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To my children, Eliana and Ian.

Thank you for the gift of being your mother.

You are my teachers about the most important lesson in life: what it means to love.
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How to use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

This ebook contains exercises and journaling prompts, so we recommend that you keep a notebook to hand while you read.


Foreword

A breakthrough moment in psychotherapy can be an insight or a shift toward adaptive resolution of a disturbing memory; or it can occur in an early therapy session, or even prior to the first session, when the client makes the brave decision to pick up the phone and make an initial appointment. This book is written for individuals who are at the initial point of turning the corner on their long-standing problems and have questions: “I know generally what psychotherapy is, but what would it be for me, and how could it really help me?” “There are so many different kinds of therapy—which method would be the best fit for me?” “What would an actual therapy session be like for me, with the difficulties I have?” This book contains concise, accurate, and accessible answers to these types of questions.

The theme throughout the chapters is one of normalizing the problems of people with difficult and extensive trauma histories—those individuals who might be described within the categories of complex PTSD and/or developmental trauma disorder. Dr. Schwartz makes it clear that complex PTSD is a normal response or adaptation to non-normal life conditions that may be in a person’s history. This in itself is a very useful perspective, especially for those clients who have been struggling with emotional problems for a long time, and, as a result, have much reduced self-esteem. The comprehensive and compassionate descriptions of the many different manifestations of complex PTSD are likely to be helpful for those clients who have feared, erroneously, that they are too unusual or “weird” to be helped.

Throughout each of the chapters, the reader is invited to respond in writing with information from their own life experience. This volume then becomes more than just a book off the shelf, but instead a more real and interactive experience.

The chapters provide comprehensive coverage of a range of issues related to the treatment of complex PTSD: the importance of attachment patterns (as a sometimes hidden element of an adult’s emotional problem); an overview of different models of treatment, with enough information about each method so the reader can make an informed choice regarding which approach might be the best fit; and potential obstacles to successful treatment—obstacles that can be identified in advance so that an appropriate treatment plan can be constructed. With these issues in mind, the therapist and client will be better able to form a roadmap for therapy, a contract listing therapy goals, and the likely best path to reaching each of those goals. This book is a valuable resource for all those affected by complex PTSD, allowing them to be informed and active as partners in the therapeutic healing process.

 

JIM KNIPE, PHD


Introduction

It takes tremendous courage to confront childhood trauma. Like searching in the dark for an unknown source of pain, the process of healing can feel daunting, if not terrifying. This book will help you illuminate that darkness and enter a new world of personal freedom.

Childhood traumas can range from having faced extreme violence and neglect to having confronted feelings of not belonging, being unwanted, or being chronically misunderstood. You may have grown up in an environment where your curiosity and enthusiasm were constantly devalued. Perhaps you were brought up in a family where your parents had unresolved traumas of their own, which impaired their ability to attend to your emotional needs. Or, you may have faced vicious sexual or physical attacks. In all such situations, you learn to compensate by developing defenses around your most vulnerable parts. Importantly, we cannot compare one person’s loss or pain to another’s—every person’s experience is different and leaves different wounds.

Unresolved childhood trauma has significant consequences on mental and emotional health. You might alternate between feeling cut off and feeling flooded with emotions such as fear, anger, or despair. Perhaps you suffer from anxiety or depression. Maybe you resort to disconnection or dissociation to get through the day. Relationships are often compromised. Your physical health may also be impacted by illness or chronic pain. If you find yourself struggling with any of these symptoms, this book is for you.

Healing childhood trauma involves a balance: attending to the wounds of the past while living in the present. Simply attending to the demands of daily living can feel insurmountable at times. Going to the store to buy groceries, handling stress at work, raising children, or relating to your spouse can feel overwhelming when you are flooded with anxiety or shut down in shame. Having strategies to remain mindful and feel grounded is essential. These tools will allow you to turn toward your pain without creating additional distress.

As a therapist, I have spent years helping those with histories of childhood trauma find their way to wholeness. I know the territory of the healing path, having walked it myself. This book provides a map to the terrain, along with a knowledgeable and compassionate guide.

Within this book you will learn all about complex PTSD and gain valuable insight into the types of symptoms associated with unresolved childhood trauma. My goal is to empower you with a thorough understanding of the science and psychology of trauma so you can make informed choices about therapy and partner with your health care providers. You will be guided to develop positive strategies to replace destructive behaviors. Mindfulness-based experiential practices will help you develop both self-acceptance and a sense of safety—which will prepare you to explore your traumatic past. Overall, this book offers a strength-based perspective to integrate positive beliefs and behaviors. Focusing on self-care—including yoga, journaling, and other valuable practices—can enable you to create routines that facilitate lifelong wellness.


Within the ground of another—in this case, a compassionate therapist—you embrace experiences of confusion, discomfort, anger, grief, shame, and pain.



This book is not a substitute for therapy. Recovery from developmental trauma requires that you have a reparative experience in a relationship. Within the ground of another—in this case, a compassionate therapist—you embrace experiences of confusion, discomfort, anger, grief, shame, and pain. A compassionate therapist offers a container of sorts for the feelings and memories that you might be unable to handle alone. And together, you’ll build trust, gain perspective, and find healing tools that work best for you. Still, the words in this book will guide you to tap into the healing power that exists inside of you. Using this book alongside psychotherapy can help educate and deepen understanding to reduce the time and cost of treatment.

I invite you to think about your healing journey as a deeply rewarding, lifelong process of self-discovery that you deserve. Undoubtedly, there will be pain and suffering. Yet, self-acknowledgment also offers keys to empowerment and personal freedom. Throughout these pages you will find a strength-based, nonstigmatizing approach to healing. You are not broken, in need of fixing. Rather, you are deeply hurt, in need of care. With sufficient support, you will be able to release your defensive self-protection to reveal your innate worth, wisdom, and creativity—your greatness. I invite you to discover and be surprised by your resilience. You have a history that has endowed you with a unique perspective on what it means to be alive. Only you can decide what to do with your life now, and you’re on the right track. You’re here.
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