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Introduction 

 

When you successfully construct a post-trauma identity, you call forth the selves  

that you most want to influence your life and integrate them into one functional entity. 

 

—Michele Rosenthal 

 

Every trauma survivor wishes she or he could change how much the past impacts the 

present. There are a slew of reasons for this, including the desire to: 

 eradicate symptoms 

 reduce pain 

 change memories 

 transform disturbing feelings 

 create a life more in alignment with feeling good 

 connect to who you could have been if trauma had not interfered 

Trapped in the constant disturbances of a mind and body reverberating with trauma 

every survivor wants to become some other version of her or himself. There is, 

however, one big problem after trauma: knowing who you are is very tricky. All known 

identity boundaries, definitions and details have been altered in both obvious and subtle 

ways. The familiar world has become a blur; it’s impossible to see yourself clearly. 

Making things even more difficult is the sensation of disconnection and disorientation 

inside yourself, in relation to others and even the world at large. 

At the center of any successful recovery is a return to clarity. This includes clarity of, in 

and about who you are. In fact, reconnecting to a strong, positive and empowered sense 

of self adds incredible momentum in healing, particularly because: 

 Posttraumatic stress and PTSD symptoms occur following a trauma in which you 

experience an extreme sensation of powerlessness.  

 The aim of recovery is for you to shift from feeling powerless to powerful. The 

center of this shift happens internally and then reverberates out as you create 

your world through choices and actions. 

The action of redefining who you are is an act against the past and a bid for your future. 

You cannot go back to who you used to be or could have been, but you most definitely 

can go forward to reconnect, (re)create and (re)claim who you want to be today. 
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Identity After Trauma:  
A Brief Overview 

 

 

Trauma changes us, there’s no doubt about it. 

For years I tried to pretend I had not been changed, even while knowing, feeling, 

imagining all the changes that had taken place. For example: 

 I was very aware that I no longer felt safe. 

 I was very aware that the girl I was had been replaced by someone who was 

similar to her, but knew more than she did about pain, suffering, endurance, 

terror and fear. 

 I was very aware that I didn’t want anyone to know the ways in which I felt 

changed. 

I wanted everyone to treat me as if I was the same as before. To make sure they did, I 

learned to fake my old self while I tried to reconnect, reengage and once again, become 

her in all of her innocence. 

Of course, I was unsuccessful. It was impossible to go back to who I was before the 

world intruded because the new knowledge I had would not be denied. I couldn’t forget 

what had happened and so I could not go back to the girl I had been before. That sweet 

young girl didn’t know anything about survival or trauma. I could only look back at her 

and grieve the enormous distance between us. 

For years the chasm between my Before and After selves really bothered me. There 

were things about my old self that I really liked, traits and characteristics I wanted to 

maintain. My perception, though, of the distance between who I had been and who I 

had become made me think that it was impossible to reconnect to my old self while still 

being my new self. I was so wrong. 

When you recover from trauma you absolutely can reconnect with that former self and 

utilize, embrace and bring forward the aspects of it that feel familiar, safe, comfortable 

and identifying of who you are. As a matter of fact, one of the gifts of trauma is that it 

forces you to consciously be aware of whom you are and make choices and take actions 

to build exactly the person you wish to become. Without my trauma I’m not sure I 

would have taken the time to assess who I was, am or wish to be. I would have probably 

moved through life more on the surface because nothing would have made me question 

or deliberately construct an identity. 
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When discussing his evolution as a painter, Pisarro, the father of Impressionism, said, “I 

continue to believe that it is better to perfect oneself little by little and by one’s own 

efforts.” This is the philosophy I adopted for myself in trauma recovery. I approached 

constructing my post-trauma identity in small pieces, one thing at a time. 

First I decided to find a way to reconnect with joy. I began with learning to dance, which 

led me to develop a reconnection to the present moment, which led to a reconnection 

between my mind and my body, which led to a renewed sense of connection to myself. 

Once I engaged in doing the work of recovery, I sought support from others in all phases 

of my healing, but in every phase, I alone made the effort to choose, to act, and to 

rebuild the woman I wanted to be. When I began I didn’t have the faintest idea of who 

she was; I allowed her to reveal herself to me little by little over time and through my 

own efforts.  
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The Effects of Trauma:  
Who Are You Now? 

 

 

The effects of trauma change you. When you look in the mirror do you see the person 

you expect? After my trauma when I looked in the mirror I saw the same physical face as 

before, but I didn’t see the same person. The eyes that looked back at me were 

different: somewhat dead, full of fear, and containing a knowledge of how awful the 

world could be that hadn’t been there before. When I saw my reflection I was 

uncomfortable, sad and very aware that I had become someone different since my 

trauma. 

The idea of how much trauma had changed me became a haunting symbol of the 

damage trauma had done. I was no longer a happy, go-lucky, trusting, safe-feeling child. 

I was a kid whose mind was full of darkness, chaos and pain. This was back in the 80s 

when no one was talking PTSD for civilian kids with medical traumas. And there was no 

Google! So while I got more and more lost in my head there was very little information 

that could help me get out. 

During all of my PTSD years I kept journals detailing my thoughts, experiences, and one 

all-consuming question: Who am I now??? More than anything, what bothered me after 

trauma was the sense of having lost myself. While the outside world seemed bigger and 

more dangerous my inside world, too, seemed undependable and without a guiding 

central force other than fear. I started drifting through the years without focus. From 

one job to another, from one relationship to another I bounced like a pinball pushed by 

the energy of outside influences instead of directed by inside choices and actions. I 

reacted to external events rather than choosing from an internal code. 

The idea of who you are now is a question every survivor must face. There is no easy 

answer. Discovering the new you is equally challenging whether you knew who you 

were before trauma, or not. Here’s why: who you were or didn’t have a chance to be is 

only one of many facets of who you are today, but it isn’t the sole factor deciding who 

you can become. Even if you have a self to remember you cannot go back to that self; 

the most you can do is bring elements of that self forward. So, we’re all in the same 

boat when it comes to creating a post-trauma identity—it starts with who you are today 

and expands as you discover more and more of who you want to be tomorrow. 

Key factors to consider when seeking to verify the new you include: 
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Values are things upon which you place great importance. They are the principles by 

which you live your life and the standard to which you hold yours and others’ behaviors. 

