives. Trauma does not discriminate. It occurs across different cultures and socio-economic groups. Suffering a trauma is simply part of life. Yet our brain finds a way to trick us into believing that these things happen to other people. We put trauma away, out of sight, so that we can imagine the world is safe and we are fully in control of our lives. We do our best to avoid discomfort or pain and try to live our lives perfectly. We want to believe that good things happen to good people and that we can find a path through life where we can eliminate negative emotions and never get hurt – that if we just work hard enough and do the right things, we can avoid struggle.


But when we believe we can be in control of life, we’re setting ourselves up to fail. In truth, trying to avoid hardship is exhausting and pointless. People we love die, relationships break down, our trust is broken, we can be hurt by others, we can work ourselves into the ground, jobs are not guaranteed, we cannot trust in our health, terrible things happen.


Once we openly discuss trauma, we have a chance to see how common it is. This allows us to share our experiences with others, but also allows us to remove the idea that the person suffering the trauma is somehow to blame.


In Japan, broken pottery is often repaired with seams of gold. The flaws are seen as a unique piece of the object’s history, adding to its beauty. To me, this is how it should be for trauma. The person we have become is the result of what we have been through. It’s the tougher times that have fundamentally changed us and restructured the way we think about our lives and live them. Any significant change alters us, but that change does not have to define us.


The question is not how we avoid these difficult experiences, but how we learn to live with them. Rather than deny their existence, we need to look at how best to cope when they happen – because they will. We can use these incredibly tough times to look within ourselves and to re-evaluate. They can remind us how precious life is and what is important, and give us the potential for a more meaningful life.


In his seminal book Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor E Frankl describes how he survived the Nazi labour camps, an unthinkably harrowing experience. He believed that as humans we cannot avoid suffering, but we can choose how to cope with it, find meaning within it and move forward with renewed purpose. He suggests that those who survived in concentration camps, himself included, were not necessarily the strongest or fittest, but those who saw their lives as meaningful: ‘When we are no longer able to change a situation – we are challenged to change ourselves.’


Frankl’s work on meaning laid the foundation for research in this area and these ideas are echoed throughout psychology literature – when we have meaning we thrive, but without it we suffer. Carl Rogers’ Self-actualization Theory and Irvin Yalom’s Existential Psychotherapy (two of my favourite psychologists) highlight meaning as central to human life.


Trauma forms the core of my work as a psychologist. It’s at the heart of every problem I see. But I’ve also found there is another side to trauma. I see the people I work with go through unimaginable pain but emerge stronger from the darkest of times. When they manage to open up and share their stories, they can use their experiences to look again at their lives. I have seen that experiencing loss can also open the door to living a more fulfilling and happier life. When we face our limits, it can make us more resilient.


When we are going through a trauma, it might feel like our problems are insurmountable. But what if a traumatic experience, rather than stopping us in our tracks or being something to get over as quickly as possible, is in fact an important part of fully becoming ourselves? What if we treat it as a chance to discover who we are and what we want from our lives?


I’ve seen it time and again in my clinic and in my personal life. We can grow from these difficult and painful times and become stronger. With this book as a guide, you can become stronger too.


THE SEVEN STEPS TO
OVERCOMING TRAUMA


When our lives are broken open, it is a reminder that we are vulnerable, and cannot control everything that happens to us. It shatters our understanding of our lives into pieces and forces us to look at things we naturally avoid – the fragility of life, our mortality, how we are living, whether we are making a difference. It is only when things break that we are forced to stop and put them back together again.


When all the pieces are on the ground, picking them up and reassembling them can feel impossible. Yet, in time, we do find a way to put the pieces back together and overcome these setbacks. Sometimes things fall apart to make space for something better.


We cannot alter what has happened, but we do have a choice in how we move forward.


These experiences can give us new perspectives, which we were previously blinded to, showing us how to live our lives more fully. They can provide an opportunity to re-evaluate, develop a new understanding of ourselves and think seriously about what living means. It is a chance to consider who we are, how we want to approach life and the kind of future we hope for.


In this book, I will guide you through seven steps to overcome your trauma. I will help you to become more resilient, cope better with adversity and find yourself again. The steps are best taken in order, as in each you gain knowledge and skills putting you in the best position to move forward. However, as you’ll see in the stories in this book, the steps are not always linear – there is no right or wrong way through trauma. Steps 1 to 4 are the building blocks, teaching you to understand and manage the effect of the trauma on you. These steps focus on coping with the first three phases of trauma – outcry, numbness and denial, and intrusive re-experiencing. I’ll introduce you to the five phases of trauma in more detail in Chapter 3.


