
Trauma, CABT and Using Your EQ:
Four Steps to Recovery

    How to use your feelings to heal by reducing the intensity, longevity, severity and fear of emotionally traumatic events.
 
I. Four Steps in recovering from Trauma:
1. Making the commitment (left brain giving right brain permission to open up)
2. How trauma works
3. What are your options
4. What are the risks

II. Discover/Change the Meaning / BS (left-brain thoughts cemented in with right-brain feelings)

III. Deal with (KAE) the raw emotions (purely right-brain)

IV. How to create new and positive pictures that elicit positive, right-brain emotions.     How is it done? What can I expect?


Understanding how your brain works is the key to getting beyond traumatic experiences. In biological terms, there are two ways that you think.  First, there is a logical, cognitive process often called left brain thinking. Cognitive thinking is planning your day, making a shopping list for tonight’s dinner, figuring your taxes or making your schedule for the next week. It is also where beliefs of right and wrong are held. 

Cognitive thinking is only half of your brain working. The other half of your brain, the right brain, thinks very differently. The right side of your brain thinks in pictures, textures, smells, and is not logical. There is no right or wrong in the right side of your brain. It is raw, uncensored emotions that are based on memories, pictures and imagination. Feelings in the right side of your brain can range from irritation, annoyance, rage, hate, fury, to love, joy, passion, lust to anxiety, fear and terror. Nightmares are the result of right brain thinking. 

Visualizing, such as mentally picturing going to the ocean and watching the gentle waves caressing the beach, is also right brain thinking. Whatever your right brain “sees” it believes is real and your physical body will respond to what it sees. If it is a dangerous scary picture, the body goes into flight or fight mode, adrenaline pumps into your body and your heart rate increases. If the right brain sees a picture that is safe and secure, it will relax and the endorphins will increase in your body. If what your right brain sees is sexual, then your body goes into a sexual arousal state.

You can talk, argue, negotiate and figure out solutions in the left side of your brain. None of these approaches has any effect on changing the right side of your brain. For example, fix your eyes on an object across the room from you. Close your eyes and tell yourself that that object is not there and think of something else. Now, open your eyes, is that object still there? Of course it is. Just because you can distract yourself from “seeing” the object by closing your eyes does not mean that the object is not there. In the same way, the pictures in your right brain remain there and cannot be removed by talk or by distraction.

In the same way, a trauma, whether it was a single event or numerous events over a period of years, will remain as pictures in your right brain. These pictures are chemically fixed in the right brain by your body’s adrenaline. That is why it is so hard to change traumatic pictures that have been “engraved” into your right brain. Left brain therapies, such as CBT and EMDR, have limited effect in removing the pictures. These therapies, in some cases, can reduce the anxiety associated with the trauma. But, the pictures remain and can return if a similar trauma occurs that reinforces the original trauma. Once you know something, you cannot un-know it. In the same way, once the trauma has been affixed in your right brain, you cannot just erase it from being there through conventional talk therapy. 

Imagine yourself in the scariest situation you can think of. You are small, you are helpless, and you can do nothing to protect yourself. Now, imagine this same situation, but in this scene, your personal protector, the Hulk, is next to you. He is assigned to protect you and make sure you are safe 24 hours a day.  He is fierce and will use his anger to keep you safe from any situation (trauma) that could possibly happen to you. 

Now you have two pictures. One picture is of you small and helpless. In the other, you are safe and protected. Given a choice, which picture you would choose to look at? Which of these two pictures would create panic and anxiety in you? It is not possible to erase the first picture, the negative one, but by placing a positive one beside it, the sum total equals zero, (-1+1=0) no anxiety. That is the concept used to remove the fear and anxiety from traumatic situations in which you been involved.

There are several ways to create new pictures in the right side of your brain. The most common way is through the use of visualization. The first part is by having the person totally relive and re–experience the trauma. Unfortunately, some therapists will stop there. When this occurs, all you are doing is reinforcing the traumatic experience.  The second part is to create a new picture of power and strength to offset the negative picture. 

Let me give an example. The client had been molested since she was six years old. Her molestation continued on a weekly basis until she was 13. Her uncle would come over on Friday nights to be with her, so that her parents could have a “date” night. At some point during the evening, her uncle would motion towards her bedroom. She was then to stop what she was doing, go up to her bedroom and take off her clothes and lay on her bed. There she would wait until she heard his footsteps coming up the stairs.  Then the molesting would begin.

