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TRAUMA DEBRIEF WORKSHOP – SESSION 2 

COGNITIVE & BEHAVIORAL 
 
Traumatic incidences are storied through images more than words, which 
is why often putting it into words can be so difficult. This is why processing 
trauma begins with allowing our bodies to feel and allowing our emotions 
to be expressed. We also know that a huge part of trauma is impact by 
our perceptive of the experience, did we perceive it as life or death 
event?  Our perspective is  influenced by many contributing factors 
which we covered in the first session. To recap factors consider them 
through a sliding scale perspective… 
 

• Life or death 
• Sudden & unexpected 
• Lack of control / powerless  
• Resilience 
• Age  
• Severity of exposure  
• Prior events  

 
The phycological defence to danger is the fight or flight response (also 
known as hyper-vigilance) or a freeze response (also known as hypo-
vigilance.)  In animal terms you to attack, you run or you play dead.  
 
People tend to get stuck in trauma when they get stuck in any of these 
states on an extreme level.   
 

a. A person may go into over-drive focusing all their energy into the 
event. (This is like putting your car into first gear, hitting the free-way 
and then not changing gears.)  

b. A person may go into shut-down mode, with drawing, retreating, 
isolating from who they normally are.  
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One of the core reasons people get stuck in trauma is due to the 
overwhelming feeling of powerlessness.   

 
When a person is feeling powerless they will choose 

behaviour to make them feel powerful the problem is that 
often the chosen behaviour is unhelpful. 

 
The focus then becomes on the chosen behaviour and it is fuelled by a 
refusal to speak about the trauma itself as all the emotional energy is 
directed into the behaviour. This “commitment” to SILENCE results in a 
rigidity approach to how life is managed – which in and of itself is a 
extreme form of trying to remain in control. Rigidity results in an inability 
to consider an alternative mindset. These are warning signs to consider 
when observing behaviour of friends or family members that you may be 
concerned about. Rigidity in thought and behaviour serves as a coping 
skill in high stress or traumatic environments but quickly become 
maladaptive if transferred into all areas of functioning life.  
 
Allowing yourself to name your trauma - “I was…” is a sign that healing 
can begin, as it means you are owning your story, you are taking the 
power back.  When we hide the impact trauma has on us – we in a sense 
are hiding from ourselves, when we keep secrets and supress what we 
feel we are fundamentally at war with ourselves. It means you live a life of 
surviving instead of thriving. All your energy will go into maintaining control 
over your fear, your shame and others around you.  
 
Trauma can also be experienced as a road-block to the vision of your 
life. Visions, dreams or hopes in life can become tainted, disrupted or 
even destroyed due to traumatic events. Depending on the impact that 
trauma has on your vision, dream or hope as to the knock on effects.  
 

• Motherhood – blocked by the inability to conceive 
• Retirement – business destroyed by riots & looting  
• Matric year – disrupted by Covid & lockdown regulations 
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Rigidity can cause a person to become fixated on the road-block blocking 
their ability to see an alternative solution. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we are married to our “path” we are at higher risk of being impact 
by any stumbling blocks in life. It is in this space that people often become 
fixated on what they can’t control – therefore losing sight of what that 
can control. They become stuck which adds to the feelings of 
powerlessness and fuels rigidity.  
 

FOUR PHASES OF DISASTER: 
 
1. Heroic Phase: Driven by pure adrenaline, the desire to rescue makes 

us feel powerful in a powerless scenario. High action, generally lasts a 
few hours to a few days 
 

2. Honeymoon Phase: Driven by optimism and compassion & realizing 
the power of coming together.  High community bonding, generally 
lasts a few Weeks 
 

3. Disillusioned Phase: Driven by the realization that continued help is 
not sustainable long term and the continued need is not ending. 
Optimism turns to discouragement & stress takes its toll. Signs of burn 

MARRY YOUR VISION

DATE YOUR PATH
FLEXIBILITY & ADAPTABILITY ARE KEY
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out begin to surface. A number of mindsets begin to emerge… (can 
last years.) 

 
a. The needs of those most affected by the disaster are not 

sustainably being met and it triggers feelings of anger and 
abandonment. They are stuck because of need. 

b. Those who want to help are tired and in need to tending to their 
normal life routines, they are triggered by feelings of failure and 
weariness. They are stuck because of guilt. 

c. Those who are disillusioned by the tension as they are waiting 
for everything to go back to normal, the way it used to be, this 
was not how things were meant to be – road-block.  They are 
stuck because of rigidity.  