Steps 5, 6 and 7 will lead you through the final two phases of trauma – working through, and completion. In step 5, I will help you to tell your story and process what has happened, before grieving and letting go in step 6 so you can move forward to acceptance. Finally, in step 7, I will help you to re-evaluate what you want from your life, see how you have grown from the experience and find meaning.



Step 1: Care


Step 1 forms a solid foundation to begin the work and puts you in the best position to overcome trauma. I’ll be looking at this in Chapter 3. It’s a bit like essential maintenance. First you need to ensure you are caring for yourself and have the basics in place: sleep, nutrition, hydration and rest. Alongside hope and support.


Hope and support are necessary components for overcoming trauma. Both are predictors of post-traumatic growth. Hope is a catalyst for change, a belief that things can get better, and this mitigates the effects of trauma, opening up space to think differently. Relationships on this journey are also key. Support from others provides a buffer to the emotional effects of trauma and protects you from experiencing more intense distress.


Step 2: Looking after your body


Step 2 helps you to feel safe in your body again. Using the mind–body link, I will teach you how to move out of the body’s ‘threat zone’, regulate your emotions and begin to process your emotional pain. I’ll be looking at this in Chapters 5 and 6.


How we feel is anchored in our connection with our body. Understanding our reactions to adversity and stress and the physical impact of trauma lets us see that before we can do anything else, we need to manage the physical effects of trauma by bringing our nervous system back into equilibrium. I will help you to tune back into your body and understand what you are feeling so you can learn to trust it again. By the end of this step you will have developed a toolkit of strategies to look after your body, including techniques to calm and ground yourself, and exercises to build resilience and look after your emotional health.



Step 3: Looking back to look forwards


Step 3 is a chance to think about your history as a way to understand and get to know yourself better. Our childhood experiences affect the development of our brain and are the foundation on which the rest of our lives are built, influencing the adult we become. Yet this connection is something we are not always fully aware of.


Reviewing your experiences growing up is a chance to understand the effects of your childhood and how these might have shaped your meaning framework and your current thoughts, feelings and behaviours (see What Happens When You Experience Adversity?). There is something empowering about knowing where your beliefs about yourself, other people and the world come from and how this informs what you expect. It can also help you to understand your emotions and how you cope, behave and relate to others. Step 3 will be covered in Chapter 7.


Step 4: Coping with trauma


Step 4 will teach you to understand and listen to your feelings and help you to take action using emotion-focused and active coping techniques. Emotion-focused coping (or ‘feeling your way through’) means learning strategies to regulate your emotional response. Active coping means accepting the impact of trauma on your life and taking direct action to change things where you can.


In this step, I will help you to take ownership of your situation. By allowing yourself to feel your emotions, you can make sense of your experience, understand what they are telling you and find ways to soothe them. Getting more comfortable with your emotions will also put you in the best position to tell your story. It’s important to ‘feel your way through’ in parallel with active coping in order to overcome trauma. These themes form part of every chapter, with a specific focus on this in Chapter 8.


Step 5: Telling your story


Step 5 will empower you to tell your story so you have a coherent understanding of what happened – each step before has been building to this point. The stories we tell about our lives shape us and give us a sense of who we are. When we experience trauma, it disrupts our life story and this challenges our belief system.


Putting your experience into words allows you to make sense of what has happened and feel the emotions connected to the trauma so they become less frightening and painful, letting you file away the memory so it no longer intrudes on your life. We’ll cover this in Chapter 9. When you acknowledge and feel your distress, symptoms subside and make space for growth – letting you piece back together your meaning framework in a new way and begin to build a new understanding about life.


Step 6: Grieving, letting go and accepting


Step 6 is a chance to grieve your losses and let go of the past as a route to acceptance. This is perhaps the hardest step, but it is only when you grieve that you can make space for what you have gained. In this step, which is dealt with in Chapter 10, I will show you how to update your story and unlock yourself from negative emotional states, such as anger and resentment, so you can free yourself from the continuing hurt of these destructive emotions. What has happened will never be forgotten, but you can choose how you respond to the past.


We all have the power to shape our story to live with more meaning and purpose. Letting go is recognizing that you cannot change what has happened and making a choice to release the past so it doesn’t continue to hold you back or hurt you. This means giving yourself permission to move forward and become present in your life again.