As an adult, the flashbacks were more than just an annoyance, they were excruciatingly painful. They created havoc in her relationships with both men and women. At 36, she was contemplating suicide. “The flashbacks won’t stop!” She had seen five different therapists “and nothing helped.”

Almost by accident, she ended up in my Saturday Huge Group Therapy, not knowing what to expect. “I am at the end of my rope,” she said through her sobs.  

In working with trauma, there are six steps that allow the person to re-experience the trauma and then to create new, powerful pictures:

Step 1. Explain the process that the client will be going through. No one wants to relive their traumas. So, unless the person understands the importance and need of re-experiencing their trauma, they will be resisted or will choose not to participate.
Step 2. In a non-emotional way, the client is to give as much informational detail as she can remember about the trauma. In some cases, this could take an hour or more. “Tell me what happened in as much detail as you can remember, as if you were reporting a news story that you had read.” Most people have learned to disassociate to some degree, so this is easy.
Step 3. In this step, the client is to “relive” the trauma. “I want you to close your eyes and go back to the time that the trauma (molest) was happening to you. Where are you? What room are you in? Is there anybody else in the house with you? How old are you? What are you doing? What is the other person doing? Now, it is time to go up to your bedroom. Look around your bedroom. Look at the objects in the room. Is there a mirror in the room? I want you to look in the mirror and you will see yourself as that young child. What is she wearing? What is that little girl feeling? Now she hears the footsteps coming up the stairs, what is she feeling? What does she do?”
Step 4. Now, it is time to bring the client back to the here and now and let the client catch their breath and calm down. Validate what a great job that she just did. “Wow, you are an amazingly strong woman. . . . How did you feel about that little girl not having anyone to protect her or take care of her? Today, if you were there in that bedroom with the little girl, would you be able to protect her? (If not you, who could protect her?) That little girl needed someone to protect her. Would you be willing to go back and be in the room with her when the molester comes up the stairs?” Once the client decides that she is able or has somebody in mind who is able to protect that little girl, then it’s time to move to the next phase.
Step 5. This starts out similar to the step where she re–experienced the trauma, except that she, as the adult, is there to protect the little girl and do whatever is necessary to make sure she is never hurt again. “Close your eyes and be in the room again. This time, see the little girl. See how fearful and scared she is. As the adult, what do you want to do? (Hold her.) Then go over and hold her. Now, you’re hearing the steps coming up the stairs. What do you do? Now, you got the little girl behind you. What do you do with the molester so that the little girl is protected?  Okay, then chase him down the stairs and out of the house. Go back to the little girl. What do you want to do? Okay, then hold her in your arms. What do you want to tell her?” It is important to note that you do not tell the client what to do or what to say. You guide them through the process. This is the process of empowerment where she is doing now what she could not do as a child. She is making decisions and taking action, things that she could never do before, even as an adult. She is creating a new picture of safety, strength and power.
Step 6. Bring the client back from the visualization and into the room. Let her tell you what she experienced. Reinforce her perception as the protector of that little girl.

For some people, psychodrama works better than visualization. Psychodrama allows the person to not only see themselves as being powerful and competent, but allows the participant to involve the whole body is a physical response. Psychodrama uses the first two steps that were used in visualization. 

In a group setting, the person is to choose someone who, in some ways, reminds them of their molester. The “molester” holds a large, firm pillow and says things that the molester used to say. “You can’t tell anyone, this is our secret.” “This is what people do when they love each of other.” “You’re going to learn to like this.” “If you don’t do it, I bet your little sister will.”  At the same time the “molester” pushes the pillow towards the person.

This is usually enough to get the victim’s flashbacks started. At first, the victim’s initial response is to withdraw back to the child state. But, with the groups encouragement, finally there is a powerful response towards the “molester,” pushing and hitting the pillow. The goal is to drive the “molester” back, something that as a child was not possible. Often, the two end up going around and around the room with the victim yelling and pushing/hitting the pillow. 

Within 15 minutes, the victim’s wrath will have been vented and she is left with a sense of empowerment and exhaustion. Now, similar to step six above, the newly empowered (former victim) shares what she has experienced and learned through this process. Then she is asked, “If someone ever tries to molest you, how are you going to respond.” With little or no prompting, she will be able to tell you exactly how she will respond. The client now has a new picture of power and strength. If or when a threatening or scary situation arises, she has this new picture of the competent, powerful woman.