Being clear on your values is like having a roadmap for living; it tells you when to turn 

and which road to go down in to order to get to the desired destination. 

Beliefs are your ideas about what is true. These can be tricky after trauma. Beliefs often 

get distorted in the wake of the bad things that happened. For example, since your 

trauma you may believe you are dirty, to blame, permanently damaged or always 

unsafe. Of course, these are false beliefs. It’s important to review your beliefs and make 

sure they are accurate and supportive of the life you wish to lead. 

Desires are critical in your post-trauma world. It’s too easy to forget you have choices 

and deserve to get what you want, whatever that may be. Getting back in touch with 

your desires puts you back in touch with a life-affirming energy. And also, puts you back 

in touch with your desire to live. Asking yourself, “What do I want?” in any moment—

and focusing on healthy answers to that question—and then giving those things to 

yourself puts you in the process of beginning to create the experiences and life you’re 

most wishing you had. 

While we shy away from pain it can be very useful in this process of rediscovery. What 

brings you grief, sadness, loss and a sense of disconnection can actually illuminate 

what’s most important to you (your values, beliefs and desires). Where there’s pain 

there’s love (of an idea, a person, a thing). There’s also the seed for knowing what will 

help you heal: What would bring the opposite of the pain? That’s pain’s gift to you—it 

illuminates what’s important and challenges you to make those things priorities. 

When you think about answering the question, “Who am I now?” it’s easy to get 

overwhelmed. There’s so much to consider. A useful guide to follow: Think about who 

you are in this moment—that’s all. Make the definition small in time but wide in scope. 

Meaning, it’s only about today but including all the facets and facts about who you are 

today that include trauma, and the rest of what is true about your values, beliefs and 

desires. Your self-definition becomes incredibly important in healing symptoms of PTSD 

and trauma because it helps you gain clarity about yourself, your choices, and what your 

future can be. It’s an idea that can develop slowly, over time and at a pace that feels 

comfortable to you. 
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The Question of Identity – 
And Two Answers 

 

 

The novelist and journalist Chuck Palahniuk wonders, “If you wake up at a different 

time, in a different place, could you wake up as a different person?” If you’re a trauma 

survivor you may have already discovered one day, shortly after your trauma or even 

several years later, that you wake up and know the answer to that question is, Yes. Even 

though you may technically be the same person it doesn’t feel that way, which 

philosophically can make you wonder if you really aren’t someone entirely different 

altogether. 

 

The break from who you were before – or, if you were a child, who you might have been 

had the trauma not interrupted your chances – is clear and distinct. As one survivor 

once described it to me: “It’s like there’s a break in the train tracks of my life, a big 

break, the size of a canyon. On one side is who I was before and on the other is who I 

became after and there’s nothing to connect them.” 

 

Scientifically we know that experiences and even just mere thoughts alter the structure 

of the brain. As a matter of fact, your brain is always changing in response to stimuli. 

From how it interprets sensory input to how it reacts, your brain’s neurobiology affects 

how you think, feel and behave – all of which affects your identity. As a result, on a daily 

basis who you are is enormously capable of both change you choose, and also change 

you don’t choose. 

 

If experiences in life have the ability to change you in any moment, after trauma how do 

you define who you are in a way that consistently makes sense and feels good? 

 

I’ve studied a slew of identity theories, which contain an equal slew of alternative ideas 

about the basics of identity definition. Throughout the literature no experts come to a 

single agreement on what identity is. Rather, it’s more a bunch of philosophical ideas 

that come out looking a lot like Mr. Potato Head: However you decide to put together 

your definition of identity is what it is. 

 

As you consider your identity and how it’s changed — and how you might like to change 

it again (because you can do that, you know!), there are two popular approaches to 

defining identity that may be useful: 
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Diachronic – how something is defined by the qualities it maintains at different times. 

 

Synchronic – how something is defined by the characteristics it possesses in one specific 

moment. 

 

Looking it at that way, you can begin reconstructing your identity by asking yourself two 

questions: 

 

1 – What about me today is the same as it was before the trauma? Who you are is made 

of thousands of traits, qualities, characteristics, values and beliefs. Some of those will 

change after trauma; others will remain the same. Some you may explicitly remember 

from before; others you may intuitively feel were present. For example, I loved to dance 

prior to my trauma, and I still love to dance today. 

 

2 – What traits, qualities, characteristics, values and beliefs drive how I see, think and 

behave today? How you filter and respond to the world defines who you are both inside 

yourself and also to others who observe and interact with you. Identifying your major 

drivers begins to form a picture of what describes you. For example, in this moment the 

survivor I mentioned earlier is driven by the belief that her past and present are 

unlinked; that belief defines who she is to herself: a person whose life lacks continuity. 

 

Out of these two approaches and their questions, choose the one that most resonates 

with you as a starting point of exploration.  
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Identity After Trauma:  
Does Your Past Have To Define You? 

 

 

By the time my trauma was over I had become a different person. Whereas before I’d 

been a happy kid without a real care in the world, after trauma I was a mass of 

confusion, fear, anxiety, what-ifs and I-can’t-handle-it thinking. I was also very aware 

that what I had survived seemed to live on in the present moment. It changed what I 

thought, felt, and even how I behaved. I was more argumentative, less connected and 

very unsure of how much I was supposed to let others see about what I was 

experiencing. In fact, it was my decision to hide myself from everyone else that began to 

drive my daily thoughts. 

I hid my despair, grief and sadness. I hid my panic, disorientation and insomnia. I hid my 

pain and sense of loss. By trying to impersonate who I had been before I found a way to 

live after. Of course, this meant that in every moment it was the shadow of the past that 

dictated how I lived in the present and who I became. 

Because the trauma had been so enormous (and the rest of life seemed so small in 

comparison) it seemed natural to me that I saw everything through the perspective of 

trauma itself: what had happened, would it happen again, could I protect myself in the 

future? I put myself in the box of the past-perspective and shut the lid. In doing this, I 

sealed my fate in terms of defining myself by my past. When I considered who I was I 

saw, first and foremost, a trauma survivor. Anything else was incidental and 

meaningless. 

As humans we live – and our brains learn – through experience. While our cumulative 

life lessons all contribute to how we define ourselves, 

After trauma does the past have to play a large role in defining who we are in the 

present? 

