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Safety First

It’s crucial to acknowledge if you are in real danger or if the situation warrants it, seeking help is not just appropriate but necessary. If you find yourself in a situation where you’re being threatened, harassed, or are in any physical danger, you should immediately involve a third party. Self-compassion doesn’t mean putting yourself in harm’s way or enduring abuse without seeking the support and protection you need.
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​​​​Introduction: The Lead Up
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For most of my life, I didn’t understand why I reacted so strongly to unfairness or why certain interactions left me overwhelmed, frozen, and unable to function for the rest of the day. Every time I shut down during conflict or spiraled afterward, I assumed it was a personal failure. I internalized the bullying, the criticism, and every comment about what I “should’ve” done, believing something was wrong with me.

Years later, I learned I have ADHD, and I identify with level 2 autism (Autism Speaks, 2026). This diagnosis gave me language for what I had been living with. It explained why injustice hit me so deeply, why triggers felt all-consuming, and why my nervous system couldn’t bounce back the way others seemed to. 

I wanted help, but getting help wasn’t simple. Access to the right therapist is a privilege, and even when therapy is available, it can be difficult for neurodivergent people to navigate. Therapy often ends at self-awareness, and even trauma-informed therapists don’t always know how to help neurodivergent individuals.

I felt desperate to help myself, endlessly searching for ways to feel safe and whole, while simultaneously feeling stuck, lost, and unsure of how to make real progress. No matter what I tried, the sense of being trapped in my trauma persisted, and the more I struggled, the heavier the frustration and self-blame became. It was in one of these moments of helplessness the question came to me...

What if I never heal from my trauma? 

As a person who can’t stand to remain in helplessness, this was a hard question to consider. But it was a legitimate question. What if, despite all my efforts, this trauma is never fully resolved? What if my current fragile state was as close as I get to healed?

There were only two options in front me: One of refusing to accept it, meant a lifetime of frustration, self-blame, and spinning my wheels. The other one, acceptance, meant living with the possibility that I would always feel this way, but also, I could stop blaming myself for something beyond my control. 

The first option felt dark, endless, and angry. The second felt gentle, quiet, easy.

I chose acceptance.

In no way was this defeat. On the contrary, acceptance is a form of self-love. Despite my inability to change this part of me, I will still love myself. 

Unexpectedly, since choosing acceptance, I find it easier to notice my internal dialogue and reframe it. Instead allowing a thought to stand as truth: “I should’ve said something.” I acknowledge the pain but state the truth: “I wish I had spoken up, but I couldn’t, and that’s okay.” This simple shift immediately stops me from spiraling. 

I’ve learned acceptance naturally breeds compassion. The more often I let myself off the hook, the sooner my nervous system calms. With a calmer nervous system, I am now walking into situations more regulated, which brings clarity I couldn’t access before.

What therapy and advice often miss is Neurodivergents need regulation before they can deploy a strategy. How do we regulate? Well, for me, it starts with letting go of expectations and allowing whatever state I’m stuck in to exist without judgment. 

The more we let go of fighting ourselves, of shaming our reactions, judging our nervous system, or demanding that we “do better,” the more space we create for real change. 

That’s why I wrote this book. I wanted to share how I found my way out of trauma responses by accepting them.

Acceptance does not mean resignation. It means meeting ourselves where we are, without blame. From that place, compassion grows. And when compassion grows, the nervous system softens. When the nervous system softens, new responses become possible.

This is how healing began for me, and I hope you can find your own version of self-compassion and healing. 



​​Part 1: The Impact of Trauma 
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​​Understanding Our Trauma and How It Silences Us
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When I first started searching for answers as to why I kept freezing in difficult situations, I found myself diving deep into the world of complex trauma. It was a relief to discover I wasn’t broken, weak, or a failure. I was someone who had developed trauma over the years, which had me locked in a cycle of victimhood. The ability to speak up often felt impossible, not because I lacked confidence or courage, but because my body and mind were reacting to perceived threats based on past experiences.

Freezing, fleeing, or fawning, aren’t choices we consciously make in the moment. These reactions are automatic, deeply ingrained survival mechanisms, rooted in the past and triggered by present-day situations that remind us of previous harm (Neff and Germer, 2018). When triggered, our nervous system goes into survival mode, overriding our ability to think clearly, communicate assertively, or even access the calm reasoning we need to stand up for ourselves (Levine, 1997). The frustration and shame come from being unable to act only compound the trauma, especially when well-meaning advice encourages us to “just speak up” or “be more assertive.” This advice overlooks the complexity of trauma and how deeply it affects our responses.

​​What Are Trauma Triggers?

Trauma triggers are created by past traumatic events and set off by something external, such as sight, sound, smell, place, or interaction, which then sparks an emotional or physical reaction. When these triggers hit, it can feel like we’re reliving the past, being yanked back into a helpless state of fear and uncertainty (van der Kolk, 2014). Our brain holds onto trauma in a heightened state of alertness, causing the amygdala, which controls fear, to tag these events with intense emotions, while the hippocampus logs the details. These memories often get “frozen in time,” so when something similar arises, our brain reacts as if the danger is happening all over again (Porges, 2011).

