A Brief Introduction to Trauma & Triggers

What is Trauma?

Trauma refers to experiences that feel threatening or totally overwhelming. They
can be sudden events or ongoing incidents that cause someone to feet a threat to
their physical safety or sanity. Examples of traumatic events include car accidents,
neglect, emotional, physical and/or sexual abuse, as well as physical and sexual
assault. Trauma “is not a disorder, but a reaction to a kind of wound. Itis a
reaction to profoundly injurious events and situation in the real world. Trauma is
a concrete physical, cognitive, affective, and spiritual response by individuals and
communities {Burstow, 2003).” Trauma is subjective and unique to the
individual’s experience of the event or ongoing conditions. For example, two
people could experience a car accident in the same car, and one could find it
traumatic while the other does not.

The overwhelming nature of trauma means that trauma survivors and their
actions don’t always make sense to other people. This resource about trauma is
for you to get a better understanding of how the trauma of childhood sexual
violence affects survivors into adulthood. This resource is not going to address
formal diagnosis of PTSD, C-PTSD, or any other psychological diagnoses, because
advocates do not diagnose. The advocates’ role is support while survivors explore
and navigate healing, and faith in survivors’ wholeness and resilience.

This resource is not designed to be used by survivors, but instead to help
advocates develop skills around supporting survivors. As you reflect on this
information, it will become an ingrained part of your advocacy practice.

Let’s talk about the word ‘traumatic’: In recent years, people have started to use
the word “traumatic” in common conversation, using it to describe situations that
are stressful. Survivors who have lived through traumatic events, however, know
that traumatic and stressful are not the same thing. Everyday hassles, like a
confrontation with a friend or dealing with unemployment can be challenging,
difficult and stressful. Traumatic events, however, go beyond challenging, difficult
and stressful. A traumatic event is one that overwhelms the physical, emotional,
and spiritual defenses.



In contrast to the over use of “traumatic” in common conversation, some
survivors of trauma may not feel that what they experienced was bad enough to
be considered traumatic, when it actually was. This is in large part because they
were able to cope through dissociation, that can give 4 Jerson some perceived
distance from the traumatic event. Dissociation can leave a survivor feeling as
though the incident or series of incidents weren’t that bad. They may not initially
perceive what happened as traumatic. This is a common experience for adult
survivors of child sexual abuse.

What Happens When a Survivor is Triggered?
Trauma profoundly affects memory. Normal memories include several aspects:

¢ narrative memory — the verbal story of what happened,

¢ visual memory — what the person saw,

e sensory memory — what the person felt in their body and senses, and
¢ behavioral memory — what they did.

Traumatic memories split the verbal story from everything else. A survivor may be
able to tatk about the event but won'’t be able to feel what happened or a
survivor may have all the feelings but won’t have the words to tell what
happened. Traumatic memories are stored differently than non-traumatic
memories. The parts of the brain that hold traumatic memories are the parts that
watch for danger and turn on the defense systems.

Traumatic experiences can affect perception in three main ways.

1. Flashbacks -- The survivor may re-experience a past traumatic incident
as if it is happening in the present. They may see, hear, smell, or feel
things that others presently with them do not. The memories come up,
or are triggered, because something in the survivor’s daily experience is
reminding them of the traumatic incident. Oftentimes, these triggers are
subconscious and prompted by things the survivor is experiencing but
are unaware of.

2. Struggle with social perceptions -- It may be hard for survivors to tell
what is actually happening between them and another person and
mistake neutral interactions for dangerous or abusive ones. Survivors
also may not accurately recognize danger when it appears in a social
interaction.



3. Naming and understanding the trauma — because trauma disrupts how
memory is stored, and particularly the verbal memory, some survivors
might not have full or comprehensible memories of what happened.
Additionally, some people who commit sexualviolence will seek ways to
confuse a child’s memory or awareness of what is happening {for
example, abusing a sleeping child). These issues can cause disorientation
or self-doubt for adult survivors.

In advocacy practice and fields like psychology and neuroscience, ‘trigger’ has a
precise and narrow definition: the activation of traumatic memories. However,
people have been using the word “triggered” in common language to describe an
uncomfortable situation, often times connected to a challenging, difficult or
stressful experience. This casual usage of the word does not involve the activation
of a traumatic incident. As we discussed earlier, trauma is a response to an
overwhelming physical and/or emotional threat and a trigger is something that
activates the traumatic memory and the brain’s defense systems. The overuse of
the word “trigger” for uncomfortable situations tends to water down the original
meaning of the word. For survivors who have experienced trauma, being
“triggered” causes much more than discomfort, it causes a re-experiencing of a
life threatening and/or psychologically overwhelming event.