When we live in a feeling of powerlessness, victimization and utter lack of self-efficacy 

due to the effects of trauma we give the past way more control over who we are than it 

deserves. There are simple reasons why this path becomes so easy to take. For example, 

since you can’t see into the future, and the present is often foggy after trauma, the only 

thing you can see with a fair bit of clarity and certainty is the past. After trauma you 

want knowns; the thing that is most known is the past, and so it can be natural to hold 

onto it very tightly. 
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Also, what you survived imprinted pictures and feelings deep within your conscious 

mind and subconscious mind, too. The intensity of those feelings lead to thoughts that 

form belief systems that lay the foundation for all of your present and future 

experiences, choices and actions. If you allow all of this to be the dominant inner source 

of information and driver of outer action, then the past does define you – and not 

necessarily in a good way. 

So, here’s what I’m thinking: In reconstructing identity after trauma it can be helpful to… 

Separate who you are from who you have been—While you maintain aspects of who 

you used to be due to the fact ofdiachronic identity, you are also a new person because 

of synchronic identity. Playing with the difference between who you were and are opens 

up flexibility, a main ingredient in overcoming adversity. Taking a step away from who 

you used to be allows you to stop making comparisons to the past and just be more 

wholly in the present, another mainstay of trauma recovery. You may not wholly love 

who you are but developing rapport with that person begins putting you a position of 

creating change. 

Separate who you are from what you have lived through—While every experience 

leaves its mark, no single experience becomes the whole of who you are. Even survivors 

who lose their physical capacity for things (i.e. amputees) retain the ability to define 

themselves outside of that fact, which means every single one of us has the opportunity 

and the right to imagine who we are without including what we have survived. The act 

of survival is past. Your identity today does not depend on past experience to be 

conceptualized, nor does it have to constantly reference that past experience either. 

When I was recovering from trauma my therapist asked me to describe myself as if my 

trauma had not occurred. At the time, I thought he was crazy. I believed it couldn’t be 

done; that’s how utterly sure I was that my past was essential in defining my present 

self. Today, I understand that he was trying to show me there are many ways to 

conceptualize who we are, and they don’t all have to include the pain of the past. Yes, I 

will always be a trauma survivor but now that’s just a small part of the larger definition 

of who I am. 

When you take apart things related to the past and dismantle them you lessen their 

power and increase your own. Then, you can start creating change you choose by how 

you piece them back together again, one decision at a time. It can be confusing to be 

able to see the past with such clarity – and feel the importance of it and want to honor 

that – and yet reject it as a major part of self-definition. In this space we each have to 

decide how much of the past we want to inform who we are in the present. From that 

answer the self begins to clarify and build.  
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Trauma and Self-Identity: Is The 

Present Moment All There Is? 

 

 

In 2005 I was diagnosed with advanced osteoporosis. One of New York City’s top 

endocrinologists pulled his spectacles down on his nose, leaned over the small table 

separating us, and told me, “If you don’t reverse this disease your bones will begin to 

crumble spontaneously within ten years.” I was thirty-seven years old. 

When I left the doctor’s office I was overwhelmed by the feeling that at any moment my 

left shin would just disintegrate, or my right shoulder would suddenly drop in pieces to 

my elbow. I was miserable, lost and confused. More than anything, I was struck by how 

in that one moment the doctor had completely redefined my life and who I was. 

Up until that moment I had been a poet, one of two running the top poetry reading 

series in the city. I was also an adjunct professor at the Fashion Institute of Technology 

teaching writing for business, creativity and public relations. While I had several 

persistent medical and emotional issues tied to my original trauma, I had been able to 

keep the balance tipped in the positive favor of how I defined my identity. When I 

emerged from the endocrinologist’s Upper East Side office, however, it was as if all of 

those things that defined me spontaneously crumbled and what I was left with was the 

persona of a woman on the brink of destruction. I hated everything about her and her 

inability to be physically and emotionally healthy. 

Does who we are in the present moment solely define the overall whole of our identity? 

When we think about identity one of the easiest ways to outline who we are is to take 

stock of that self in the moment we’re considering it. We list out facts and ‘I am’ 

statements that anchor us to what we know about who we are that minute of that day 

of that month of that year. When we introduce ourselves we say things like, “I am a 

lawyer, a father, a husband and a soccer coach.” Based on those facts we configure a 

perception of ourselves that guides how we live. We make choices and take actions 

driven by a motivation to fulfill those roles. When one of those defining roles is removed 

it can dramatically shift who we are. 

May Ellen is 68. She and her husband of thirty-two years divorced three years ago. In 

the settlement May Ellen lost her claim to the house and was forced to move to a 

smaller, less expensive town. The move cost her the life she had known: She lost friends, 

committee posts, tennis partners, lunch dates and her title as the wife of a prominent 
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and successful surgeon. Much to her dismay May Ellen went from being known as Mrs. 

X to not being known at all. As my bones were predicted to, May Ellen’s identity 

crumbled. At least, it did in her mind. “I’m nobody now,” she cried in our first session 

together. Without the usual markers defining who she was May Ellen lost sight of the 

whole picture. The present moment and how she felt changed within it became what 

defined her. 

Three things to remember about why the present moment is only a part of what defines 

you: 

No single moment defines you: When we lose perspective and only look at one phase 

of life as defining who we are we lose the richness of the whole life itself. Weighting the 

present moment as all that matters discounts the gifts that have come from both good 

and bad past experiences, and also, the potential of who we will become in the future. 

Nothing is carved in stone: Every element of identity is mutable, which means the 

present moment – and its details – can all be changed. We have to consciously decide 

what we wish to embrace about the present moment, and also consciously work to 

release elements we’d rather not use in the construction of who we are. 

There are layers to identity: The outer superficial mask; the inner construct; and the 

authentic, true self. Add to that the elements that define you from your past, present 

and future and it becomes impossible for any one aspect to dominantly define you 

unless you let it. Just becuase the present moment is the closest one to you does not 

mean it’s the definitive moment. 

Identity is a kaleidoscope whose beauty emerges from the ever-changing mix of colorful 

pieces that constantly arrange and rearrange as you yourself turn the tube. All those 

years ago when I walked out of the medical building and onto York Avenue near the East 

River I felt as if my whole self, not just a bone, had crumbled. I stood overlooking the 

swirling currents of the river and let tears flow, thinking how small, negative and 

unwanted my identity had become. 

