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Praise

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is a comprehensive collection of exercises that will enable the reader to experience the often-forgotten universal wisdom that healing is dependent on feeling safe enough to invite our nervous system to be a collaborator on our personal journey to health.”

—Stephen W. Porges, PhD, author of Polyvagal Safety: Attachment, 
Communication, Self-Regulation and The Polyvagal Theory: 
Neurophysiological Foundations of Emotions, Attachment, Communication, and Self-regulation; Founding Director, 
Traumatic Stress Research Consortium, Kinsey Institute, 
Indiana University Bloomington; Professor of Psychiatry, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

“Dr. Gibson’s gem of a book is a succinct and penetrating primer on trauma and approaches to its treatment. Easy to read without being simplistic, it is a welcome introduction to this endemic phenomenon that affects us all both on the social and personal levels.”

—Dr. Gabor Maté, MD, Family Medicine Physician, author of The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture and In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is the most compassionate, welcoming, and practical book on trauma recovery that I have seen. It is now my first recommendation to many who have suffered trauma.”

—Jeffrey Rediger, MD, MDiv, Psychiatrist Physician, Faculty of Harvard Medical School, Medical Director of McLean SE Adult Psychiatry Community Affairs at McLean Hospital, and Chief of Behavioral 
Medicine at Good Samaritan Medical Center, author of 
Cured: The Life-Changing Science of Spontaneous Healing

“What a blessing that The Modern Trauma Toolkit is finally here! Christy Gibson shows up like a trusted friend, with a book that democratizes healing, a social justice–conscious book for the people, for all people, who have been hurt and yearn to both understand and apply self-help tools for safe, grounded nervous system healing. This is the book for anyone who is committed to the healing path—focusing on resilience, self-compassion, and what is good and right within us all.”

—Lissa Rankin MD, Ob-Gyn Physician, author of Mind Over Medicine: Scientific Proof That You Can Heal Yourself and Sacred Medicine: 
A Doctor’s Quest to Unravel the Mysteries of Healing

“Dr. Christy Gibson’s compassionate, wise voice is one you want whispering in your ear as you work toward the life you deserve. Accessible, actionable, inclusive, comforting, and hopeful. A practical, inspired, and deeply intuitive contribution to a critical field.”

—Jillian Horton, MD, Internal Medicine Physician; Associate Chair 
of the Department of Internal Medicine and Director at the 
Alan Klass Medical Humanities Program at the Max Rady 
College of Medicine in Winnipeg, Manitoba; author of 
We Are All Perfectly Fine: A Memoir of Love, 
Medicine, and Healing

“In The Modern Trauma Toolkit, Dr. Christine Gibson invites the reader into a courageous exploration of what it means to be human, to survive painful things, as well as the impact of collective trauma. She teaches easily accessible and powerful healing tools that galvanize the journey toward post-traumatic growth. Her presence and care are tangible within each page of the book. Every step of the way, one can feel her presence as both a loving, wise guide and a compassionate, supportive cheerleader. This beautifully written book is sure to become a staple for healing practitioners and survivors alike.”

—Kate Truitt, PhD, MBA, CEO of the Trauma Counseling Center of 
Los Angeles, Founder of the Amy Research Foundation, 
Developer of the Havening Techniques, author of 
Healing In Your Hands: Self-Havening Practices to 
Harness Neuroplasticity, Heal Traumatic Stress, 
and Build Resilience

“Trauma is a root cause of so much poor health across age groups and demographics. In her book The Modern Trauma Toolkit Dr. Gibson makes what we know about trauma, its impacts and how to address it accessible for everyone. This book is a must-read for clinicians and individuals looking for individualized tools to help them process their own experiences in a safe and approachable way.”

—Katharine Smart, MD, Pediatric Emergency Medicine Physician 
Past President of Canadian Medical Association

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is easily one of the most readable and balanced trauma books on the market. It’s equipped with psychoeducation, case studies, and coping tools within the chapters to allow readers to not only make sense of some of the symptoms they may be experiencing but also practice coping. This is one of few trauma books that is culturally responsive, trauma informed, and inclusive of many different identities and experiences. An effortless read—­educational, yet practical, you’ll be glad you picked this up.”