Step 7: Becoming yourself


Finding meaning in what has happened is at the core of how we overcome trauma and grow from the experience. Chapter 11 will guide you to look past the difficulty and value the positive changes. This gives you the freedom to review your life, reflect on what you have learned and take responsibility for how you want to live now.


In this final step, I will show you how to use your experiences to see clearly what life is about and channel what has happened into a determination to change things for the better. It is only by letting go of your old life that you can begin to consciously choose how you want your future to be.


OVERCOMING TRAUMA


It can be hard to recognize that awful events can lead to something good. In this book, I never forget how terrible trauma is, or dismiss its impact and the suffering and pain that come with it. No trauma is good. There is nothing inherently positive about loss, illness, disaster or violence. But while adversity is not something any of us would seek out, it is often a point from which change occurs.


This book will help you find a way to move beyond the hurt and to heal. I want to empower you to take charge of your story and build the life you choose. We know that those who strive to understand the meaning of their own lives are better able to interpret and organize their experiences and achieve a sense of their own worth. This is why building a positive life narrative is so important, and why telling your story and finding meaning should be your ultimate aim.


This book can be helpful if you have experienced childhood trauma, but due to its scope, I will not be focusing specifically on this area. If you would like to read more on the topic, I recommend The Body Keeps the Score, What Happened to You? and How to Do the Work (see References, Resources and Further Reading), which are all excellent books with a specific focus on childhood trauma and the ways it can continue to impact us in our adult years.


If you are reading this book to support someone going through trauma, they are very lucky to have you. When we are going through difficult times, we all need someone to talk to and to know that somebody cares. If you can, ask them how you can support them; don’t just say ‘I’m here’ and wait for them to ask you to help. Keep checking in, offer practical support that they can accept in a way that fits with their needs and understand that even if you’re not able to get it right all of the time, it will still be hugely appreciated.


ABOUT ME


This book is written based on my professional experience as a clinical psychologist as well as my personal experience of trying to make sense of life (and frequently falling short). Everything in its pages is underpinned by extensive research and evidence-based therapy. However, I am still just one person, with one approach informed by my work and research, and I am sharing what has worked for me.


Trauma and meaning in life has always been an area that has fascinated me. I first studied it for my doctorate, where I investigated the effects of working in a war zone and compared mental health outcomes in two groups of diplomats: those who had been posted to Iraq or Afghanistan and those who had worked in what were classed as ‘non-hardship’ overseas posts. (What really mattered was the meaning individuals gave to an event and how they made sense of it, not where they were posted.)


In my clinic, I have also treated a number of people who have suffered from significant personal trauma. I have witnessed first hand how working through a trauma, reframing it and building a positive life narrative can have dramatic results, helping them to find meaning, contentment and a new-found sense of who they are.


Despite all my experience with trauma, I was a firm member of the ‘life is what you make it’ camp. Emotionally, I was connected to the idea that if I worked hard and achieved my goals, everything would slot into place (despite an overwhelming amount of evidence to the contrary). But then a significant personal trauma happened and I had to face up to reality. It threw me into a situation I had never expected to be in, and it was this experience, and the work I did to get through it, that inspired this book.


Clinical psychology training follows a scientist/practitioner model. This means that I was trained in both research and clinical practice. I had to understand not just the theory, but how to apply it. I’ll use the same approach in this book, so you can understand why you are feeling the things you do, and what you can do to feel differently.


Since completing my doctorate, I have trained in many different approaches to psychology. At the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience, I became accredited in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). I then completed training in compassion-focused therapy, became accredited in schema therapy, and most recently studied at the Tavistock and Portman in psychodynamic, systemic and child development theories. All these various strands of psychology have been woven into the strategies outlined in this book.


HOW TO GET THE MOST FROM THIS BOOK


Picking up this book is a brilliant start. It means you hope for things to be different. Hope is the key to change. To move forward, you now need to take action. It’s all too easy to put things off and wait until you feel ready, but there’s no better time than now. Working through the steps and trying the strategies outlined here means you at least have a chance of achieving what you’re hoping for, and there are positives no matter what the outcome.


Going through this will be painful and difficult. The process of struggle and growth is rarely quick or smooth, and you may encounter obstacles as you forge a new way. But with each step you will learn more about yourself and connect to your inner strength. Resilience doesn’t mean that you never experience pain or suffering; it means that you keep going in spite of these things. Together we will plant the seeds of change, but it is up to you to nurture them, take care of them and bring them into bloom.