 
4. Re-construction Phase: Driven by feelings of self-ownership as the 

realization that one needs to take ownership for re-building and 
adjusting to the new normal.  (Tends to happen around the 
anniversary of the disaster when people realize the need to accept is 
this the new normal and therefore find ways to adapt.)  

 
 

TRAUMA INITIALLY TRIGGERS A PROTECTIVE 
RIGIDITY  -  FIGHT, FLIGHT or FREEZE 

 
When a person is emotionally triggered due to trauma their thinking brain 
automatically turns off. This is why in sports a person who beings to throw 
punches on the field will be given a red card and sent to the sin-bin so that 
their reptilian (reptile emotional brain) can calm down in order for the 
thinking brain to turn back on (in other words they can get their head back 
in the game.) Trauma does the same, it is hard to think rationally or even 
process anything rationally when the reptilian emotional survival brain is 
turned on. Generally as the adrenalin wears off, we are able to get out 
thinking brain back on-line and process again. The problem is when some 
people get stuck.  
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People tend to get stuck due to... 
 

¨ The refusal to accept their new reality – denial 
¨ The inability to see a new reality – brain fog, emotional fear 
¨ Stuck hoping the old normal will come back – false hopes 

 
Fear shuts down the skills of adaptability and flexibility… 
 

¨ It requires creative thinking processes 
¨ It requires ability to let go of the old ideals  
¨ It requires willingness to face fears around change 

 
Breaking through rigidity is no different to breaking down the calcification 
of scar tissue it needs movement and massage to get flexibility back. 
 

SOME RED FLAGS: 
 

¨ Feeling unsafe 
¨ Feeling exposed 
¨ Feeling trapped 
¨ Feeling paranoid 
¨ Intrusive thoughts  
¨ Memory loss  
¨ Black or white thinking  
¨ Agitation 
¨ Aggression 
¨ Anxiety  
¨ Rumination 
¨ Excessive worry  
¨ Controlling  
¨ Functional fixedness 
¨ Impaired problem solving ability  
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So rigidity thinking can be seen when a person is unable to process what 
they are exposed to in a rational way, they tend to throw “blanket 
conclusions” over contributing factors of the trauma.  
 
For example: If a person is robbed on a quite road by a person wearing 
a red baseball cap. Three months later they may be walking down a similar 
road and when they see someone approaching them with a red baseball 
cap fear will automatically be triggered and thoughts that they are unsafe 
and about to be mugged again my flood their minds. There is an inability 
to separate the traumatic incident from a current experience. They will 
have a strong sense of impending danger associated with anyone wearing 
a red baseball cap. 
 
This can happen on multiple levels, from gender, race group, locations, 
scenario’s etc. The trauma is projected from singular to plural. 
 
 

HOW TO BREAK RIDGITY OF TRAUMA 
 
Mindfulness is key. Allowing yourself to think about what you are thinking 
about is core to any healing journey. It gives you power back over self. A 
victim is at the mercy of any process including a cognitive one. A victor 
takes ownership of the learning, healing process. Learning how the 
thinking process works is a helpful starting point to growing self-
awareness.  
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A. ACTIVIATING EVENT: Any time an event happens (traumatic or 
not) our mind is instantly asking why questions. 

 
• Why is this happening? 
• Why did that person do that? 
• Why am I experiencing this?  

 
We look for understanding in the face of complexity. We look for a 
story to tell ourselves to help us process what we are going through, 
as we need conclusions.  
 
This is the most vulnerable space in the process as all sorts of 
thoughts will flood our minds in that moment. Thoughts that literally 
have a life or death theme to them. At some point we make an 
agreement with a thought, which now becomes “the story we tell 
ourselves”  
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Side Note: People have a tendency to “absorb dysfunction.” They 
will go through a traumatic or abusive experience and to some 
degree will blame self or conclude that there is something wrong 
with themselves – they absorb the dysfunction into their identity.  