—Simone Saunders BSW, MSW, RSW, 
Managing Director of The Cognitive Corner

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is by far the most well-organized, socially conscious, approachable, and actionable book on trauma healing I’ve ever read. Dr. Gibson is a brilliant and humble guide taking you through the process of rewiring your brain for wellness. Run, don’t walk, to buy this book for you and anyone you know who wants to get back into the driver’s seat of their life.”

—Jen Wolkin, PhD, Neuropsychologist, author of 
Quick Calm: Easy Meditations to Short-Circuit 
Stress Using Mindfulness and Neuroscience

“Dr. Gibson’s [book] is a down-to-earth collection of easy-to-read information for anyone who wants to understand more about trauma’s impact on the mind and body—along with practical approaches for healing outside of traditional medical settings. There is something for everyone here from seasoned medical professionals who want to further support their patients with a trauma-informed approach and everyday community members just beginning their healing journey.”

—Logan Cohen, Licensed Marriage and 
Family Therapist, author of 
How To (Hu)Man Up In Modern Society: 
Heal Yourself and Save the World

“This book has been worth the wait! The Modern Trauma Toolkit by Dr Gibson is full of practical tools and exercises to help individuals at any stage of their healing journey. This is also a great guide for therapists looking to hone their skills and add some more resources to their clinical toolbox.”

—Patrice Berry, PhD, Licensed Psychologist, 
author of Turning Crisis into Clarity: 
How to Survive or Thrive in the 
Midst of Uncertainty

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit takes complex trauma theories and psychoeducation and breaks them into digestible information for any reader. The author does a fantastic job of personalizing the advice and invites the reader to explore their needs in a trauma-informed, gentle way. This book provides invaluable skills and body-based resources that will benefit all readers.”

—Lauren Rasmussen, Certified Trauma Informed 
Coach and NARM Practitioner, Founder of 
The Simplest Self Wellness Inc.

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is a gem. As a practicing psychologist and trauma therapist, I’ve read many trauma books over the years. Few are as accessible, personalized, body based, science backed, and resonant as this one. Dr. Gibson combines her professional and personal experiences into a highly readable and skimmable text, full of examples, exercises, anecdotes, explanatory graphics, and in-the-moment practices. Most trauma books are not written in a way that is actually trauma informed. It is clear that Dr. Gibson had her audience in mind when writing.”

—Dr. Han Ren, Ph.D. Licensed Psychologist, 
Speaker, Educator

“The Modern Trauma Toolkit is an asset for anyone on the journey of healing from trauma. Dr. Gibson explains what happens in trauma and provides the latest therapeutic approaches, with time-honoured traditions, in a way that is accessible to all. With examples and exercises, readers can test out simple practices that can help bring them back to a calm state. It will surely help those living with trauma navigate the path to their post-traumatic growth.”

—Dr. Shailla Vaidya, MD, Family and Emergency 
Medicine, Mind-Body Practitioner
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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my family. My dad, who called his daughters “magic.” My mom, who raised fearless, compassionate women. My sister, Cathy, who creates safe spaces for her (and other) children—my littlest loves, Kate and Ty. And my dog, Fife, who’s probably lying on my feet right now.

I also dedicate this book to the land. I grew up and still live in the province of Alberta. For thousands of years, Blackfoot, Cree, and Métis nations were stewards of the land. European settlers created treaties with these communities, but as a country, we have yet to uphold our end of these agreements. Indigenous communities still do not have adequate access to water, sustenance, or health care that recognizes their traditional ways. As a physician, I’m complicit in upholding the systemic structures that affect Indigenous communities. As a white settler, I don’t want to share a superficial land acknowledgment and think that it absolves me of my responsibility. I am committed to truth and reconciliation, as I live on this stolen land and study within a culture that upholds genocide.

Lastly, I dedicate this book to my patients. None of their personal stories are in these pages, but the immense honor I’ve had of accompanying them on this journey of life has informed my perspectives and the examples that I describe. While I know other doctors have made the choice to relay their patients’ experiences without identifying information, my belief is that these stories are unique, need to be handled with delicate care, and are simply not mine to tell. But they live in my heart, which I will open to you here.