Be gentle with yourself as you work through the steps. What you need may change from day to day. When we’re overcapacity, it can be hard to even think about trying things differently, and we can become rigid and inflexible in our approach. To give yourself the best chance, it is important that you are kind to yourself and try to find compassion for what you have been through. This approach will give you a much better chance of success. Allow yourself time – you’ve been through a lot; things won’t change overnight. Have faith in the process and hang on to hope that there is a way through this. I promise it will be worth it.



TAKE A DAY-BY-DAY APPROACH


Go through the book at a pace that feels comfortable to you, and put it down if you need to. It is meant to be used as a guide to explore your life, to learn and make mistakes. It doesn’t matter if you stop along the way or go off course; there is no set path through trauma. It is all about the process and what you learn along the way – if you are only focused on the destination, you won’t appreciate the full benefits of your journey.


Consistency is key. Instead of thinking, How will I ever get over this? try thinking, What small thing can I do today? Doing something each day, no matter how modest, means you are thinking about yourself and what you need (this is one of the most important changes you will make). How we feel is a natural product of all our choices, but especially the small choices that each of us makes every day.


Small steps might not sound so dramatic, but they add up. You don’t set off up a mountain and suddenly you’re at the top; it’s many steps that take you to the summit. When you’re at the bottom of the mountain, looking up, it might seem like an impossible journey, but when you think about just taking the next step and putting one foot in front of the other, it seems much more doable. Remind yourself that if you do what you need to do today, that will get you to tomorrow, and in the longer term to where you want to go. Keep this idea with you as you work through the book.


SHARED STORIES


Stories of personal growth and other people’s experiences can be a way to find strength and hope in your own situation. Sharing your vulnerability is not a weakness, but a strength. It is our idiosyncrasies and flaws that make us alive and human. That’s why stories form the heart of this book. You’ll find them interspaced between the theory and strategies, and they will illuminate the seven steps. Each one is someone I know who has experienced trauma (though some names have been changed for confidentiality). They are the real stars of this book and have been incredibly generous in letting me write about their experiences in the hope that they might help others.


You’ll read about:




• Akemi, whose husband told her when she was six weeks pregnant with their second child that he had been having multiple affairs and was leaving her and wanted her to abort their baby.


• Jess and Finn, who tragically lost their mother only ten months after her cancer diagnosis, a woman who was a pillar of the community and respected and loved by all who knew her.


• Sophie, who experienced insomnia from the age of 15, and at 29 experienced her first breakdown. She was then hit by another trauma when her marriage broke down.


• David, a commanding officer of an infantry battalion in Afghanistan, who was shot in the right leg. Rather than amputation, he opted for reconstruction, and over the course of some three and a half years (for most of which he was in a wheelchair), he rebuilt his leg and his future outside the army.


• Peter, who overcame his alcoholism aged 47, after a lifetime of mental health problems and suicide attempts.


• Naomi, who at the age of 40 discovered a lump in her breast. Less than a year later, at the end of her successful breast cancer treatment, a routine check showed she had stomach cancer, something she is still in active treatment for now.





I hope that reading these stories will help you feel a little less alone and remind you that growth after trauma is not an unusual story or something reserved for the lucky few.


WHAT DO YOU WANT TO BE DIFFERENT?


Before you continue, take a minute to think about your reasons for change. What do you want to gain from this book? What do you want to be different? Think about the impact this could have.


Although you may not realize it yet, you are the hero of your own story. Everything you need is already within you. You have the strength to make changes so you can heal and overcome what has happened to you. It is only by taking responsibility for yourself that you can regain control of your life and emerge stronger.





Part One


UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA






1


TRAUMA


We think of traumatic events happening in far-off places, where there is war, poverty and natural disasters. Or that people are more likely to be affected if they work in jobs that put them at higher risk. When we hear stories of trauma, we might even believe, deep down, that the person affected must have done something wrong – that the world is rational and bad things only happen to bad people.


We usually visualize trauma as the result of a major event – the pandemic, 9/11, the Manchester arena bombing, a forest fire. Sadly, the reality is that most traumas are the result of the actions of those close to us. It is the ones we love who cut us most deeply.