At the time, my only answer to the identity problem was scrapping it and starting over. I 

decided to destroy the whole definition of who I was and redefine myself in a new way. 

As I described it to a friend, I set about committing ‘identity suicide’. It didn’t work, of 

course. You can’t truly kill who you are. You can, however, change who you are. 

What I discovered (over the years it took me to wrangle an identity I love) is that you 

can pick and choose what elements you wish to include in how you define yourself, and 

let them lead you to who you most deeply wish to be in the present moment. Who you 

are right this minute is just one ephemeral speck of time. If you pay attention though, 
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the present moment can be used as a catalyst for change that liberates you into your 

future self.  
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Trauma and Recovery:  
Is The Future Who You Are? 

 

 

Twenty-five years ago Sandra survived such abuse at home that she was removed from 

her family of origin and placed in foster care. 

“That was the best thing that ever happened to me,” she says. “Getting away from my 

family gave me the chance to have a life.” 

The problem is, while Sandra does have a life – and a good one – she’s never happy with 

who she is in the present moment. When we sit down to have lunch together at a cafe 

by the beach she immediately begins outlining a list of what’s wrong with who she is 

today. 

“I still have ten more pounds to lose, the guy I’m dating isn’t the one for me – I really 

have to break it off. And this job….. what can I say? I’ve tried to like it but the hours are 

too long and the work is too tedious.” She leans back in her seat and releases a big sigh. 

“By this time next year I’ll be so much happier.” 

I’ve known Sandra for about eight years during which time she’s made that statement 

many times. But then the next year comes and she’s no happier than she was the year 

before.  The reason: she’s always defining herself so much by the future self she 

imagines that she forgets she has to change her present self to get there. 

When we don’t like who we are it can definitely ease the pain to imagine ahead. “One 

day I’m going to be a size six, have the perfect guy and a job I love,” Sandra dreams as 

she digs into a piece of pecan pie. But, 

Does defining yourself solely in the future mean that’s who you will become? 

Sometimes, yes. Maybe you’re not crazy about who you are today. Getting stuck in that 

rut of dislike can hold you back from making change. Having a clear vision of the future 

you that you love can give you the inner inspiration, motivation, dedication and 

commitment critical to achieving success. 

Also, we know that the brain’s job is to look for proof of what you tell it. In doing so, it 

will engage your reticular activating system to look for anything related to where you 

place your focus. This means if you have a clear vision of the future your brain will 
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constantly scan for opportunities to create, bring into your life, and explore 

opportunities for achieving your vision. All of which means that looking ahead can be 

immensely helpful in focusing your mind and training your brain to bring the results you 

want. 

However, while knowing who you want to be (and vividly imagining that person) can 

boost future success, defining yourself solely by who you will become ‘someday’ can 

distract you from taking the actions based on who you are today. Sandra’s vision of 

herself at her desired weight with the desired man in the desired job is dreamy and she 

sees it clearly – and gets so lost in the vision that she doesn’t pause to notice or assess 

her present behaviors, even the ones at odds with her vision. She eats more pie and 

hopes that someday she will be the woman she wants to be. 

The future is an important and healthy place to move toward. In fact, in creating change 

you choose and rebuilding your life after trauma the future can be a powerful magnet 

gently pulling you toward the day that you deeply love who you are in every arena of 

your life. The trick is to balance the present and the future; to remember that while the 

future offers solace and well-being the present offers the road to get there. Two things 

to consider when creating balance in this area: 

Take actions today designed to create the future self you desire. Everything you do in 

every moment creates situations, circumstances and results that impact the moments 

to come. Your choices are the backbone of forward motion; they must be congruent 

with and appropriate for what you want. Every bite of pie Sandra eats is out of 

alignment with the weight of her ideal future self. If she doesn’t begin balancing her 

future identity with her present one she will find herself always living in the land of 

“next year I’ll…” 

Use your future identity to alter your present identity. You don’t have to wait for the 

future to enjoy elements of who you will be when you get there. You can buy an outfit 

or accessory that makes you feel the way you imagine that future self will feel. You can 

take yourself on an outing inspired by what your future self would enjoy. Rather than 

solely define yourself by who you will be ‘someday’ start defining yourself by that 

person today as often as possible. 

 

It makes sense that Sandra’s thought processes are so future-focused. I can imagine 

how as a little girl in her family of origin she was always hoping things would be better 

the next year. Later, in foster care, as good as it may have been it would be normal for 

Sandra to continue looking ahead to a time when she felt safer, more loved, more 

secure and more comfortable inside herself. On the path to constructing a post-trauma 
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identity we all have to make sure that we’re aware of how past habits interfere with 

future desires. Plus, we have to make sure that while “when I have” and “if only” 

thinking offers us the excitement of what the future will hold it needs to do so without 

eclipsing our engagement in the present. 
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How to Construct Your  
Post-Trauma Identity 

 
 

 

Post-traumatic stress razes you like an earthquake demolishes a skyscraper. Rebuilding 

from the rubble of shock is a long, deliberate and slow process. It doesn’t happen 

overnight, on demand or just because you know it’s necessary. Constructing a post-

trauma identity takes time, commitment, dedication and desire. There are four areas 

that someone struggling with post-trauma needs to develop in order to form a strong 

foundation for a new identity. 

 

Instinct 

 

You no longer trust anyone or anything and, most unfortunately, you don’t trust 

yourself.  Your perceptions of the world have been proved wrong. You blame yourself 

for not behaving differently during the traumatic experience, or for how you are coping 

afterward. A total lapse in any connection with the self easily results in you distancing 

yourself from the present moment and any uncomfortable emotions. 

 

In order to heal, however, it’s necessary for you to reconnect with the most intrinsic 

self, that intuitive, instinctual self that, despite trauma’s shock, still exists. You must find 

a way to bridge the gap of trust within your own self. Developing a practice of 

recognizing, tapping into and heeding instinct puts you back in touch with the Good 

voice inside your head, which helps to balance out the Bad voice trauma unleashed. 

 

Freedom 

 

The main thrust of post-traumatic stress is living a life of fear. You feel anxious, tense, 

on guard and ready for disaster in any moment. You do not feel safe — in the world or 

in yourself. Healing, though, can only come when you let out the breath you’re holding. 

Healing can only be achieved when you begin to imagine possibilities for yourself. 

