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What causes trauma?

Many people assume trauma stems from war, being involved in a natural disaster, or witnessing a traumatic event. Horrific events like those most certainly leave lasting marks on our psyche - how could they not?

Search online for trauma or PTSD causes, and one of the first results that comes up is “military combat.”

But if you look a little deeper into the search results, you’ll see some of the more common yet less acknowledged causes of trauma.

Things like childhood neglect, sexual assault, marital abuse, the unexpected loss of a loved one, being subjected to a violent attack, a distressing childbirth, or witnessing the slow, drawn-out death of a parent. 

This list is not exhaustive - trauma is born from thousands of scenarios - but it goes some way in showing just how life-altering one moment in our lives can be.

For some of us, it may be more than one life-altering event. You may have suffered trauma after trauma, one injustice after another. 

Either way, the outcome usually remains the same. A sufferer of trauma - I won’t use the word “victim” in this book moving forward - is left to deal with the fallout.

When I was diagnosed with PTSD in 2009, I told someone whom I considered to be a friend. “Isn’t that something you get from being on the battlefield?” I said I wasn’t sure, which I wasn’t at the time, to which my friend conceded I’d had some “bad times” in life, though nothing that could constitute having severe trauma.

Those comments became my belief for a while after that conversation. 

I’d endured difficulties as a child, growing up in a violent home with a drunken father. As a young adult, the cycle of abuse continued as I entered my own abusive relationship. When I was 20, I was attacked while walking home from work late one night. Then, in my early 20s, I entered another relationship, though the abuse this time was much more covert and concealed, making it harder to detect. 

Since I was still functioning, i.e., making it to work, pulling in a wage, and able to leave the house, my friend said I wasn’t traumatized. I was simply “sad” about unpleasant life experiences. Bad stuff happens to us all, she reminded me.

It was only months after this conversation that I began to take my diagnosis seriously and research trauma and the aftereffects.

Bear in mind, this was 2009, and books on this topic were scarce. Most of them were psychology studies written by people who had no real-life experience of trauma so I couldn’t relate to them. They felt cold, clinical, and hard to read.

My online research (which is what I used to gain a better understanding of trauma, since I wasn’t ready for any kind of therapy back then) was the catalyst for me knowing what trauma was, understanding it, and therefore understanding myself. 

Since you’re here reading this book, I may be right to assume you’ve suffered a trauma or traumas in your life. When I first learned about the aftereffects trauma causes, it was like a whole new level of understanding had been unlocked. I’m hoping this can be true for you, too.

Maybe you suffer from some, or all, of the following:

Anxiety and hypervigilance which leave you feeling constantly on edge. Even in safe situations, you’re waiting for the next “bad event” to take place. You may also find you startle easily at loud noises or sudden movements.

In a nutshell, you always feel like something bad is about to happen.

Disconnection makes you feel detached from just about everything in life: your loved ones, your day-to-day activities, even things you’re supposed to enjoy like hobbies. Excitement is a feeling long gone.

You live a life very much zoned out.

Then there’s the inability to regulate your emotions. Small things can make you explode in anger, or sadness can overwhelm you to the point you can’t function. Often, people who suffer traumas go on to suppress their emotions. You can’t hold these feelings down forever, though, and they come out at unexpected times in sometimes shocking ways.

Self-blame is a persistent aftereffect of trauma, too. Do you sit and ruminate on the things that have happened to you, and question if you’d just done things differently, they wouldn’t have happened? Could you have done more to protect yourself and prevent stuff from unfolding the way it did? These questions are fueled by self-blame.

The inability to manage stress is another symptom of trauma. Minor inconveniences become huge triggers and cause a great deal of anxiety. It can go the other way, too; inconveniences become something to avoid, so you just shut down and don’t deal with them at all.

For me, my trauma would do its worst at night. I’d suffer the most flashbacks at this time, with the anxiety and dread ramping up about 10 pm and lasting until the sun rose the next morning. I’d have terrible dreams, not always directly about the things I’d suffered, but they would in some way have pepperings of those traumatic events in there. Nightmares and flashbacks often plague those suffering from the effects of trauma.

Then, there are the lesser-talked-about effects of enduring horrific and unjust things in life.

Do you find you’re a people-pleaser? Apologize more than is required? Put others’ needs and wants before your own? Do you feel intense guilt when you “let someone down” or say “no”? People-pleasing is a common trait of a person dealing with trauma, as is the tendency to recoil from other people due to a lack of trust. 

I was a mix of the above. I’d people-please, for example, at work, doing shifts no one else wanted just to be liked or agreeing to overtime because I didn’t feel able to say no. At home, I’d isolate myself, keeping myself to myself and avoiding anything more than surface-level conversations with most people aside from some family.