It is estimated that 75 per cent of people in the developed world will experience some form of trauma in life, and 1 in 5 will experience a potentially traumatic event in any year. This estimate is conservative, as the study did not include medical illness or the loss of a loved one. The first UK-based study of its kind, published in The Lancet Psychiatry, found 31 per cent of young people had a traumatic experience during childhood.


As I write this book, we are still not over the Coronavirus pandemic. There is a war in Ukraine. Flooding in Pakistan from June to August 2022 killed more than 1,391 people and caused a huge amount of damage to the country. The highest ever number of rapes in England and Wales was recorded by police in the year ending 2022, at over 70,000. On average someone is diagnosed with cancer every 90 seconds in the UK. Divorce rates are also currently at around 40 per cent. Trauma is a common experience.


WHAT DO I MEAN BY TRAUMA?


The Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) used in the USA, defines trauma as ‘actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence’ experienced by you or someone close to you.




Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)


The DSM-5 is used as a route to diagnosing PTSD, a mental health condition that can be triggered in response to trauma. Symptoms include:




• Re-experiencing the traumatic event: these internal reminders typically present as nightmares, flashbacks and intrusive memories in which you feel like you are in the situation again.


• Avoidance of external reminders: either trying not to think about the traumatic event, suppressing the feelings associated with it, or avoiding reminders of the event, e.g., driving after a road traffic accident.


• Altered anxiety state: feeling more physically anxious and on edge (hyperarousal); exaggerated startle response and constantly on the lookout for danger (hypervigilance).


• Changes in mood or thinking. Seeing the world as a very dangerous place. Feeling isolated, angry, irritable, anxious, hopeless or depressed. Persistent negative beliefs or expectations about yourself. Giving up activities you previously enjoyed. Increased risk-taking.


• Emotional numbing: feeling detached from emotions and others, dissociation; amnesia associated with significant parts of the event.





Most people who go through a traumatic event have temporary difficulty adjusting and coping, but in time they usually get better. Research suggests you will be at higher risk of PTSD if you have experienced childhood trauma or previous trauma. Poor outcomes are also more likely in those who feel guilt, shame and helplessness; who blame themselves or are less emotionally expressive; who lack social support or who have to deal with other life events after the trauma.


These symptoms can be really distressing. If you think you might be suffering from PTSD, or if your symptoms are having an impact on your daily functioning, it is important to see your GP. Getting effective treatment is critical, though this book might be helpful alongside any treatment. There are many evidence-based treatments that are proven to help you overcome PTSD, including CBT and EMDR (eye movement desensitization and reprocessing).





However, there is now thankfully a general acknowledgement that the DSM-5 definition does not encompass the full scope of trauma. In this book, I am thinking about trauma not just as the psychiatric textbooks define it, but more broadly to include any deeply distressing or disturbing experience that causes emotional and physical pain, and at a deeper level, challenges our beliefs and how we understand and live our lives. Relationship breakdown, bereavement, miscarriage, burnout, addiction, infertility, illness, redundancy, abuse, bullying, racism, homophobia, poverty, living with an alcoholic, a significant stressor or a life crisis. We need to be aware of the situations that can be traumatic, but there should not be a hierarchy of what counts or does not – each situation must be given the validity it deserves.


It is important to remember that trauma is personal – that it is specific to the individual. It is not what happens but how we interpret it that is the key. As useful as the statistics are, they do not describe the individual and their unique experience or story. What is most important is how you feel in response to whatever happened. It is what you find distressing or disturbing and your interpretation of events that shapes the way you will be affected by the trauma, as my work with the diplomats showed (see About Me). Our appraisal of an event depends on multiple factors such as our personality and previous experiences.


To take one recent example: the coronavirus pandemic has impacted everyone, but its effect has differed from person to person. Some people have lost loved ones; others their jobs. For some it has negatively impacted their health, while others are concerned about wider society. While most of us were negatively affected, a minority were fortunate and did not find the experience distressing; perhaps it brought them closer to their family, or they were able to change how they lived or worked in a positive way. Within this, the specifics of what has happened will also be different. For one person, losing their job might mean having to sell their home, while for someone else it could be a chance to retrain or set up their own company. The same experience, but a different response. This is something you’ll also see in Jess and Finn’s story.


We are all different, which is why we all react differently to the same events. It is our interpretation of what has happened and the meaning we take from it that shapes the way we are affected by the trauma.