 

When you tap into your instincts you open up a dialogue with your authentic self. 

Slowly, you awake from your emotional coma or the frozen tundra of your inner 

landscape. It’s critical at this point for you to remember that you have choices. That you 

have the right to choose how you live and feel and experience and remember. Giving 
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yourself the freedom to explore your choices and the possibilities that wait for you bring 

healing into the seat of our own determination. 

 

Courage 

 

Healing is tough, that’s all there is to it. There is no one set, prescribed answer that suits 

everyone. We’re all at varying points, places and degrees of post-traumatic stress 

experience. Initially, healing can make post-trauma symptoms WORSE. You’re 

overwhelmed by how difficult, scary and out of control your mind, emotions and the 

process feel. You’re afraid to let go of your survivor persona. As much as posttraumatic 

stress disorder symptoms make your life miserable, it has now become familiar. In the 

framework of posttraumatic stress symptoms you recognize yourself and this, ironically, 

becomes what feels safe. 

 

Healing challenges what you have come to depend on. Naturally, the unfamiliar is 

threatening and uncomfortable. In order to continue moving forward despite the 

boundaries of known absolutes, you must develop a strong reserve of courage. In your 

attitudes and approach toward healing you must develop a core of the strong 

adventurer. In your acts of healing you must be fearless as you seek relief. 

 

Generosity 

 

You are working hard to overcome posttraumatic stress symptoms; be kind to yourself. 

The impulse is to decide to heal and believe it will happen justlikethat. You’ve struggled 

for a long, long time. You want healing to come simply because you think it would be a 

nice idea. You commit to some sort of therapy. You show up. You go through the 

motions. You might even diligently work to heal in many ways at once. And then you’re 

shocked to have a setback, or not to progress at the speed you (and others watching 

you) expect. The truth is, healing cannot be achieved under pressure. It must be allowed 

to organically come forth as a cumulative effort of both conscious and subconscious 

methods involving personal and trauma trained professionally guided goals, inspiration 

and actions. 

 

You need to be generous with yourself. You’re doing your best, aren’t you? You do want 

to be well. But you need to: 

 

 understand and be patient with yourself that conquering the past takes time 

 remember creating the future must, like any building, be done brick by brick 
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 give yourself time, space, and a positive, supportive perspective 

 be charitable with yourself and your efforts 

 remember there will be successes and failures, up days and down, great 

advances and major setbacks 

 

Ebb and flow is the nature of healing. Being hard on yourself only adds to the stress you 

already feel and slows down the process. Setbacks don’t mean you are not doing your 

best to recover, nor do they mean you are not making progress or that you’re going in 

the wrong direction. They mean you are human and you still have more work to do. 

That’s all. Remember that. 
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Creating Your New Self 
 

 
Post-traumatic stress has, as a key feature, powerlessness. That is, after all, how you 

end up with PTSD in the first place. Powerlessness is a primary ingredient in the post-

trauma recipe, and it also happens to be the number one accompaniment to the post-

traumatic stress disorder dish. Consider these posttraumatic stress conditions: 

 

 You feel powerless in the midst of your trauma. 

 You feel powerlessness in the midst of your mind after trauma. 

 You  feel powerlesss over psychological symptoms. 

 You feel powerless over physical symptoms. 

 You feel powerless in the healing process. 

 You feel powerless about finding help in the healing process. 

 You feel powerless about who you’ve become despite who you used to be. 

 

The list goes on and on. How can anyone heal with all this powerlessness swirling 

around? It’s tough enough to get a grip when you don’t feel you have the power to do 

so in any area of your life. What’s the answer? You have to take back the power trauma 

stole from you. How do you do this? Constructing post-trauma identity. Simple answer, 

not so simple process. But it can be done! 

 

What is a post-trauma identity? 

 

In the aftermath of trauma many survivors get stuck in a loop, that’s the post-trauma 

condition. You loop back over and over the trauma, which means you constantly relive 

the feelings of terror and powerlessness as your daily state of mind. No matter how 

hard you try to fight it, you can’t help the slippery slope into the posttrauamtic stress 

abyss. This slide means that gradually over time you only see things from the post 

trauma point of view. That is, you are always powerless in every situation. You get into 

and stay in abusive and/or just plain bad relationships, friendships and jobs because you 

don’t have the strength or perception to think things could or should be different. And 

how could you? You’re spending all of your strength just coping! 

 

At its base the problem is this: in your assumed state of powerlessness you never 

perceive yourself as the powerful being you truly are. Your post-trauma identity — how 

you envision and experience yourself after trauma — becomes stuck in the trauma loop. 

You see yourself as a small, powerless, trauma victim still struggling to survive. Not a 

nice way to view your situation! This personal view of who you are needs to be changed. 
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You need to develop a post-trauma identity — a persona built on strength, power, 

resolve, achievement and a truthful expression of the person you are beneath the 

effects of fate. That person exists! It’s up to you to seek out him or her and reclaim that 

heroic self. 

 

How do I construct post-trauma identity? 

 

Taking back your power – redefining yourself outside of trauma — is easy, and not so 

easy. Easy because the process is all about becoming who it is you really want to be 

beyond trauma; not so easy because it requires work to overcome coping strategies and 

habits and posttraumatic stress symptoms that trauma has ingrained in who you are. 

Luckily, the post-trauma identity path is pretty straightforward, so all you have to do is 

stay on it. 

 

Constructing a post-trauma identity is all about choosing who you are. It means looking 

at whom you’ve become, deciding whom you want to be, and planning a path to get you 

there. This is about a larger thing than trauma. The goal is for the past to become a very 

tiny part of your very large self. The evolution of that self must progress through the 

following stages: 

 

 recognizing who you are in this moment 

 deciding what needs to be changed (this includes attitudes, perceptions, 

behaviors) 

 defining who you want to become (professionally, personally, spiritually) 

 planning a series of actions 

 setting goals 

 developing a timeline 

 putting the plan into effect 

 

How can I get started constructing my post-trauma identity? 

 

Identity is choice. You are not bestowed any identity at birth – you develop it by making 

(or not making) various choices. Taking back the power trauma steals from you begins 

with taking back your power to name yourself — not as a survivor but as something 

else. It means taking back the power to see yourself not as a victim but as a hero who 

now has a future to engage in and enjoy. 