Then, there are the physical effects of trauma, which I feel are even less talked about.

Debilitating chronic fatigue and exhaustion leave you feeling drained much of the time, no matter how much rest you get. Although I say “rest”, when you’re living life with the burden of trauma, you never really rest, mentally or physically.

There’s also a connection between trauma and digestive problems, muscle issues, and jaw clenching (also known as TMJ, pressure on the temporomandibular joint). Neck, back, body, and head aches with no apparent cause. Insomnia. Sensory sensitivities, such as to lights and loud noises.

The list goes on.

Do you suffer from any, or many, of these? 

It’s a horrible existence, one you can only see how awful it is once you’re out of it. While you’re in the throes of such an existence, you’re in survival mode, so you can’t truly reflect on just how agonizing it is. The endurance of such a life is painful; there’s no doubt about it. 

But how can you change this? How can you repair yourself from the effects of what others have done to you? And, why should you, the sufferer, be the one to make the reparations anyway?

I’ll answer the latter question first, which was one that plagued me for years and stopped me from healing. Why should you be the one to clean up the mess you didn’t make? Why should you, the hurt one, be the one to fix the damage done?

I agree, it’s the unjust cherry on top of the compound effects of trauma. But the more you lean into the unfairness of it, the less you’re likely to heal.

Remember this: the trauma you endured was not your fault. But you owe it to yourself to heal from it. And you can’t put that into anyone else’s hands but your own.

Now, for the big question: how can you repair yourself from the effects of what others have done to you? 

Decades of research and experience have shown me that focusing on regulating your nervous system undoes much of the toxic symptoms of trauma. Nervous system regulation addresses the root cause of these symptoms: your survival responses. 

When your nervous system is dysregulated, you are in a perpetual state of hypervigilance, stress, and anxiety. 

When you can regulate your nervous system, you cultivate a safe space for yourself and bring yourself out of survival mode. Before I explain how this is done, let me tell you what healing your nervous system can do for you:

Alleviate anxiety and hypervigilance. You calm the stress response and begin to act from a place of safety rather than fear or dread. You don’t react as if the next awful thing is about to happen.

Remove disconnection from your emotions. As you rebalance your nervous system, you’ll begin to feel your feelings without being overwhelmed or fleeing from them. “Shutdown Mode” isn’t necessary since you are balanced and can handle life's ups and downs.

You can soften the impact of flashbacks and triggers. You can teach your mind and body that the past is gone, and reliving it isn’t helping you survive; it’s keeping you from living. Even if you’re still in the place that gave you trauma, you can still work to regulate your nervous system. Of course, in an ideal world, you’d be free from the place, person, or thing that caused you such immense pain. But by working on your nervous system, you offer yourself the strength and courage to change your circumstances, even if they seem insurmountable right now.

By regulating your nervous system, self-blame and self-sabotaging behaviors also dissolve into tamable thoughts and actions.  

The physical benefits of self-healing are plentiful as well. You reduce cortisol, the stress hormone that's been a mainstay in your body, and you reduce the ailments trauma has caused. Energy levels return, the gut begins to heal, and your sleep improves. Even my skin improved when I started to work on my dysregulated nervous system.

Years of pent-up, stored trauma had caused me much inflammation in the body: my joints ached, I always had acne, and headaches were persistent. I can’t recall the last time I felt ashamed of my skin enough to cover it in makeup. I still wear makeup because I want to and enjoy it, not because I’m trying to cover up anymore.

For a decade or so, I woke up every day, and my back was burning with pain, and my head was pounding. 

The inner work I did, along with somatic therapy I practiced by myself at home, truly reversed the aftereffects of the horrific things I’d endured.

Of course, the traumatic events in our lives cannot be undone. They happened, but we don’t have to simply persist afterward; we can thrive. You didn’t choose the trauma, but you do get to choose the change afterward, and once you get to a point of healing, your power will know no bounds.

But how?

Well, that’s why I wrote this book: to show you a way to get to that point. I wrote this with 2009-me in mind: deeply traumatized, unsure of what that meant, or what to do to heal. Looking for relatability without the overly scientific explanations and harsh wording.

As I mentioned, there were very few resources back then that spoke to me on a personal level, and I resorted to online forums, dedicated websites, and hours of my own research to gain even a basic understanding of the nervous system. 

So, I aim to do the following:


●  Help you understand how your trauma has short-circuited your nervous system.

●  Explain how this has triggered your survival responses.

●  Show how a dysregulated nervous system impacts your thoughts, actions, and behaviors.