MY DEFINITION OF TRAUMA


When we experience adversity or face difficult life events, I think of it as opening up a gap between the life we thought we knew (and all the expectations that ran alongside this) and our new reality – how life is now as a result of what has happened. This gap represents the loss of what we thought our life was. We experience grief as we let go of the life we knew and our imagined future. Or if you’ve never known this safety or were born into a life of abuse, it represents the loss of what you didn’t have. These are experiences of loss that I see commonly in my clinic:




• Loss of the life you knew


• Loss of a loved one


• Loss of your health


• Loss of a relationship


• Loss of a job


• Loss of your identity


• Loss of who you thought you were


• Loss of your naivety


• Loss of an imagined future and the life you thought you’d have


• Loss of your mobility


• Loss of places and things you loved


• Loss of a safe childhood


• Loss of trust


• Loss of connection or support networks


• Loss of normality


• Loss of a child


• Loss of the things you have worked for


• Loss of structure and stability


• Loss of a clear view of the future


• Loss of freedom


• Loss of control





Trauma brings into sharp focus the reality of life. It shows us that our situation is uncertain and unpredictable. It reminds us that we are vulnerable, fragile and not ultimately in control of our lives.


These types of experiences often feel unreal, as they place us in situations we never imagined being in, outside what we thought we knew or expected from life. They challenge our view of the world, forcing us to rethink what we believe and making us struggle at a deeper level, rocking the foundations of how we understand and live our lives.


We often think of trauma happening in a moment – one significant event, an overwhelming experience, like David being shot, or Naomi’s double cancer diagnosis. But it can also be many different moments, the drip, drip of a bad situation that grows and becomes more potent over time, like Sophie’s insomnia or Peter’s drift into addiction. This type of trauma is often more subtle, yet it can affect us deeply, leaving us feeling shame or guilt and corroding our self-esteem. Childhood trauma; an emotionally abusive relationship; facing one difficulty after another, grinding us down so we no longer trust in life. Feeling lost, stuck, disconnected or disillusioned; wider social factors such as poverty, discrimination and inequality; or a slow giving up on life. Trauma can be something that challenges our identity or sense of self.


Even with clearly defined moments of trauma, it is too simplistic to say that the next step is straight to recovery. Trauma is complex and messy. It has an ongoing ripple effect on our lives, creating a constantly changing picture of what’s happening so that we have to adjust and readjust our hopes and expectations. Distress happens from the outside inwards, but also from the inside out. It is what happens to us, but also our reaction to it.


Trauma affects our lives now, but also the future we imagined – how we expected our lives to be. I worked with a woman who was struggling with infertility. She had always imagined her life with children in it; it was what mattered most to her. Every dream and future thought had included these imagined children. It was a huge loss to let this go. Akemi believed she was in a trusting relationship, looking forward to the birth of a longed-for second child with someone she would spend the rest of her life with. She was then faced with a reality in which the person she loved told her that he did not want to be in the relationship, did not want a second child and had never been invested in their life together.


With any loss, we have to grieve for what has happened and for the change to the life we thought we knew. These experiences cause anguish, confusion and struggle, making us feel powerless or helpless. They can make us question everything, irreversibly altering how we see our lives. They can threaten our sense of who we are, and often we struggle to find a sense of self-worth, meaning and identity. Sadly, they often come with a sense of stigma, and messages from wider society can increase our feelings of shame, guilt, self-blame and fear. This makes the experiences difficult to talk about, and can make us feel isolated and like we’re going through them on our own.


PUSHED OVERCAPACITY


Trauma can shake us to our core. It’s like suddenly being thrown into darkness, unable to see where we are or what is ahead. Our ideas about life are broken, and this understandably takes an emotional toll on us. It affects our ability to regulate and express our feelings and to ultimately find life meaningful.


Our reaction is therefore not strange when we think of it like this, but an understandable response to our life being turned upside down. Stephen Joseph was a pioneer in recognizing this. In his brilliant book What Doesn’t Kill Us, he describes this idea in the context of post-traumatic stress: ‘Post-traumatic stress can be understood as a search for meaning in which the drive to revisit, remember and think about the trauma is a normal urge to make sense of a shocking experience, to grasp new realities and incorporate them into one’s own life story.’


Of course, when we experience something that affects us so deeply, we will have a response to what has happened. It is normal to experience anxiety, nightmares, sadness or anger, and the physical symptoms that go with these. To question everything or be confronted by sudden reminders and flashbacks to what has happened. These are not signs that we are not coping – we have to go through these feelings to process what has happened.