 



23 | P a g e  
© 2014 Michele Rosenthal. All rights reserved. 

 
 

The key to developing your post-trauma identity lies in being very deliberate in 

perceiving whom you wish to be. This means you must consciously: 

 

Imagine yourself without trauma - Who might you have been without your traumatic 

experience? 

 

Imagine yourself without PTSD – What could or would you do or have done if post-

trauma symptoms didn’t get in the way? 

 

Identify traits and characteristics you would like to possess – What kind of person 

would you like to be if trauma and PTSD were stripped away? 

 

Identify and develop goals to move you forward – What activities can you engage in 

that will evolve you toward the person you imagine?  
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5 Ways To Practice Integration 
 

 

Trauma and identity is a tricky path to navigate, especially when you’re trying to 

integrate the fragments of your traumatized self. During my recovery from trauma and 

PTSD I spent a lot of time feeling completely befuddled by the fact that I seemed to have 

so many selves inside my one personality. I was ‘Michele’, but inside of that persona 

were so many different parts — and they all seemed to want to be in control. 

 

For example, there was my survivor self, warrior self, rigid-and-in-control self, sad self, 

I’m-going-to-cry-forever self…. you get the picture. In different moments and situations 

different selves rose up to take control. The problem was, I didn’t know which one was 

supposed to be in control. I lived mostly in my frightened survivor self, but was that the 

self that was going to help me heal so that I transformed into a woman who is strong, 

confident and capable? It didn’t feel like it. 

 

When you’re struggling after trauma there are moments you feel strong, and others in 

which you feel weak. There are days you have clarity, and others that feel as if you move 

through a fog. I cycled through all of these experiences very aware of how these 

different selves seemed to leap into action without any organization — and often 

without my consent. 

 

Then, one day I was in the library looking for a fun book to read. I stumbled upon (are 

there, truly, no coincidences?) a book by Matt Ruff (that’s him in the pic above) entitled, 

SET THIS HOUSE IN ORDER: A Romance of Souls. Written for Matt’s friend who struggled 

with Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID), the book’s protagonists are both trauma 

survivors whose personalities have split. The story chronicles their path to recovery. At 

the heart of their activity was the deliberate decision about which personality should be 

in control on a consistent basis. 

 

I did not have DID, but Ruff’s terrific prose and story-telling, mixed with ideas for how to 

wrangle the many where there should just be one, spoke to me with more clarity than 

any therapist. Suddenly, I understood that it was useful for me to have all of these 

different selves, but in order to make them into an overall functional self I would have 

to choose one to be in control day-to-day while the others were reserved for particular 

moments. That became a major goal of my recovery and one that, once completed, 

helped me to shift into a more empowered post-trauma identity. 
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On your own healing journey perhaps you’ve discovered a similar feeling. You know that 

when you feel doubt, suddenly, out of nowhere “that other self” steps forth with faith 

and belief. Or, you feel fear and just when you need it to another self steps forward full 

of courage. 

 

When one self doesn’t feel up to the task of the moment, you can call on another self to 

take control. How do you do this? You’ll find ways that suit your particular personality 

and situation, but some ideas include: 

 

Become very clear which selves seem most dominant in you. Name them and describe 

the purpose of each one. 

 

Identify which traits, qualities and characteristics each self possesses. Becoming clear 

on what each self offers helps you know which self to call upon and in which 

circumstances. 

 

Talk to each of the selves you identify. Ask what they want for you, and how they can 

help. 

 

Write a letter to each self. Describe how you want them to give the help they have to 

offer, and when, and in what way, specifically. 

 

Practice accessing each self at will. In moments that don’t matter allow each of the 

selves you most want to experience to take over control; allow them to stay in control 

for as long as possible. 

 

You are one personality, but many selves. The purpose of all of these parts of yourself is 

to allow you to do, be, think, feel, act and behave according to your choices. The more 

choices you make, the more strongly you craft who you are, the more you decide which 

self is the one most in control. 

 

For a while this process may seem strange and as if you’re playing a silly game. That’s 

okay. The more familiar you become with who those selves are and how you can access 

them the more you become consciously familiar with who you are, in your entirety. The 

more you do that the more you become present, the more opportunities you will have 

to step forward into your true self and the life you most deeply desire. 
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4 Elements that Anchor  
a Post-Trauma Identity 

 

 

Your self-definition is an ever-evolving concept and responds to your thoughts, actions 

and determinations. Who you are and how you think of yourself are open to revision at 

any time. Trauma has caused you to think one way about yourself. Successful recovery 

will require you to think another way. You can push forward in this process by exploring 

four components that create the base of your post-trauma identity: 

What are your core beliefs? Your beliefs control 100% of your behavior. Core beliefs are 

dominant convictions about how you see yourself, others and the world. Like any belief 

they can be changed if you identify, acknowledge and choose to shift them. When you 

change your beliefs you change who you are because you change how you behave and 

respond to stimuli. 

What’s the meaning of what you have experienced? Your perceptions form your world. 

How you see something and the meaning you ascribe to and associate with it form 

habits, behaviors and responses. A foundation of negative meaning about yourself holds 

you in a disempowered self-perception which weakens and delays healing. 

What’s your story? Your story is the magic of who you are. The facts and details you 

choose to highlight in the narrative of your life become the story you live. By choosing 

the relevant adjectives and aspects of your life’s history your story is the place where 

you can begin creating your new self with a focus on the whole you versus just the 

trauma/survivor elements. 

What’s your self-concept? Your beliefs about who you are, plus the responses of others, 

inform how you see yourself. This perception is a feedback loop between you and the 

world. Also, it’s a big playground where you can try out personas, test out personality 

traits and, depending on how you feel and the feedback you receive, choose what fabric 

to knit together in the coat of who you are. Everyone has an “I am” statement. What’s 

yours? More importantly, what would you like it to be? 