With these foundations laid, I’ll then move on to:


●  Explaining how you can shift out of survival mode and restore inner calm.

●  Teaching you how to rewire your nervous system and offer strategies to soothe and regulate your mind and body.

●  Showing you how to avoid spirals when faced with a trigger.



To then further build on this understanding and implementation, I’ll continue by:


●  Helping you set boundaries and stop people-pleasing.

●  Showing you that you can trust yourself and learn to trust others.

●  Explaining how trauma-driven decision-making patterns can be broken.



The goal is to ensure you create long-term nervous system balance. I’ll offer a map to help you there.

Throughout the 14 chapters you’re about to embark on, I’ll use a mix of personal experience, science-backed methods, and self-therapy to aid you on your path to healing. I aim to do this in a very clear, easy-to-understand way; little jargon and textbook-talk. Simple, relatable, and actionable are the three pillars I’d like to balance this book on.

I’ll offer the system I used to regulate myself and the methods that helped rewire my subconscious thinking. I am not a doctor or a therapist, but someone who has lived experience of a haywire nervous system due to trauma.

How did I begin my foray into wanting to teach other people about nervous system healing?

In 2017, I was fortunate enough to host my first-ever “wellness class” in my then-employer’s rarely-used spare office. Back then, I worked in advertising for a small company. The owners of the business were seeking ways to bond our team beyond staff parties or “forced fun.”

So, I offered to do a one-hour slot every Friday after work to help my co-workers decompress after a long week. I’d do breath work, somatic exercises, grounding techniques, and group discussions afterward.

Most people came, initially, presumably out of a sense of duty.

But, as the numbers quietly dropped over the weeks, those who stayed formed a close bond. We’d discuss how much the calm, soothing end to the week was helping them feel better in other aspects of their lives. Then, we spoke about how uptight and hypervigilant many of us felt.

This eventually led to a discussion of the bad things - the traumas - we’d endured.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, what began as a wellness class soon became a healing class. I loved helping people regulate their nervous systems, regain calm, and, in some cases, face their traumas.

Eventually, I knew I wanted to do more than a Friday afternoon class. I also wanted to invite new people, help more people, and connect more people. So, I rented out an old warehouse (right next to a noisy garage, not ideal, but my only option at the time) and offered my healing classes multiple times a week.

The entry fee I charged was sufficient to cover the cost of the rented space and provide some refreshments.

In the end, though, I found the nervous system regulation class deterred many people who needed it due to the subject matter. They didn’t want others to know they had trauma, let alone that they were trying to heal from the internal agony. Or, in some situations, they were still in the situation that caused their trauma; they couldn’t come.

So, what better way to offer my help discreetly than in written form, I thought. I found freelance writing work online for numerous self-help and mindset sites, often as a ghostwriter. One job that I loved was an “Ask Emma” type weekly slot, where I answered readers' problems and issues (though they didn’t call it Ask Emma, I was given a much more exotic name!)

But I still wanted to talk more about trauma, the nervous system, and all of the things I’d learned from my healing journey. And so, after years of mulling over writing a book on nervous system regulation, here it is. It’s one of five I have lined up in this Aftermath of Trauma series.

While I know my experience isn’t yours, I do feel like the effects of trauma can be one-sized.

I understand all too well the feelings of trauma and a hypervigilant nervous system. I think back to years ago when I wanted to know more about trauma and the nervous system, and content was scarce. I’d like my experience and subsequent healing to help you on your own journey.

If that sounds good and you’re ready to begin, I’m glad you’re here.

Here’s to beginning the path toward healing.
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Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, in his book The Body Keeps the Score, noted a simple yet accurate quote from Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud.

This quote was both simple and soberingly true. 

In the 1800s, way, way before trauma was even on its way to being understood, Freud diagnosed a man without putting a name to the diagnosis. He simply said that the man was “Suffering from his memories.”

Think about that for a moment.

He was suffering from memories.

That’s exactly what trauma is - suffering from memories.

Our physical being is here in the present, yet our mind is not.

We relive our most horrific moment or moments every day, often without any effort on our part. A triggering smell can take us right back to that place of terror, or a song on an advert on the television, or a word someone says. These things trigger our memories of the bad thing, or things, that traumatized us, and we’re right back in the place of horror.

Our battlefield isn’t Omaha Beach, it’s our haywire nervous system. Our war isn’t against another country, but against the dread our past experiences fill us with.

In this chapter, I’d like to share a bit of my story before exploring how your story has impacted your nervous system. Though our experiences may be different - or, perhaps, we may have similar traumatic experiences - the aftermath is likely quite similar.

After we’ve gone through
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