Awareness

You’ve picked up a book with the word trauma in the title, so you’re aware that some content may trigger unpleasant memories, sensations, and symptoms. If it does, just know these are normal—all of us experience these, some more intensely than others. I hope that you’ll find some tools in these pages to help you move through these feelings faster and begin healing. It’s all about allowing natural flow.

My perspective is that trauma happens both within individual bodies and our collective consciousness. To me, speaking about trauma also requires us to examine the systems that uphold its causes. As such, I’ve included content about inequities and social issues, not just teaching about the nervous system. My way of experiencing the world is unique, and so my point of view may not match yours. I don’t claim to hold any universal truth, only my own.

I will not be using formal diagnoses or labels like character traits, mental illness, or personality disorders. Personally, I don’t believe these are always helpful. Such terms may help find online communities where you can ask questions and share experiences, but I believe that health happens outside of these diagnoses, where we focus on strengths and possibilities.

Let’s find out.

Rather than include references in the manuscript or notes at the end, I have compiled notes that I will host online as a living document. I look ­forward to all of us sharing resources and updating these pages together.

In every chapter, I’ll offer practices for you to explore. These practices are experiments where you can choose to try something new—they are invitations, never expectations. Part of the goal of these offerings is to have you notice how you feel before, during, and after each of the activities—to see what works for you. Think of it as something playful and welcoming rather than a prescription. You are the one in charge here.


Introduction

Thank you so much for joining me. You are most welcome.

Imagine we’re sitting in the same room together. Would you like it to be a kitchen? Should we share a cup of tea or a warm meal? You’ll have to imagine I made it for you, because in real life that would probably be disappointing (my sister is the cook in our family).

Or it could be a living space, with colors you prefer. Maybe a blanket? Would you like it to be weighted? The temperature is just right, and we’re sitting a distance apart that feels safe for you.

Safe is the most important part. Safe is key. I’d like you to imagine a space where we are safe together. This is not an office where there’s a power dynamic and you might be on edge, feeling diagnosed or dissected. None of that happens here. All you are—is welcome. All you are—is invited. You’re the one in control.

Choose the words that feel good for you, that feel right for you. If anything you read here hurts, I am so sorry. My intention is to hold you with incredible awareness and for you to hold yourself with the same. I care about you deeply. I promise you this.

There might be an entire chapter that you’ll skip. There might be a paragraph you would like to cross out and rewrite. Please do that. Send it to me. It’s important for me to know.

I believe the communities that have been through trauma are the experts. It’s been a gift to learn from them for over twenty years. I’ve also received the gift of learning from the world’s greatest experts, where I’ve studied an alphabet soup of trauma therapies.

I’ve had the honor of sharing space with people who faced serious challenges as children. People who suffer from the structural violence in society that left them in poverty, often without a home. I’ve shared time with people who use drugs, who restrict their eating, or use all kinds of distractions to cope with pain. There is no shame here, only love.

Let me share with you first why I chose “The Modern Trauma Toolkit” as the title of this book.

The word modern reflects—while I deeply acknowledge there is pain through every generation of humans—that these times are special. Humans have inflicted trauma on one another since early ancestral times, but there’s something different about what we’re going through right now. Never before has the inequity been so painfully clear, so available to witness through film and media. Through understanding the interconnectedness of all humans, all living beings, and our shared planet. Knowing so many people have a unique existence in the world. Whether they’re working in a garment factory in Bangladesh, making fast fashion for pennies. Whether they’re an Indigenous elder trying to preserve the rainforest in Brazil. They could be a First Nations person in North America, living on a reservation where rates of infectious disease and suicide are among the highest in the world. Or a transgender teenager living in a small town, where they don’t feel welcome in their own home. This modern world hurts in a new way. We all struggle. We all handle our stress differently.

It’s also important to address climate change. This is something that impacts us all, but we feel powerless and disconnected from it, because it’s such a complex issue. It’s already affected our lives: wildfires and smoke that have hit so many neighborhoods, droughts that dry out farms where our food grows, expanding tides that threaten some coastal areas faster than others. My time working at a refugee clinic has shown me that climate refugees have already arrived at my shore, and perhaps yours too. You might be one. I want you to know that I acknowledge the pain of these modern times, when leaders are not making sufficient change to manage these massive challenges. It feels scary to me too. I want you to know I’m meeting you here, in this fear and hopelessness.