Powerlessness in the post-trauma world emanates from the core of who you are: It 

comes from feeling either physically or emotionally (or both) disconnected from a sense 

of being able to protect yourself or others, plus lead a successful life managing the 

thoughts and feelings in your body and mind. Powerlessness is what creates post-

trauma symptoms and PTSD; engaging a sense of powerfulness is the antidote. 
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Feeling powerful comes from perceiving yourself as someone who can successfully and 

victoriously experience challenges. Trauma, and its constant hold over you, has taught 

you to be fearful and distrust yourself. But that’s just one of the many trauma myths 

that get put in place—until you bust out of them. With a solid post-trauma identity 

based on choosing your beliefs, meaning, story and self-concept busting out becomes 

not only easier but more likely as who you truly are finally has an opportunity to rise up 

from the ashes of trauma and create a whole new world. 
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9 Ways to Add Momentum  
to Your Trauma Recovery 

 
 

You are born one whole, connected and functional entity. Then life happens. Naturally, 

you will develop different parts of yourself for different situations. Those parts work 

together to form one wholly functional person-until trauma occurs. After that it can feel 

like every part for itself! Here’s why: 

 

The experience of trauma causes parts of yourself to fragment and disconnect. Instead 

of being one wholly functional and integrated self you become one personality with 

several selves in conflict. Instead of working together as a united team in alignment with 

desires, values and priorities fragmented trauma parts go rogue. 

 

Problems Caused by Post-Trauma Fragmentation 

 

In the scramble to attain a sense of safety and control the fragmented selves function 

independently and at odds with each other and even your overall healing agenda. This 

creates some enormous problems: 

 You’re missing a solid sense of self on which to depend. 

 The internal lack of synergy and partnership within your self amplifies your 

experience of post-traumatic stress and chaos. 

 The lack of inner unity weakens your recovery efforts: If one part of you wants to 

heal but another part doesn’t, which part wins? 

 In all the ways that trauma disconnects you from yourself it further deepens 

your sense of powerlessness. 

 When you’re cut off from what you love(d) and/or feel proud about who you are 

you’re also removed from a sense of purpose, goodness and a sense of self-

efficacy; your ability to succeed at any task in any moment. 

If the post-trauma struggle is defined by a sense of powerlessness, then having the 

breach extend down into the very core of who you are forms a crack in your internal 

foundation that can disrupt and threaten the success of recovery itself. 

 

Post-trauma and PTSD healing are tough enough without your own interior self feeling 

disjointed and out of control, which is exactly why addressing the identity crisis at the 

core of trauma can be so useful in recovery. Adding power, confidence, calm and self-

mastery into your healing process comes from reintegrating the fragmented parts. 

Pulling yourself back into one solid entity-constructing a post-trauma identity-that 
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works in concert with itself brings all of your energy into a central, accessible location. 

From there you can make substantial choices and take meaningful and successful 

actions that move you forward in recovery. 

 

Creating Your Post-Trauma Identity 

 

Your identity is the fact of being you. It is how you define yourself according what makes 

you unique and also what allows you to understand your place in the world. This self-

definition is what makes you feel good or horrible about yourself. It’s what makes you 

feel like you have what it takes to heal or that you will live a long and horrible post-

traumatic life. 

 

If you feel changed or diminished by trauma or Trauma then you are experiencing a 

common post-trauma identity crisis: You used to be one person (or you used to have the 

opportunity to become someone) and now you’re someone else. Who are you now, and 

what the heck are you supposed to do about who you will become? Those are confusing 

and tough questions to answer. 

 

Regardless of how long you’ve felt this way it is possible to shift out of a space of 

fragmentation and into a more coherent identity. One of the best ways to do this is by 

working through a process to create your post-trauma identity. To begin, use any of 

these post-trauma identity actions to infuse your recovery with more clarity, 

opportunity and success: 

 

1 – Get in touch with parts of yourself that you admire (even though you may doubt 

their existence) 

 

2 – Use your non-trauma related skills and traits for added strength in healing 

 

3 – Develop a self-definition in which the fact of your trauma becomes a small part of 

the larger concept of who you are 

 

4 – Define you and your life first by the affirmative, powerful, supportive, reliable and 

feel-good elements (look for them, they are there) of who you are 

 

5 – (Re)connect to a positive and empowered sense of successfully achieving tasks, 

objectives and actions 
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6 - Create a vision for the future you that feels productive, meaningful and prepared to 

handle life 

 

7 – Use healthy choices and actions to expand the way you, others and the world 

perceive you 

 

8 – Teach your fragmented selves to work as a team 

 

9 - Strengthen your recovery focus by having a clear healing intention 

 

(Re)claiming a wholesome sense of safety and control is a central theme of trauma 

recovery. If you want to feel this way at work, at home, in the street, in the world, in 

relationships or anywhere else there’s only one thing constant in any scenario: You. 

 

Taking Yourself One Step Further 

 

Developing a healthy post-trauma identity (one in which you both revise your vision of 

yourself as victim and also come to perceive yourself as a competent, creative, adaptive, 

self-reliant, protective and skilled individual) can catapult recovery to a new level and 

inject it with incredible momentum. 

 

Start identifying your post-trauma identity by mulling over the following questions: 

 

How would you define yourself today? 

 

How would you like to define yourself when your recovery is complete? (The answer to 

this question, more than any other, forms the backbone of a recovery focus that can 

deliver you out of the darkness of who you are today into the light of who you’re 

wishing so much to be tomorrow.) 

 

Your self-definition is the beginning of what makes you hope, believe and work toward 

healing. To develop a solid post-trauma identity you must see yourself beyond the facts 

and effects of trauma. There is a post-trauma you built on a sense of positive self-

connection and an “I can handle it!” attitude; all you have to do is discover it. 
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5 Areas of Reconnection  
in Trauma Recovery  

 

 

Research studies have proven that increasing self-esteem increases resilience. But after 

trauma it's very normal to feel a drop in self-esteem. Maybe you don't feel you deserved 

to survive (this was a huge issue for me!) or you don't feel worthy of being saved or 

healed (also a big problem during my recovery). Or, perhaps your traumatic experience 

has made you question how effective you can be in stressful moments or even the 

world at large. While any or all of these problems make total sense in the post-trauma 

world, here's the problem: The less good you feel about yourself the more tough it is to 

heal.  

 

Feeling connected to and good about who you are plays a large role in developing your 

sense of self-esteem, which is defined as a feeling of confidence in your own worth and 

abilities. When was the last time you felt that way? Pause for a moment and check in 

with your level of self-esteem today: Ask yourself, "How confident do I feel about my 

worth and abilities?" Rate your answer on a scale of 1-10 (10 being "extremely 

confident"). If you're below an 8 your self-esteem could use a significant boost. 

 

One way to create that boost is to concentrate on developing your post-trauma identity. 

