Time to Change York Champion Lauren blogs about her
experiences of living with complex PTSD
My complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (cPTSD)
is from the trauma of being emotionally abused, by
my then line manager at my then workplace in 2018,
across a period of 11 months. The first time I really
registered that something was wrong was in late
2019, when I noticed that I would startle really easily
at work, when a door closed, when someone spoke
loudly, or when someone came up behind me to ask
something when I wasn’t expecting it. I was always
looking over my shoulder for a threat, which was
never really there. I really knew something wasn’t right when a new member of staff joined
my workplace, who happened to resemble my ex-manager, and each time I saw her, I became
triggered, causing my anxiety levels to spike and I felt the familiar sensations of panic rise
within me. I began to experience distressing flashbacks of the trauma that I experienced in
2018 on a regular basis, that I was unable to run away from, and found difficult to explain to
my friends and colleagues of what was happening, as I didn’t want them to think I was strange
or for me to lose my job. I was dissociating (in my experience this was like watching myself
from a distance and feeling disconnected from the world/myself, as a sort of protective
mechanism from the way I was feeling with the trauma and cPTSD impacts) regularly too, just
to try and avoid what was going on in my head and my thoughts. I was exhausted most days
too, from constantly being on high alert due to the hypervigilant state I was almost always in
– I didn’t know how to switch off.

It was by accident that I found out that what I was probably
experiencing was complex PTSD – I was on the Mind
website looking up bipolar disorder, as I wanted to learn
about it, and one of the links at the bottom said about
trauma, so I followed it and it took me to the page about
PTSD and cPTSD. As I read down the page, I was pretty much
‘seeing’ myself in the symptoms (Note though that I am at
the time of writing, still undiagnosed, but I self-diagnosed
and I don’t see an issue at this point). I was so relieved that
I was not imagining things, that I wasn’t just being silly. I was
unwell and needed help. In my case, I was fortunate that I
was able to afford to pay for private therapy but many
aren’t so lucky. I knew I couldn’t live for months, years
maybe, in ‘survival mode’ with these reminders of the past
stuck on the treadmill in my head.

I sought out EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing) therapy which is known
as probably the best treatment for cPTSD/PTSD. I researched beforehand as I knew it would
be intense, exhausting, but I was prepared to try. cPTSD was trying to take my life and I
wanted to live it. EMDR, in layman’s terms, works by getting the brain to process the ‘stuck’
memories (which is what happens in PTSD/cPTSD) and neutralising them to no longer be
distressing. After several sessions I noticed that I was no longer as tense all the time, I had
less anxiety, and I was no longer triggered by the person at work that resembled my manager.
EMDR, in effect, gave me my life back. After my initial set of sessions, I did have to return for
a couple of ‘tidy up’ sessions, after I’d had a period of flashbacks in April/May 2020, with one
particularly traumatic flashback triggering intrusive suicidal thoughts and imagery, but after
those final sessions, any flashbacks, which are now few and far between, are now not
traumatic, just an annoyance, and my sleep pattern is much better. I feel more like myself
again.

It’s important though for me to say here that, just
because treatment is successful, it doesn’t mean PTSD
or cPTSD has vanished. Every day I still struggle with
symptoms, though some days are better than others. I
am still startled easily, and am still hypervigilant to a
degree, I have difficulty concentrating for long periods
sometimes, my memory isn’t what it used to be (I
always need to write/type things up so I remember to
do or attend them). I can get sensory overload,
particularly with my hearing, so noise cancelling
headphones are an absolute essential for me, and some
days are worse for this, and having these symptoms
makes occasions like Bonfire Night a difficult time for
me. I have been ‘re-traumatised’ in some situations and
it is difficult for me to stand up sometimes, and say to
the people around me, my friends, my colleagues, manager, that things are hurting me – there
are times where I have felt trapped, and silenced in work situations, and it isn’t easy for me
to speak up about it and feel heard and understood. Nothing is worth sacrificing my mental
health for.

Complex PTSD and PTSD can happen to anyone that has gone through something that they
found traumatic, as trauma is truly subjective. I don’t think that trauma is a competition, but
it is irritating that it is made out to be – I have felt that previously, my traumatic experience,
the cause of my cPTSD, the emotional abuse, isn’t ‘enough’ or ‘worthy’, if you like, of causing
a mental illness, causing this much distress and pain, particularly with the war stereotypes
that are around. But all trauma is valid, and this includes war trauma of course. Stigma hurts.
Mental illness is not a competition. No one needs to win this. The fact is I am not weak, or
lesser for having complex PTSD, for having mental ill-health, and neither is anyone else.

Stigma makes everything for people with a mental illness so much more
painful. My illness is difficult to cope with alone, without comments
about being ‘dangerous’, ‘mad’ or whatever, I am a human, and so are
you.

Thank you for taking the time to read my blog and I’ve shared my
experiences with the hope that it may help to break down some of the
stigmas and myths that surround cPTSD.

For information about cPTSD/PTSD please visit https://www.ptsduk.org/
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