I’m using the word trauma not because I see people for their vulnerabilities but because I believe in post-traumatic growth. A growth that blossoms from the cracks that feel so painful. I’m going to share more about what I’ve learned so far in these pages. I hesitate to use words like resilience, because terms like these are so often used against individuals and communities that have had to be resilient in order to overcome harmful systems and hierarchies outside of their control. Oppression is something that needs to change at the level of policy and shifting of biases: the patriarchy, which leaves men with more power; the way we see skin color and define it as a race; colonialism and its cousin capitalism, which see us all as consumers and workers rather than the artists or dreamers that we are—all of these things are so deeply problematic. They’ve caused all of us collective trauma, no matter which side of the privilege we stand on, and need to be considered.

Trauma is a response to events that a human might go through. All living beings encounter difficult times, but we, as humans, experience them deeply because of the way we think. We have an appreciation of our past, how it shapes who we are in the present, and our assumptions about the future.

Because you picked this book up, I would guess that you’ve experienced some pain in your life. I’m so very sorry about that. Let me use this as an opportunity not to offer you resilience, which could lead you back to your baseline before being hurt, but to grow together, expand, and heal that which has been wounded to transform into something new.

There’s a concept in Japan called kintsugi. An artisan repairs a piece of broken pottery with gold or silver resin. The idea is that the pottery is more beautiful for having been broken. We can be like that too. This is what I hope for you.

The last word in the title of this book is toolkit. It sounds like we could fix your complex parts with a wrench, like I’m commodifying pain, or making trauma therapy something to be completed—and presto, everything’s fixed. I don’t mean that. What I want to offer you is a personalized menu to explore. It’s an invitation to examine some of the healing methods I’ve learned. I’ve had the privilege of traveling all over. My sole purpose has been to study as much as I could about healing, to help people who’ve been through trauma. And I offer this learning to you here. It is incomplete and comes packaged with my personal perceptions. This means that ideally you would notice, really pay attention to your body, and consider which tools feel good and which ones don’t. Sometimes trauma takes those instincts away—we’ll talk about that too.

The toolkit is yours. You might choose to share it with others. And I would appreciate it if you would also share with me your experiences. I’ve learned absolutely everything in these pages because of the patients that have chosen a relationship with me and because of the teachers that I have found. I believe that, rather than being an expert in a community, the community is the expert. None of what I offer here is medical advice.

This QR code links to videos with demonstrations of the body-based practices, audio recordings of the mindful practices, color versions of the illustrations, and an opportunity to connect with others—including book club guides. One hope that I have is that we can create a living resource document together—instead of references at the end of this book, I’ll keep them updated (with your help) through a document linked here:

[image: images]

(Look at this image through the camera of your smartphone or tablet and tap the image with your finger to get to the page.)

My wish is that you’ll become an expert on your own body’s response to trauma and that by the end of these pages, we will emerge, forging a path toward post-traumatic growth. This process creates greater possibilities of a hopeful future for us as individuals, who live within a family (chosen or otherwise) and interact in a greater community. I’m deliberately not using the word empower, because your power was never mine to give back to you. In fact, you had it all along. I look forward to showing you some places where it might be. We will awaken and enliven together.

Books, health care, and doctors haven’t always been safe for all people. I hate that I have to say this, but it’s important, and my goal is to create a safe space. I will address racism, transphobia, fatphobia, sexism, ageism, classism, and many other ways that humans have hurt one another. And these human-made concepts create violence. They’re not based on any truth, but they uphold existing systems. I will also share some ways in which I have experienced privilege within these systems. Once you finish the book, I hope we can break the harmful systems down together. It may be something you’re already working on, but sometimes when your inner pain is so loud, it’s hard to bear these larger ones. I hope that we can lessen your inner discomfort, these fire alarms going off in your mind all day, so that we can pay greater attention to some of these larger forces that shape the traumas we face. Our goal is to acknowledge both our ancestors’ strengths as well as challenges and to make this world better for the next generations, becoming good ancestors ourselves.

That last phrase, “good ancestors,” comes from Indigenous ways of knowing that have been shared with me. I know that because of the power I hold with the title of doctor and with my other social positions, as well as my whiteness, there is a possibility that I could do harm in this book. I’m going to try my best not to.

I want this to be a safe space.

You are welcome here.
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