 
B. BELIEF: The story I am telling myself will have a cause an effect 

process to it..  
 

C. CONSEQUENT EMOTION: This is the emotional fruit of your belief.  
 

D. DICTATED BEHAVIOR: All behaviour is driven by a need to 
connect or self-protect. How one chooses to do that can be either 
constructive or destructive.  
 

E. EFFECT: The key is to consider what effect ones behaviour is 
having on the world around you. Often the effect of our behaviour 
becomes the evidence to back up the story we are already telling 
ourselves.  
 
For example: If the story I am telling myself is that all men can’t be 
trusted, then my behaviour may be aggressive or rude as a means 
of “self-protect” however the impact of that behaviour on a man, may 
result in aggressive or rude behaviour back – this becomes ones 
evidence. (The problem most don’t consider is the effect of ones 
own behaviour.)  

 
IS THE STORY I AM TELLING MYSELF TRUTH? 

 
1. Allowing yourself to consider the story you tell yourself is the first 

step to growing mindfulness. I recommend writing this down as it 
gives you the ability to process and challenge the thought 
objectively.  
 

2. Secondly to challenge the thought by asking it honest questions. Is 
it bringing you peace or fear emotions, life or death?   
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3. Thirdly - find safe people you trust to bring their objective thoughts 
especially if you are struggling to discern truth (Often we interpret a 
thought based on ones emotions.) For example: If a child is bitten 
by a dog, one may “feel” like “all” dogs dangerous? Remember 
emotions can be fickle.  
 

4. Is my world shrinking? If so, how? 
 

5. Allow yourself to consider what impact your behaviour is having on 
your world? Ask someone you trust for their objective perspective.  

 
 

WHAT “DO” VERSUS “DON’T” 
 I HAVE CONTROL OVER? 

 
The first place we often become stuck is the different between didn’t and 
don’t.  A person didn’t have control over an incident that happened to 
them (past tense) this doesn’t mean that don’t have control over choices 
they make future tense.  
 
For example: 
If a person was mugged in a remote car park – they can’t change this. 
What they can do is… 

• Invest in self-defence lessons 
• Plan travel arrangements differently  
• Buy pepper spray  

 
Focusing on what one “can do” is the best way to regain power over what 
was a powerless experience. Finding others to help you consider 
alternative ideas is also helpful.  
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REFRAMING THE NARRATIVE 

 
In order to re-write your story, you have to first write out the old one and 
be willing to put it in its right context. Placing a thought into its right context 
is the process of “expelling dysfunction.”  Placing the concluding belief 
onto the right owner. This means not allowing yourself to absorb any of 
the trauma or abuse into your own identity. The behaviour or self or other 
should never define one’s identity.  
 

• I failed does not equal “I am a failure” 
• I was abused does not equal “I am unlovable” 
• I am a victim of racism does not mean “there is something wrong 

with me” 
 
 

TRAUMA & TENSION & TRUTH  

TENSION

FALLEN
FICKLE
FALLIBLE
FRAGILE
PEOPLE

DEATH & DECAY

RESCUED
RESTORED
REDEEMED
REPENTIVE
PEOPLE

LIFE & HEALING
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Have a lens for reframing the tensions of this world is so important. Most 
want to deny tension through numbing, denial, substance abuse, 
distraction, Botox etc. However tension is something we have to learn to 
manage or we will live in distress. Tension is a reality we can remove and 
the quicker we embrace this the less surprised we are by it when it impacts 
our world.  
 
Tensions: 
 

• Freedom of Choice 
• Sowing & Reaping 
• Death & Decay 
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Part of the tensions of life is the concept of heart versus capacity. On the 
whole human beings have good hearts, our hearts are open to wounding, 
injury and can have a limited capacity which speaks to our humanness. 
Learning to manage this tension is key to interpreting each other 
accurately.  
 

 
FINAL NOTE: If at any point you feel that yourself or someone you know 
is just not coping, please book to see a professional immediately.   
 

For all my free trauma resources or to see a list of all my on-line video 
courses visit my website… 

 
https://www.edify-buildingthesoul.com 

 
 
 

HEART CAPACITY

NEVER JUDGE A PERSON’S 
HEART BY THEIR CAPACITY
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