Triggered flashbacks may leave the survivor feeling panicked, angry, disoriented,
physically pained, grieving, or numb and shut down. In order to manage the
painful feelings triggered by the reminder, survivors of trauma may cope in ways
that are instinctive to them but confusing to other people: by dissociating,
minimizing, or trying to control seemingly unrelated aspects of their environment.
People who are triggered can also become very compliant or accommodating and
agreeable when they experience the traumatic reminder. The accommodation is a
survival skill that survivors have learned in the experience of the violence.

Why do survivors struggle with feeling the abuse didn’t really happen to them?
When overwhelming trauma is repeated, the only way of dealing with it may be
to escape it in your head, which is called dissociation. The person dissociates
themselves from what is happening by ‘checking out’ from the incident and
pretending that the abuse or trauma is happening to someone else. Although an
incredible coping mechanism, survivors who dissociate end up feeling




disconnected from what happened, as if it is a scene from a movie, rather than
their own experience.

This is why many survivors struggle to feel that anything bad actually happened to
them —they’re afraid that they are making it up. It can be very confusing for other
people to see survivors claiming that they suffered terrible abuse but do not seem
upset by it. Many survivors of child sexual abuse are likely to suffer from physical
illness and pain, depression, or ways of coping such as substance abuse or eating
disorders, that don’t seem related to the abuse but are a direct result of the
abuse and the coping mechanism that helped them survive it.

Trauma disrupts a person’s sense of self and inner harmony. The more that
advocates understand trauma and its effects, like dissociation, the more
advocates are able to support a survivor’s journey towards wellness and
happiness.
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Tools for Working with Survivors: Grounding

Our Tools for Working with Survivors series includes discrete tools that you
can use in your work with adult survivors of child sexual abuse to meet each
individual’s unique needs. This resource is not designed to be used by survivors,
but instead to help advocates develop skills. As you develop this skill it will
become an ingrained part of your advocacy practice and you will no longer need
this resource to prompt your practice. There is a companion to this tool for
survivors’ use: [insert link]

What is grounding and why is it helpful?
Grounding is the feeling of being present and connected in the here and now.

Trauma can make survivors feel lost in time and space or overwhelmed by their
emotions. Grounding is helpful when survivors are triggered, leading them to
re-experience parts of a traumatic incident. In that moment survivors are caught

in the past. Grounding lessens the distress of flashbacks and helps to bring
survivors back into the present.

Grounding is also a helpful tool for survivors to use in situations that could be
triggering. By diverting their attention away from the potential trigger, they are
able to minimize the impact of it. For example, a survivor could use grounding
techniques to focus on other aspects of an examining room during a gynecological
exam in order to get through the exam, a potentially triggering experience.

Grounding is also helpful when dissociation begins to happen outside of a
survivor’s control. Adult survivors of child sexual abuse have years or decades of
coping with the trauma of child sexual abuse. Many survivors have effectively used
dissociation as a coping mechanism to numb themselves, so they don’t experience
the terror and the horror of trauma in the moment of the abuse. Years after the
abusive incidents have ended, dissociation is still a great coping tool when the
adult survivor feels overwhelmed or unsafe. However, dissociation can reduce
present day awareness and participation in daily life. Grounding can help survivors
be more present, have here-and-now awareness and utilize present-day
resources.



How can advocates help survivors ground themselves?

Whether you are working with someone on the phone, via video, or in person,
you can walk a survivor through a few exercises to help them become and remain
present. Always check in with survivors about their physical abilities and the
resources or limitations of their environment, and adapt the grounding techniques
you use accordingly. For example, survivors who are incarcerated will be limited in
the grounding tools they can access.

Some adult survivors of child sexual abuse cope by distancing and disconnecting
from their body. This is important to note before walking a survivor through a
grounding technique, as it may be harder for them to physically find and sense
their own bodies. Checking in is as simple as asking if they feel connected to their
body or if they would feel more comfortable using a grounding technique that
involves deep breathing exercises or using their senses to identify objects in the
room.

e Help the survivor to use their breathing to help ground them.

o You do this by asking the survivor to notice their breathing. There’s no
need to control it at first; just notice it.