It would be more unusual if we had no emotional response. All emotions are normal; we have the full spectrum because they are all necessary and useful to us, whether in response to a larger event or smaller day-to-day incidents. This reaction is our brain and body working through what has happened, and research shows that experiencing and accepting these emotions is vital for our mental health. As much as we may want to feel happy all the time, life isn’t straightforward. Negative emotions are just as crucial as positive ones in acknowledging what’s happened and making sense of it.


We need to see this resulting emotional distress or troubled behaviour as a reaction to our circumstances and life experiences rather than an issue in itself. When I work with people at my clinic, I think about their presentation – anxiety, depression, intrusive thoughts, low self-esteem – not as the problem, but as symptoms of the problem. While it’s important to treat the symptoms and improve how the person is feeling so they can function more fully in their life again, it is also important to think about the underlying concerns that are causing these symptoms. Treating the symptoms will only be a temporary fix. When your house suffers from damp, you can replaster and repaint so it all looks good again, but unless you treat the source of the damp, it will come back.


This allows us to see our reaction to adversity as a natural process and to see that experiencing distress post-trauma is also the beginning of change. The struggle to find all the pieces of our lives and put them back together again in a new pattern is a normal response to trauma, with the potential to lead to post-traumatic growth. The events that happen to us are all part of our life story and define who we are.


I find it helpful to think about this in terms of capacity. When we experience trauma, it pushes us over our limit. Capacity varies from person to person, but is always finite. A simple way to think about this is to imagine capacity as a pan sitting on the hob. When life is straightforward, there is a small amount of water in the pan and it can bubble away without a problem. As things are added in, whether it’s work, chores, commitments or relationships, the water level rises. Alongside this are the emotions we’re experiencing and how we’re feeling physically; so for example, when we’re tired, stressed or feeling overwhelmed, there is even more water in the pan.


As we work through life events and deal with them, the water level goes down, but sometimes the pan gets so full that it starts to bubble over, and even small things can make it overflow. This is what trauma does. One of the major signs that we are overcapacity is that it becomes difficult to regulate our emotions. We frequently feel irritable or have angry outbursts. We’re more likely to overreact, and even small things that go wrong can have a big impact. If your reactions seem out of proportion to what’s going on, it’s a signal you’re struggling to cope.


SYMPTOMS


When you’re overcapacity, life feels much harder. You might be more forgetful as your brain struggles to keep up with everything you’re meant to do. Leaving your key in the lock, mixing up your words. It can make you clumsy, breaking or dropping things. Other signs include feeling tired or demotivated. Or feeling like life is out of control and you can’t manage. And if you’ve been pushing yourself for too long, you can become rundown and physically unwell. Being overcapacity shrinks your life and steals your confidence. It can make you take tight control of everything to try and ensure you know what to expect and eliminate uncertainty. It can even leave you feeling like you are going crazy.


Bessel van der Kolk describes the imprint left by trauma on the mind, brain and body in his seminal book, The Body Keeps the Score: ‘Trauma produces actual physiological changes, including a recalibration of the brain’s alarm system, an increase in stress hormone activity, and alterations in the system that filters relevant information from irrelevant. We now know that trauma compromises the brain area that communicates the physical, embodied feeling of being alive.’ He goes on to explain that this has important consequences for how the ‘human organism’ lives in the present, changing not only what we think about, ‘but our very capacity to think’. These changes explain why after trauma it’s common to become hypervigilant to threat, something that impacts our ability to engage with our day-to-day lives.


Trauma is a disrupter and affects us on multiple levels, with a range of interlinked symptoms both physical and emotional. These can be sudden or gradual, and are all bi-directional, so have an effect on each other. For example, our nervous system might become stuck in the fight-or-flight reaction, on hyperarousal. This makes us hypervigilant, both internally to what’s going on in our bodies and externally to what’s going on around us.


The physical discomfort can make it much harder to do things. When we do manage to do something, it can be difficult to engage, with so much going on. Feeling like this changes how we think about and see our lives. It can distort and intensify our thoughts, making us more likely to recall troubling memories and less able to see the good things. We might get stuck questioning or ruminating on what’s happened or obsessing about the future.


It can also make us sensitive to reminders of the event. Think of how, after food poisoning, you can’t look at that food again or think of eating it; it takes time to remember that you are safe and that things are OK. We might have sensory triggers – sounds, smells or situations that we try to avoid. This link between our feelings, behaviours and thoughts is cyclical – they all feed into each other, as you can see in the diagram overleaf. And all these symptoms have their origin in the body’s response to the original trauma. We’ll be looking at the physiology of this in more detail in Chapter 5.


