
 
 

 

What is Trauma and PTSD? 

  

The human brain as we know it today has taken millions of years to be designed. Evolution has made 

sure that the human brains a top class design. It has very impressive features, especially with it comes 

to protecting us from danger! 

  

The brain is the control centre for everything, what we think, what we feel, what happens in our 

bodies, what we do and how we do it! Welcome to the control centre of what makes you…. you!! 

  

If you could ask a brain what is the most important job that it has, it would tell you to keep you alive 

and to protect you from danger. Your brain is completely committed to keeping you safe. It takes this 

job very seriously. Your brain has been programmed and wired down through millions of years of 

evolution to make sure that keeping you safe is always its number one priority!  

  

How does the brain do this?  

It does this by (1) monitoring what is going around you at all times, (2)launching an emergency 

response when it thinks you need protection from danger.  

  

How does this monitoring work?  

There is a part of your brain called the ‘amygdala’. Here is a picture of it…. Your amygdala is busy 

monitoring what is going on around you 24 hours a day and standing guard over you protecting you 

from danger wherever you are, day and night, asleep or awake, young or old, at work or in school, at 

home.  

  

Every single scrap of information that comes in through your eyes, ears, nose your sense of touch and 

even everything you taste is scanned and checked for possible threat  by your amygdala before your 

brain does anything else with this information.  

  

If at any stage your amygdala has even the slightest concern that there is a danger to you to it will 

activate the emergency response. A wide of things might trigger this. This might include a physical 

threat of example… But it will also include any threats to how you feel about yourself and your 

emotional health. For example….  

  

If the amygdala detects any kind of a possible threat it will cause your brain to launch an emergency 

response to give you the best possible chance of staying safe.  

  

What does the emergency response look like? 

When the amygdala raises the alarm your brain will very quickly make a decision about which of its 

built in safety responses, under the circumstances, will give you the best chance of staying safe.  

  

The brain has a number of safety responses. They all feel a bit weird. But all of these responses make 

us act, think and feel in ways that will help protect us when in serious danger. So despite feeling 

weird, it is important to remember that they are NORMAL responses that are embedded into our 

brains to help us when we need it the most. Your brain will trigger the response that it believes has 

the best chance of keeping you safe when under threat… 

  

So what are they?  

It might decide to prime you brain and body to fight or to run away. This is known as the fight / flight 

response! It might decide that your best bet is to freeze you to the spot so you don’t move or make a 

sound (freeze). Or it might even decide that the best option, depending on the circumstances is to 



 
 

 

help your mind and body cope with the threat by detaching you from what is actually happening (flag 

/ faint). 

  

Let’s have a closer look…. 

  

Fight / Flight 

  

If your brain has decided that you need a fight flight response, then it will quickly fill your body with 

an energy surge so you can hit hard and run fast. Your heart will beat faster, you might feel it 

pounding in your chest.  

  

To have an energy surge your heart will beat faster. You might feel it pounding in your chest. Your 

brain will make you take in more Oxygen which will help you fight harder or get away faster. Your 

brain will tense all your muscles so that they are at action stations Energy which usually goes on other 

things in your body will be diverted to help fuel the energy surge.  Your brain will release adrenaline 

and other hormones. All of these changes and others help get your body to perform at its best in a 

fight for your safety or to aid your rapid escape from danger… 

  

  

What happens when the amygdala gets it wrong? 

The amygdala does not always get it right and sometimes it will activate a full emergency response 

when you are not in any danger at all.   

What is PTSD?  

 
When we witness or experience something very distressing, disturbing or 

frightening, we can feel the effects long after the danger has gone. We feel the 

effects in our emotions, in our bodies and in our minds.  This is called psychological 

trauma. If this lasts a long time and does not go away by itself it is called PTSD.  

This information booklet will help you to understand  

➢ How the brain is designed to respond when we are in dangerous situations 

➢ Explain what PTSD is and how it develops 

➢ What you can do about it 

 

The human mind / brain is designed to protect us from danger 

When we are in a very frightening situation our brain is designed to work differently, 



 
 

 

so that we are better protected when in danger. If we live in a war zone or any very 

frightening environment where we witness / experience terrible events our brains 

will try to protect us by  

➢ Making our minds and body respond during dangerous events in such a way 

that we are more likely to survive – A Protection Response 

➢ Changing the way our memory works during a dangerous event. It stores 

certain pieces of information (but not others) about the event in our 

memories so that it can instantly spot these ‘signs of danger’ again in the 

future – Early warning system based on past experiences.  

