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​Introduction: When Survival Has Been Your Way of Life
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For such a long time, life has felt like a battle.

Overwhelming. Anxiety-ridden. Upsetting. Full of trauma and hurt. When something good happens, you prepare for the next two bad things to happen.

People have caused you immense pain, you’ve found yourself in situations you’ve felt trapped in, and life has felt like one big series of letdowns and miseries.

Don’t get too happy or comfortable - the next bad thing will soon knock you straight back down.

Trauma after trauma, heartache after heartache, one injustice after another. Joys sprinkled here and there, yes - but mostly, life has felt fraught and unstable.

This book is not for everyone. If you’ve read this far and found what I’ve said resonates with you, then you’ve found a book (or rather a person) that knows exactly how you’ve lived your life so far: in survival mode.

This book is for those who know what it’s like to brace for the fallout all the time, who are exhausted from feeling unsafe and insecure. Those who have wondered if peace and comfort are real. For those who have suffered trauma and did what they had to survive.

This is for those who have to remember to relax their shoulders and bring them down from their ears. For those who are tense even if nothing appears to be wrong. For the people who overreact in situations that don’t warrant it or who underreact when they ought to advocate for themselves. For those who feel weak because of others’ mistreatment of them. For those who put others’ needs way before their own, since that’s the safest thing for them to do.

Fight, Flight, Freeze, Fawn is for people who have experienced relational trauma, childhood adversity, emotionally unsafe environments, or chronic stress and are stuck in one (or more) of those aforementioned survival modes.

Are you fight, flight, freeze, fawn, or have you experienced the lesser-talked-about flop? Do you think you may be a hybrid of some of these? And do you know why you began to adopt this survival technique? Do you see how that has served you, but is now hindering you?

I know this is a lot of questions to ask you. 

But I want to help you answer them.

Once you find the answers to these questions, you find yourself breaking free from the chains of survival mode. You begin to breathe again, to see things clearly. You can relax your mind and body. You can deal with life and any stressors in a confident and healthy way.

I’m not a therapist. I am, though, someone who existed (not lived - though you already know that distinction) in survival mode for years and years. I know exactly what it is, how it manifests internally and externally, and how it can wreak havoc on you and your nervous system. 

To offer a little insight into my story, more of which I’ll share throughout this book, I was brought up in a volatile home with an alcoholic father and mother whose moods changed at the drop of a hat. Naturally, my father's drunken state didn’t help my mother’s mood, and her frustration was taken out on me. Throw in financial instability, and you have a very turbulent and tense household.

Each morning, I had no idea what I’d wake up to: would my parents ignore me, or would they be making me a hot breakfast? Would my father be sick in the bathroom, or would he be freshly washed and shaved before 7 am? Would my mother be happily singing along to the radio or angrily doing the dishes? There was no emotional consistency, there was violence, and even when there wasn’t, the worry was always there that it would return. Invariably, it always did.

This continued until I left home, and I entered my very own abusive relationship. It was all I’d known; I knew no different. This relationship was horrific; manipulation, coercion, control, and gaslighting were mainstays, though I couldn’t leave. No matter how many infidelities, lies, hurtful comments, punches, nights of fear and terror, I could not leave. This is the complexity of a trauma bond.

I did eventually get out, though only when I realized that I had two options: flee my abuser for good (no more leaving and returning) or stick around and be hurt time and time again. 

Then there’s the traumatic experience I had walking home one night, which took me years and years to fully open up about.

You may wonder if my spate of traumatic experiences ends there. It does not. I was a “glutton for punishment” as one ill-informed person once told me (which naturally hurt me, hence I’ve never forgotten it), and entered my second abusive relationship. This one held back on the violence but ramped up the lies and deceit so much that I thought I was going crazy.

In the end, something had to give, and I sought medical help. After a bit of back and forth with my doctor, various incorrect diagnoses, and different meds to try, the breakthrough came in 2009 when I was diagnosed with PTSD. 

This was the catalyst for me breaking free from the survival mode I’d been in for so long. I looked into trauma, its effect on the nervous system, how we externalize and internalize it, and how the effects can be reversed.

If you’ve listened to book one in this series, Healing Your Dysregulated Nervous System After Trauma, you’ll know I began devouring everything nervous system-related when I started my healing journey. As a byproduct, I also digested everything trauma response-related. I was not only intrigued by how I had dealt with trauma, but also by how other people dealt with theirs. That, despite us all having different traumas (albeit many of ours are relatable, since they’re often the result of another person's treatment of us), we respond differently. 

Some of us fight. Some of us avoid facing reality. Some of us freeze in place. Some of us get by by being people pleasers. Sometimes, in extremely overwhelming cases of trauma, our whole bodies give up on us.