Here, I will run you through some of the symptoms of trauma – though this is not an exhaustive list. From an evolutionary standpoint, many of these symptoms are stress responses, and these are typically categorized into fight, flight, freeze and fawn. Most of us are familiar with the fight, flight and freeze responses – fight and flight are the hyperalert reactions like increased heart rate or hypervigilance, and freeze describes the shutdown responses like dissociation or numbness.


The term ‘fawn’ was defined by Peter Walker, a C-PTSD (complex post-traumatic stress disorder) survivor, and such responses are more common when someone is exposed to prolonged trauma or abuse. Rather than trying to fight, run away or shut down, the person seeks safety by merging with the needs, wishes and demands of others, trying to please them to avoid conflict and ignoring their own needs and feelings as a result. This response typically develops in childhood and is carried into adult relationships, but it can occur at any time of life.


As you read through this list, it is important to remember that trauma is personal and specific to you, and so the symptoms will be too. Recognizing the symptoms you are experiencing is the first step to finding a way to manage them.


I hope that seeing the symptoms in black and white also shows you that they are all a normal response. The reason I can write this list is not because I know you and your story, but because the research shows that these are common symptoms in reaction to traumatic events.


[image: image]


THE PARADOX OF TRAUMA


There is no avoiding the emotional turmoil that comes with trauma. Trauma involves suffering and pain and it leaves us with scars, both physical and emotional. For many it changes their lives for the worse and they are left emotionally overwhelmed by the experience, unable to move forward. It is important that we hear these stories and never forget how truly devastating trauma can be.


But it is also important to listen to the quieter story of what can happen in response to trauma, a story that does not always get heard. Trauma undoubtedly brings immense challenges, but while it is tempting to believe that it is something we cannot withstand or recover from, PTSD and mental health problems like anxiety and depression are not the only outcome. We are not simply reduced by these events. The story is not only one of despair. Humans have an amazing ability to adapt, and it is possible, through trauma, to become more resilient to what life throws at us.
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Together we will look at what has happened and observe what it has brought us: the good, the bad and the ugly. Trauma can be a turning point. It can bring everything into sharper focus. A chance to re-evaluate our priorities, strip away the unimportant and focus on what really matters to us. To refocus our energy on a new path or goal. To learn more about ourselves and to see our strengths. Rather than being the end of our life, it may simply be the end of our life as we know it, as these experiences can be a catalyst for change and a time of transformation.


Trauma challenges our assumptions about how the world works and our place within it, but it’s a curious paradox. Our losses can result in valuable gains. At a time when we feel lost, it can give us direction. It makes us more vulnerable, yet stronger, and gives us a sense that although it has been painful, valuable lessons have been learned.




KEY TAKEAWAYS


• Trauma is specific to the individual – it is how we interpret what happens to us that shapes the way we are affected.


• Trauma opens a gap between the life we used to know and the life we know now; it represents the loss of what we thought our life was.


• Our reaction to adversity is a natural way to make sense of a shocking experience, as we struggle to put the pieces of our life back together.


• Trauma affects us on multiple levels: how we think, how we feel physically, our emotions and how we behave.


• Paradoxically, trauma can make us stronger.
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BURNING DOWN THE HOUSE


SHATTERED ASSUMPTIONS


In my therapy room I see how brutal life can be. But the truth is, I didn’t really see it until it started to affect me and the people I love. It seems crazy. When trauma is so common, how can we believe that we could possibly be exempt, and why does it feel so personal when it does happen to us? I’ll be exploring why in this chapter.


Imagining we can live life without struggle is bordering on delusional, and yet we all too often do exactly that. The human mind is amazing at minimizing risk. We get married expecting our relationship will last, despite the stats. We still cross the road, get in the car, ride a bike or walk in the dark.


To understand how this is possible, we first need to look at our brain and the beliefs we hold tight that help us to understand the world. When it comes to trauma, we have a whole set of beliefs that have an impact on us.


MEANING FRAMEWORKS


Our brain is essentially a meaning-making machine; it loves to find meaning or purpose in life. It is always trying to understand the significance of events, and to enable this we have a framework of beliefs that our brain uses to decode situations and make sense of the world around us. At its core are fundamental assumptions about how life is and our place within it.
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