The fears that surface when we’re triggered can be overwhelming. These reactions are the body’s way of trying to protect us, often based on past experiences of danger or harm. While the fears are real, they are often magnified by our trauma responses, making situations seem more catastrophic than they are (Levine, 1997). We might worry about losing a job, a relationship, or an important connection, and these fears can feel like life-or-death situations because our brain is wired to respond to them that way (van der Kolk, 2014).

​​Why We Can’t Simply Choose Our Reactions

Once a trauma trigger kicks in, our body automatically goes into fight, flight, or freeze mode. This is the brain’s way of trying to protect us from what it perceives as immediate danger. The rational part of our brain is bypassed, making it incredibly difficult to think clearly or choose how to respond (Porges, 2011). Even when we know intellectually we’re safe, our body reacts as if we’re in immediate danger, leaving us overwhelmed and stuck in survival mode (Levine, 1997).

This automatic reaction can leave us feeling frustrated and ashamed. Society often tells us to simply “speak up” or “be more assertive,” but these suggestions ignore how trauma holds us back in ways confidence alone cannot fix. These responses are our body’s way of protecting us from past harm (Neff and Germer, 2018). Understanding that can help release the burden of self-blame we carry for not being able to respond the way we wish we could.

​

​The Actual Threats in Conflict

Trauma triggers can make everything feel catastrophic but it’s important to step back and assess the real threats in a conflict. Often, these threats aren’t as severe as our triggered response makes them out to be. Losing a job or a relationship, while challenging, isn’t the end of the world. These are situations we can handle, even if they require resilience and adjustment (Neff and Germer, 2018).

By distinguishing between triggered fears and real threats, we can recognize the stakes aren’t as high as they feel, which gives us the emotional space to approach the situation with greater clarity (Porges, 2011). The fear of abandonment, rejection, or humiliation can feel as though it threatens our very existence but understanding the gap between the perceived and actual threat helps us regain perspective.

​​The Role of Self-Compassion in Addressing Triggers and Fear

Given how trauma is tied to our body’s survival instincts, handling these triggers requires self-compassion. Instead of beating ourselves up for not being able to control our reactions, self-compassion lets us acknowledge what we’re going through without judgment (Neff, 2011). We can begin to soothe our nervous system and create a sense of safety within ourselves by turning inward with kindness and understanding.

Self-compassion doesn’t instantly give us the ability to speak up or stop our automatic responses, but it does lay the groundwork for healing. It allows us to gradually build the strength and resilience needed to reclaim our voice (Gilbert and Procter, 2010). Practicing self-compassion allows us to create a safe internal space where we can start to calm our nervous system, reducing the power triggers have over us and helping us respond more effectively to conflict (Neff and Germer, 2018).

​

​​

How Trauma Silences Us

Speaking up can become impossible when we’re triggered because our nervous system is too overwhelmed to access that part of ourselves. This response, which once served to protect us in dangerous situations, becomes automatic, cutting us off from the ability to think or respond assertively (Levine, 1997). In these moments, our bodies are doing everything they can to keep us safe, even if it means silencing us (Porges, 2011).

Overcoming the barriers trauma responses create is a slow, compassionate process. It requires us to recognize our inability to speak up isn’t a failure, but a sign deeper healing is needed. We can gradually shift our automatic responses and reclaim our voice in a way that feels authentic and safe by practicing self-compassion (Neff and Germer, 2018).

​​Reflective Journaling Exercise: Understanding Your Triggers

This exercise is designed to help you understand how trauma responses might show up for you. The goal is awareness and compassion, not fixing, judging, or forcing change. If at any point, this starts to feel too much, please stop. It’s okay if you need to come back a few times. 

1. Recall a Triggered Moment

Write about a recent situation where you froze, avoided speaking up, people-pleased, or shut down.

	What was happening?

	Who was involved?

	What did you want to say or do?

	What happened instead?


Describe the experience as neutral as possible, like you are observing it from the outside.

2. Notice the Body’s Response

Trauma responses begin in the body.

	What sensations did you feel? (tight chest, racing heart, numbness, brain fog, heat, collapse)

	Did you feel small, trapped, exposed, invisible?

	Did time feel slowed down or sped up?


3. Identify the Perceived Threat

When you were triggered, what felt scarier:

	Rejection?

	Humiliation?

	Conflict?

	Losing connection?

	Losing a job or opportunity?

	Being seen as difficult?


Now gently ask:

	Was this an immediate danger, or did it feel like one because of past experiences?


4. Separate the Past from the Present

Finish these sentences:

	This situation reminded me of...

	It felt similar to when...

	My body reacted as if...


5. Replace Self-Blame with Understanding

Write down the self-critical thoughts that came afterward:

	“I should have...”

	“Why didn’t I...”

	“What’s wrong with me?”


Now reframe them with self-compassion:

	My nervous system was overwhelmed.

	Freezing was a survival response.

	I wasn’t weak; I was triggered.

	It makes sense this was hard for me.


6. Acknowledge Silence Without Shame

Finish this sentence:

When I couldn’t speak up, my body was trying to protect me from _____. 

You might experience a shift within your nervous system or perspective once you identify the difference between your triggered fears and real, present-day threats. This can make a huge difference in future situations, because at least a part of you will know you’re okay, and that is a step forward.

​
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