This book is here to help you understand yourself, your reactions, and how survival modes work. To help you realize that there’s more than just these coping mechanisms to fall back on. To show you that you do not have to live every day like something terrible is going to happen to you. 

What I share in this book is made up of lived experience, years of research into trauma, and science-backed understanding, all wrapped up for you in a trauma-informed package.

I want to help you start understanding your default trauma response - and, crucially, how to begin unlearning it.
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​Chapter 1: What Trauma Does to Us
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Trauma, up until not too long ago, was a word reserved for the “worst of the worst”: the most violent of events like war and disasters. Many of those who had endured either were understandably diagnosed with trauma afterward.

Now, we’ve come so much further with knowing what trauma is and how a person ends up traumatized. We know someone doesn’t need to have gone to war or endured the horrors of a tsunami to be left with trauma. They don’t need to have witnessed the terrors and bloodshed of all-out-conflict.

You’re here listening to this, so you already know this.

You know trauma doesn’t have to be overt; sometimes the cause is covert and subtle, and nobody but you knows about it. Sometimes it stems from a single incident, sometimes from the accumulation of many incidents, or it’s ongoing. Trauma doesn’t have to stem from an encounter with a stranger; it can often be at the hands of those closest to us.

I’ve told you a little of my trauma story. Maybe yours is similar? Maybe it’s not; perhaps your trauma stems from a quiet series of painful events or the shocking or unexpected loss of a loved one. While my tale was tumultuous and violent, yours may be a simmering sea of rejection and neglect.

Were your caregivers critical of you? Did you grow up, like me, walking on eggshells? Have you been dismissed, bullied, and berated at school or in the workplace?

Or, perhaps, your trauma doesn’t stem from something direct. I know of one woman I used to work with who suffered something called vicarious trauma.

Years ago, I worked for a charity where part of the job was to help house individuals who’d recently been released from jail. This meant dealing with people who had committed terrible acts against others. If your brain is immediately going to the worst-of-the-worst reasons for these people being incarcerated, then I’m going to assume you’re on the right lines.

Without going into too much detail, you had to help people who had done things that made you sick to your stomach just reading about them.

My job was on the admin side, so I wasn’t exposed to the gritty ins and outs of the terrible things these people had done. But my coworker, let’s call her Sarah, had to liaise with these people, help them into the accommodation the charity paid for, help integrate them into society, and take them out weekly for coffee and grocery shopping.

She also had to know what they’d done and talk to them at length about these things.

Naturally, as the terrible stories compounded, it all became too much for her. The horrors of what one human can do to another for their own twisted gain were a new concept to Sarah, despite her years of studying psychology at university. What she read in theory didn’t compare to hearing true-life tales of torture, sexual assault, and more.

Not only that, she was face-to-face with the culprits every day of her life.

She wound up having to take time off and get counseling due to the trauma this caused her.

This is something few people consider: secondhand trauma. Not only were the victims of the crimes traumatized by the perpetrators, but the families and loved ones of the victims were also likely traumatized. Even fewer people consider the trauma of the jury that had to see images and hear gruesome details at the accused's trial.

All of this to say, there is no one-size-fits-all cause for trauma. It’s not about the size of the event or the drama. It’s about how you felt, then and now.

Think about the stem of your trauma, or traumas. How you felt at that time, for example, finding out your partner had been unfaithful and deceitful, feeling the world just collapse around you, and your nervous system malfunctioning in real-time. 

The feeling of being neglected as a child, how you longed for your parents to love and cherish you like you saw the parents do on TV. The aching, the heartbreak, of not getting the bare minimum, the sadness of not feeling enough.

The pain of being dejected by a friendship group, of being cast out, of your feelings being stomped on in a way that felt entirely purposeful.

The tenseness of being on eggshells around your easily agitated partner as you await their next inevitable outburst.

These moments in your life have shaped your nervous system, your view of yourself, and how you carry yourself in the world. The event has gone, but the memory remains. And that’s what trauma is, if we condense it to one tiny sentence: trauma is suffering from memories. 

Of course, it’s so much bigger than that, but that little sentence succinctly sums it up in my opinion. The moment has passed, but in your head, you’re still there.

Before I talk about the types of trauma, I want to let you know that you don’t need anyone else to validate whether or not you’ve experienced trauma or if your experience “counts” as a traumatic one. Even after I was diagnosed with PTSD, a friend at the time commented how that simply wasn’t possible. They conceded I’d had bad experiences, but assured me I was just “feeling sad.”

Unfortunately, many people still don’t accept the reality of trauma. That doesn’t nullify what you went through or how it’s impacted you. Even the diagnostic criteria for trauma are still narrow, leaving many people either not getting a diagnosis or avoiding seeking help altogether. 

You know what’s happened to you, and you know how that feels. You’re still tense, you still flinch, your sense of safety has evaporated, your view of the world sees you scanning for danger or the next bad thing
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