➢ Becoming extra vigilant and remaining on high alert / on guard for danger 

even after the danger has passed  

 

Let’s have a closer look at each of these: 

 

Protection Responses 

The brain has a few different safety responses that it will automatically trigger to 

help protect us in a dangerous situation.  

1. Flight / Fight: this is an energy surge to help us get ourselves and our loved 

ones away from the danger quicker or, if needed, put up a stronger fight. We 

feel this energy surge in our body. Our heart will pound, we will gulp in more 

air, our muscles will tense (sometimes this feels like pain or shaking), you 

might need the toilet suddenly or other physical changes. These changes 

power us up with an energy surge to help protect ourselves. These changes 

feel horrible. They feel frightening. But they completely normal and nature’s 

way of protecting ourselves and our loved ones. This energy surge is called 

‘fight / flight’. 



 
 

 

  

2. Dissociation: If we are in a situation where we cannot flee or win the fight 

this energy surge is of no use to use. So, our brain will automatically trigger 

different response. It will pump our body with natural pain relief and will 

physically and emotionally ‘tune us out’ of what is happening so we do not 

feel it as much physically or emotionally. This helps to protect us from fully 

experiencing (emotionally and physically) the horrors of that situation. This 

response will often happen if we are trapped, unable to escape, overpowered 

and / or physically or sexually harmed. This response feels very strange 

because our brains may not have triggered this response in us before. This in 

itself can be frightening. But, this is our brains way of protecting us.  

 

The brain triggers these protection responses automatically. We have no choice in 

how we react in an extremely dangerous / frightening situation. It is similar to the 

way we have no choice in our brains making us breath. It is automatic. These are part 

of the way the human brain is designed to protect us.  

 

Remember the signs of Danger / Early warning System  

Our brain’s memory is designed to work differently in a dangerous situation as 

opposed to when we are in an everyday event. It does this so it can remember the 

signs fo danger and have an early warning system to keep you safe in the future if it 

sees these signs again.  

When experiencing something dangerous our brains very accurately record the 

sights, sounds, smells, tastes and the physical sensations we experience and sense 

during the event. In an everyday life event, when we are safe, our brains do not do 

this to the same extent. When in danger our brain does a great job storing these 

sensations deep in our memory system. This is to protect us in the future. If the brain 

comes across a similar smell, taste, sound, sight or sensation that resembles the one 



 
 

 

stored in our memory then our brain will automatically trigger a protection response 

very quickly – whether the situation is actually dangerous or not! The human brain 

prefers to start a protection response early and get it wrong as opposed to spending 

time figuring out what is going on first. This is why, years after a traumatic 

experience, your body might start to react with a protection response as if you are 

back in that situation, even though you are now completely safe. 

 

In a dangerous situation, the brain does not focus on the context (story) of what is 

happening like dates, times, places, the order of events and so on.  Things that we 

would normally remember as part of everyday life events do not get recorded into 

our memories during a terrifying event. In a survival situation the brain does not 

waste energy or time remembering these details accurately. This is confusing for us 

after a traumatic event because we don’t always have a clear, coherent idea of what 

happened. It can also be very hard to make sense of what happened because our 

brains did not record all of the information.  

 

 

This also explains why it is difficult afterwards to sometimes remember things clearly 

which is confusing, but several years later if you smell something similar in a 

completely different and safe situation your body and mind will respond with a 

safety response, even though you are safe. This can all feel very confusing and 

upsetting and makes us feel sometimes like the event is actually happening again. 

 

Storing the sights, sounds, tastes, sensations and smells during a dangerous event 

helps the brain to recognise them and protect us if it comes across similar sights, 

sounds, tastes, sensations or smells in the future. It does this so well that even years 

later if you smell, hear, see, taste or feel something that reminds your brain of the 



 
 

 

event you survived then it pull you back to the dangerous event and trigger a 

protection response! Our brain does this so well that you might not even be able to 

say exactly what piece of information triggered this response in you. We will call 

these ‘Triggers’ 

 

Being On Guard 

When we have survived a very dangerous even, the part of our brain responsible for 

protecting stay on guard, often for many years – even though we are now safe. It will 

make our bodies and mionds hyper alert and on the watch out for danger. It can take 

a long time for our brains to relax and stop being on guard. The brain does not like to 

take any chances with our safety.  This is why we might feel jumpy, on edge, irritable 

and constantly in fear even though we are now safe.  

 

What is PTSD? 