0 Ask them to take a slow deep breath through their nose and hold it for 2
to 3 seconds and release breath slowly through their mouth. Ask the
survivor to try to totally fill their belly with breath and then totally empty
it.

i. Sometimes people get dizzy or lightheaded when they start using
this technique. That’s okay! If that happens, the survivor can take
a few normal breaths before taking another deep one.

o Once you feel they are starting to focus on their breathing see if you can
get them to breath in as they do a mental count. Breathe in through
their nose, as they do a mental count to 4, hold it for a count of 4 and
release it through their mouth for a mental count to 8.

o There are GIFs and phone apps that provide an image to focus on and
time the breath.

0 Repeat this exercise as needed for the survivor to become more present.

® Ask the survivor to notice how their body feels and focus on parts of their
body as you guide them. {Cautionary note: this is not a technique to use for



adult survivors of child sexual abuse who cope through distancing and
disconnecting from their body.)
o Ask them to focus on their feet and notice how their feet feel on the
floor.
0 Ask them to focus on their legs and how they feel against the chair they
are sitting in.
o Ask them to focus on their back and how their back feels against the
back of the chair
o Ask them to focus on their arms and how their arms feel on the chair.

e The part of the mind that is focusing is only in the present moment, and is only
noticing. You can explain to the survivor that no matter how big their emotions
are or no matter how bad the flashback might be, there is a part of their mind
that is only in the present moment.

® Ask survivors to notice their senses and ask them questions based on their
senses.

o Sight —look around; name some present-day sights that are a
particular color or shape and then connect with them. “l see a red
ball. | squeeze this red ball when | get nervous.” They can also look at
objects in their environment that help them reconnect to the
present. You can ask them to identify 3 blue objects in the room, 2
square things that they can see, and connect to them by asking
whose are those things? Or for example, “This is my shirt. It’s an
adult size shirt. That means | am an adult now.”

o Sound - listen for present-day sounds and name them. What is that
sound connected to in your life now? For example, ask what the noise
is — a dog barking — and whether they know the dog’s name or owner.

0 Taste —give a survivor a candy or gum they like {they can carry this
with them as part of a grounding kit) or you can give a survivor a cup
of tea or soda. Ask them what it tastes like or how it tastes.

o Smell — use comforting smells like scented candles or incense and ask
the survivor what it smells like to them and how do they like it?

o Touch — Ask a survivor to run their hands under cold water, hold a
fuzzy blanket or pet a cat or dog and describe how it feels. Emotional
support animals are perfect for this sense. You can continue this
grounding exercise by asking the survivor “who’s is this?”



Facts about the present day can help ground a survivor who is experiencing a
flashback. Invite them to look at a calendar or clock and note the day and time.
You can also ask survivors the date and if they remember where they are and if
they remember who you are.

Focus skills that distract can help after these grounding exercises if survivors are
still struggling. Advocates can use the alphabet to help survivors focus, by asking
survivors to identify objects in the room that start with each letter of the alphabet
or name a country, state, city or town for each letter of the alphabet. The kind of
focus required to do this can help survivors release the remnants of a flashback,
dissociative state or keep their focus away from something they are trying to
avoid.

Tips to consider:
1. Practice grounding techniques with other advocates, friends, or family
before helping a survivor.

2. Worry stones and beaded bracelets are great objects for survivors to use
that allows them to fidget with, focus on, and feel in an effort to ground
themselves in the present. Providing these to survivors (or making them
together!) would be a great strategy to help survivors ground themselves
on their own and as a reminder of the support they are getting to you
program.

3. Agrounding kit might also be helpful for the survivor to create and carry
with them. That way they have belongings with meaning that enable
more connection for the survivor. ltems that might be included in the kit
might be a cell phone for sight or sound, scented lotion or essential oils
for smell, candies or gum for taste, a stone or ball for touch. These
should all be things the survivor has positive connections to. Remember
to take into account the survivor’s physical abilities when guiding them
through the development of a grounding kit.

4. It’s important when working with survivors that you remain as present
and attentive as possible. These grounding exercises can be helpful to
you before or after you’ve been working with survivors throughout your
day to manage your emotions.



5. Survivors can use this technique on their own, We've developed a tip
sheet for survivors to walk through these grounding techniques. [Link to
Grounding tool for survivors]. It might be helpful to walk them through
the tip sheet before they use it on their own.



Survivor Guide: Grounding Exercises

What is grounding and why is it helpful?
Grounding is the feeling of being present and connected in the here and now.

Grounding is helpful when you are triggered, and re-experiencing parts of a
traumatic incident. In that moment you are caught in the past and grounding
limits the distress of flashbacks and helps to bring you back into the present.