Working with men offers some special challenges. Many men have difficulty in identifying what they are feeling and/or knowing the names of what they are feeling. Often they get the message, “Real men solve their own problems.” “Jump up. That did not hurt.” “Be a man.” “You shouldn’t feel that way.”

Many of my clients from World War II and Vietnam handle their flashbacks by moving to the mountains to get as far away as possible from people. What they had experienced, for them, was very traumatic and they wanted to get as far away as possible from anything that might trigger them. The longer that someone represses their trauma, the harder it is and more frightening it becomes for them to do the steps necessary to create a new and powerful picture of themselves. Therefore, spending a session or more covering step one will be essential.

Psychodrama is a very powerful tool for both the participant and the group. It often brings up issues of trauma in other members of the group. The first person to do their trauma becomes a role model for others to follow. It gives others a sense of safety and security with the group and a challenge, “If she can do it, so can I.”

Another way to change right brain pictures is through the use of Mutual Storytelling. Children and young teenagers often respond well to “Mutual Storytelling” and metaphors. Very young children will respond to storytelling. (It is also a great way to teach your children problem solving skills and your values.) 

By the time the child reaches the third grade, he/she will respond well to metaphors as well as to mutual storytelling. By the seventh grade, children learn well from real life experiences. The goal of all of these techniques is to create pictures in the right side of the brain. 

Everyone has these pictures from their childhood years. Some are positive, reaffirming and strengthening pictures. Others are traumatic, scary and destructive pictures. The goal is to seek out and give our children the opportunity to learn from life without having to experience the negative consequences. 

For example, my father was a State Dairy Inspector. When I was in the seventh grade, he took me with him to the California State Prison at Folsom when he inspect their prison dairy. There was no “scared straight talk.” There didn’t need to be any. The numerous gates that we had to pass through and the stark walls around the prison spoke loud and clear. A year or two later, my father took me to the dairy at the California Youth Authority Juvenile Facilities at Ione. Again, Dad said it simply as a matter of fact, “This is where teenagers go when they get in trouble.” There were also “field trips to skid row” where the sights, sounds and smells are etched in my mental pictures to this day, but there were never any lectures. 

Each of you has your own right brain pictures, some are terrifying, and traumatic, and others are peaceful and calming. Right brain therapy enables you to nullify the terrifying and traumatic memory flashbacks.

Everyone has both a left and a right brain. In trauma situations, the left brain is often in conflict with the right brain and does not want to allow the right brain pictures to surface. The consequence of this clash is both physical and emotional stress that can create high blood pressure, nightmares, flashbacks, angry outbursts and many other conditions.

This concept was observed and written about in the book Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson. In this story, the protagonist uses a “disassociation” potion as a way of dealing with the conflict between the right and left brain. Today, this conflict between the two sides of the brain is often caused by trauma and can be seen in Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, PTSD. We used to believe that PTSD was limited to trauma that occurred during a war situation. 

Today, we know that it is much larger. PTSD can result from anything from a car crash, to molest, to bad therapy as in the 1957 case of The Three Faces of Eve, where the psychiatrist unknowingly brought about the clients disassociation. The symptoms can also vary widely from approach-avoidance behavior, mood swings, indecision, angry outbursts, avoidance behavior, blaming others, anxiety, nightmares, low self-image, self-destructive behaviors, and much, much more.

Do you remember the first time you rode a roller coaster? Was it scary? When you got off the roller coaster, was your heart beating faster? Were your knees shaking? And, did you later get on a roller coaster again? What was the purpose of going on it a second, third, and fourth time? Did you feel more alive? Did you keep riding the roller coaster until it no longer became frightening or scary and you would raise your hands just to bring back a little of the fear?

Right brain therapy starts with your brain bringing the negative pictures to the surface and looking at them, allowing you to experience and feel those feelings.  Then, it creates new pictures that are powerful and empowering.

The good news is that within the last 15 years, our knowledge about the brain and how it functions has changed. Now, it is no longer necessary to live in a scary, shadow world that can result from trauma. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil...” However, the process does require you to walk through what at first seems like this valley of death. But, in reality it is the start of a whole new life.

· To repress a feeling is to give it unlimited power.
· Feelings expressed verbally take place, reduce in intensity, and are free to change.
· Feelings are not good or bad, they just are.
· We do not react to people, events or words.  We react to what they mean to us, and we chose the meanings. 
· People, events and things do not make you angry.
· “Men are disturbed not by things, but by the view they take of them.” Epictetus  55 - 135 
·  “Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact.  Everything we see is a perspective, not the truth.”  Marcus Aurelius
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