PTSD is something experienced by at least half of all refugees and asylum seekers 
across the world. This is because asylum seekers and refugees have often been in 
very dangerous situations and their brains have worked hard to protect them at all 
costs. PTSD is when your mind and body get stuck in protection mode, even though 
you are now safe. Here are some signs of PTSD: 
 

1. Re-experience the traumatic event. Here are some examples of how we 

might re-experience the event even though it is over: 

a. Terrifying and vivid nightmares 

b. Seeing parts of the traumatic event like bits of a film playing in front 

of our eyes. Or, smelling things we smelt during the traumatic event, 

or hearing some of the sounds, or tasting some of the tastes or 

physically feeling some of the things you felt in / on your body during 

the event.  This feels very distressing and confusing. If we have a 

different traumatic events, different sensations from different events 



 
 

 

might be mixed up. 

c. Our minds will trigger a Protection response when we think or talk 

about what happened so our bodies will feel frightened and alert. 

Your heart might beat very quickly, you might feel your chest 

tightening, you might gulp in air, you might feel pain as your muscles 

tense. This is the Flight / Fight reaction that helped you survive the 

event first day. Or you might feel tuned out or removed from what is 

going on around you. This is the dissociation protection response that 

helped you survive the event. 

 
It might feel as though your brain is in an arm wrestle between the past and the present 
present day. You mind will keep trying to pull you back to the past even though you are in 
the present. And we will try to push the memories out of our heads but no matter how we 
avoid thinking or talking about them they keep coming back and when they do it can feel in 
our hearts and bodies that we are back in the awful event even though we are safe now.This 
is can be very upsetting and exhausting.  
 
Your mind is in an arm wrestle between the past and present  
Credit: Woodfield Trauma Centre 

  
 
It can be helpful to learn skills how to win the past / present arm wrestle. You can do this by 
learning and doing Grounding Skills. We will talk about this later. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

2. Avoidance: when we have PTSD we will avoid thinking and talking about the 

traumatic event. We also might avoid places, people, things or any other reminder of 

the event. This is because the feelings and sensations that we re-experience are very 

frightening and upsetting. Avoiding is understandable but it is not an ideal solution. It 

can stop us from getting support and help to finally get rid of the PTSD and it doesn’t 

get rid of the problem. The thoughts, feelings, sensations and images come again 

even when we do our best to avoid thinking or talking about what happened to us. 

 
 
c) Being hyper vigilant and Alert for danger 
When we have experienced very dangerous events the brain will not take any chances 
when it comes to watching out for more danger in the future. The part of your brain that 
controls whether you are relaxed or on high alert for your own safety will make your mind 
and body be on guard at all times. We can feel edgy and jumpy. We might get a fright 
easily. We can find it hard to concentrate on what we are doing or make simple mistakes 
that we normally would not make. We might find it hard to sleep because of letting the 
guard down to because we are frightened of nightmares and we might feel intense fear for 
no real reason.  
 
 
What you should know if you have PTSD 
 

1. You are not alone  

At least half of all asylum seekers and refugees have PTSD. This is because of the very 

dangerous events that have happnned to them and because the way the human brain 

is designed to protect us from danger. If you have PTSD this is a result of your brain 

doing its job to protect you when you needed it the most. 

 

 

2. You are not crazy! 

Although it can feel very strange and very upsetting, our brains are designed to go into 

survival mode when we are in extreme danger. PTSD and how we feel that in our minds 

and bodies are NORMAL REACTIONS to extremely frightening events. If your brain starts 

a safety response when it spots a trigger, even though there is actually no real 

danger, this is actually a sign that your brain is doing its job to protect you and your 

family.  The downside is that this is exhausting, frightening and upsetting. It can 

make your mind and body feel as if you are still in that awful and dangerous 

situation, despite being safe now.  

  
3. You are not weak. In fact you are extremely strong and resilient. 

4. For many, war or other traumatic events are so extremely distressing that 
they experience the unpleasant effects even after they have moved to a new, 
safer place. We might tell ourselves that we should be stronger and just ‘get 
over it’. But this is nonsense. You have survived traumatic events and your 



 
 

 

brain has automatically responded in a way to give you the maximum chance 
of survival. This shows huge resilience and strength. You have also survived 
because of who you are as a person. This takes great inner strength and 
resilience.  

 
5. Can I stop the PTSD? 

Yes.  

We can learn how to help our minds and bodies feel relaxed again and how to feel 

safe again.  Anyone, even children, can learn these skills. There are also a number of 

treatments available which science has proven work. These treatments will help to 

calm the brain and body down. In other words the brain is no longer on guard as 

much and does automatically start a safety response to triggers / reminders of the 

event to protect you even though you are now safe. We know that these treatments 

are very effective. 

 

There are many supports available if you or anyone you know is experiencing the 

effects of war outlined here. Things can get better, and asking for help is a sign of  

great strength. 

If you are struggling with trauma and PTSD and think you may benefit from professional help it is 

best to first contact you GP who can advise you on available services. 