If you are having a hard time calming yourself down during a flashback, you can
call your local crisis line and ask for help getting grounded. You may want to find
the number of your local crisis program and have it handy should you need to call.
It also might help to call and check to make sure you feel comfortable talking with
them when you aren’t in distress. That way you know what to expect if you call
when you need to.

Grounding is also be a helpful tool for managing a situation that could be
triggering. By diverting your attention away from the potential trigger, you are
able to minimize the impact of it. For example, you could use grounding
techniques to focus on other aspects of an examining room during a gynecological
exam in order to get through the exam, a potentially triggering experience.

Grounding is also helpful when dissociation begins to happen outside of your
control. After years or decades of coping with the trauma of child sexual abuse,
you may have effectively used dissociation as a coping mechanism to numb
yourself, so you don’t experience the terror and the horror of trauma in the
moment of the abuse. Years after the abusive incidents have ended, dissociation is
still a great coping tool when you feel overwhelmed or unsafe. However,
dissociation, can reduce present day awareness of your surroundings. Grounding
can help you be more present, have here and now awareness and utilize
present-day resources.

How to ground yourself?

There are a number of things that you can do to be more present and connected.
We have provided a number of examples below for you to see which feel most
helpful for you given your circumstances. You don’t need to use them all. Just find



the one that helps you best and practice it often so that you have experience in
using it when you need it.

Using Breathing for Grounding

e Notice your breathing. Don’t judge it or control it, just notice.

e Take a slow deep breath through your nose and hold it for 2 to 3 seconds
and release your breath, slowly through your mouth.

e Once you feel you are focused on your breathing, breath in through your

nose to a mental count of 4.

Hold your breath for a count of 4,

Release your breath, slowly, through their mouth for a mental count of 8.

Repeat this exercise as needed to become more present.

If you like, you can find GIFs and phone apps that provide an image to focus

on and time the breath

Feeling Present in your Body for Grounding

e Notice how your body feels and focus on parts of your body.

e Focus on your feet and notice how they feel on the floor. Notice from your toes
to your heel. If you are able to, wiggle your toes and move your feet from front
to back and back to front.

® Focus on your legs and how they feel against the chair you are sitting in.

® Focus on your back and how it feels against the back of the chair.

® Focus on your arms and how they feel on the chair. If you are able reach your
arms up and stretch them and back down.

® Repeat this exercise as needed to become more present.

Using Your Senses for Grounding

e Notice your senses identify what you can see, hear, smell, taste and/or touch in
your surroundings.

o Sight — Look around; name some present-day sights that are a particular
color or shape and then connect with them. “I see a red ball. | squeeze this
red ball when | get nervous.” You can also identify 3 blue objects in the



room, 2 square things that you can see and connect to them by asking
yourself whose are those things?

o Sound - Listen for present-day sounds and name them. What is that sound
connected to in your life now? For example, identify what the noise is — a
dog barking — and whether you know the dog’s name or owner.

o Taste — Put a candy or gum you like (you can carry this with you as part of a
grounding kit) or drink a cup of tea or soda. Ask yourself what it tastes like
or how it tastes.

o Smell — Smell something you have with you or in the room. Try to use
comforting smells like scented candles or incense or essential oils. Notice
what it smells like and whether you like it?

o Touch — Run their hands under cold water, hold a fuzzy blanket or pet a cat
or dog and notice how it feels. Describe it to yourself. Emotional support
animals are perfect for this sense. Ask yourself “whose is this?”

Other Exercises to Shake of Remnants of Flashbacks or Dissociation

If after these grounding exercises you are still struggling to stay in the present, use
the alphabet to focus. identify objects in the room that start with each letter of
the alphabet or name a country, state, city or town for each letter of the alphabet.

Ask yourself what day it is and where you are. Think back to what you are doing
there. The kind of focus required to do this can help you release the remnants of a
flashback, dissociative state or keep your focus away from something you are
trying to avoid.

Tips to consider:
1. Practice these grounding techniques as much as you can. The more familiar
you are with them the more helpful they will be for you.

2. You might want to create a grounding kit to carry with you. Familiar,
comfortable items will be much more effective when you need them. You
could include items like a cell phone for sight or sound, scented lotion or
essential oils for smell, candies or gum for taste, a stone or ball for touch.
These should all be things that have positive connections for you.



3. You might want to tell close friends, family, and advocates you are working
with about the most effective grounding exercises for you in case they need
to help you at some point. It might also be good to practice with them to
make sure they understand how to best help you when needed.