You cannot go back to who you used to be and after trauma it can feel very 

uncomfortable to be trapped in the person you now are, but you're not meant to live in 

this state of discomfort. You're meant to recover a sense of feeling good about what it 

means to be you. One of the core ways to do that is through a process of reconnection.  

 

How To Begin The Reconnection Process 

 

Think of your pre-trauma self as a mirror; now imagine a hammer hitting the glass. Even 

if the pane holds together shards radiate out from the center of the impact. It's hard to 

see a clear reflection and what you can see is distorted by fissures. The shock of trauma 

is like this; it splinters and fragments your internal world. 

 

Looking into the mirror of yourself after trauma is both painful and frightening. You're 

not who you used to be, and with all that fragmentation who the heck are you supposed 

to be now? In this unfamiliar and alien space disconnection happens immediately and 

then deepens gradually over a period time. You may notice that you feel completely 

disconnected from yourself and your life, plus the people and world around you. 

Creating your post-trauma identity focuses extensively on creating new connections in 
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all of these areas. The success of the post-trauma identity process leads to an increase 

in self-esteem, which will allow you to access greater resilience.  

 

Major areas in which to focus the post-trauma identity reconnection process include: 

 

Inner self—Lack of self-trust, self-worth, self-esteem and even pure disgust make it 

necessary to disconnect from parts of or even your whole identity. Healing, however, 

requires you to integrate the trauma and its effects into your overall persona. Start the 

process by asking: What stops me from feeling connected to my inner self? Resolving 

the issues identified in your answer(s) will direct you toward the path of greater inner 

connection. 

 

Others—Often the disconnect from others involves a lack of trust. Perhaps you learned 

during your trauma that people cannot be trusted and so you have pulled away. Or, 

maybe you socially isolate due to fear of embarrassment when symptoms take over 

your behavior. Reconnecting will need to include identifying who can be trusted and in 

what ways you want to trust others. Start the process by asking: If I were going to 

connect with someone what would have to be true about him or her? 

 

The world—The universe is a mass of uncertainty, which is why it makes perfect sense 

to disconnect from it after trauma. At a time when you need to feel safe and in control 

the smaller your world becomes the more easily you can create those sensations. Still, 

you live in the world so recovery will mean finding comfortable ways to reconnect with 

it. Start the process by asking: What do I most fear about being connected to the world 

at large? Be very specific in your answer(s). Resolving these fears will be important in 

allowing you to develop a reconnection strategy. 

 

Many survivors report a problem of being too much in their mind or all in their body. 

Reconnecting in both places offers opportunities to strengthen your post-trauma 

identity. 

 

Mind—In coping it's natural to deaden emotional and mental practices, including your 

dedication to being present. Months, weeks and years of doing this can create such a 

disconnect that you don't feel yourself able to experience any moment from a place of 

being "in your head." However, healing means being able to be present and connect to 

yourself in this area. Start the process by asking: What would have to happen for me to 

reinhabit my mind on a continual basis? Use your answer(s) to guide you toward 

identifying and developing habits and strategies that allow you to develop a practice 

and strategy for doing this in small ways. 
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Body—If your body was the source of your trauma or continues to cause post-trauma 

issues then it makes sense that you'd disconnect as a way to preserve your ability to 

cope. Reconnecting in this space necessitates finding a way to feel comfortable in your 

body again. Start the process by asking: What makes me most uncomfortable about 

being in my body? Your answer(s) identify areas to resolve in recovery to pave the way 

for reconnection. 

 

Post-trauma and PTSD recovery are extremely difficult work. Doing them from a deficit 

in your core self makes the work even tougher to approach. That deficit, however, can 

be turned into a surplus by working with any one or all of these reconnection elements. 

This type of process can be easily incorporated into any type of recovery program. 

 

Whether you're addressing healing alone or collaborating with a trauma-trained 

professional, utilizing  traditional or alternative techniques, the value of creating your 

post-trauma identity lies in strengthening your core self. From that strength you will 

access more resilience, which can infuse the trauma recovery processes of psychological 

and physiological change with support, strength and successful transformation.  
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Overcoming Adversity: 

Applying Science to Identity 
 

 

Recently I interviewed neuropsychologist Rick Hanson about his specialty: hardwiring 
happiness. Using neurological techniques, Hanson says, you can change the structure of 
your brain by building neuropathways for feeling good. “When it comes to negative 
experiences,” he said, “your brain is like velcro; with positive experiences the brain is 
like Teflon.” He went on to explain that for survival purposes, the brain learns quickly 
from threatening situations and more slowly from pleasurable ones. Still, he assured, 
the brain can change via deliberate choices, actions, and repetition. 
 
I’ve seen multiple proofs of brain change in my work as a post-trauma coach. For 
example, fifty-two-year-old Tracey wanted to overcome the effects of severe childhood 
abuse. She experienced frequent nightmares and insomnia, anxiety attacks, mood 
swings, and a frightening rage. Disconnected from friends and her own self, homebound 
by symptoms, she explained: “I don’t expect to get my whole life back or to be as 
functional as a normal person. I’m way too old to change. If you can just help me feel a 
little bit better—and sleep!—I’ll be satisfied.” 
 
Years of very physical child abuse had turned Tracey into a woman whose velcro mind 
automatically saw threat, danger, and possible hurt everywhere, even inside her 
marriage—the one place she was most safe.  
 
Tracey’s negative perspective about the possibility for change is very common. Clients 
tell me daily that they can’t change, and then watch in awe as they evolve into 
individuals of strength, resilience, calm, compassion, and control. How do they do it? 
One way is by implementing Hanson’s idea in the area of identity—that is, through a 
focus on hardwiring happiness about who they are.  With repeated good experiences in 
this area the brain relearns, and change occurs.  
 

4 Ways to Train Your Teflon Brain 
 
Adversity can automatically disconnect you from feeling good about who you are. 
Shifting to a more positive identity can be accomplished through powerful actions 
designed to restore control over your self-definition:  
 
Recalibrate: Small adjustments focus on identifying what would make you feel 
comfortable in who you are and planning a strategy to repeatedly move back to 
experiencing that neutral place. 
 
Reclaim: While your original identity may have been formed without your conscious 
decisions, rebuilding who you are offers a chance to pick and choose the characteristics 
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you wish to embody. What do you wish to bring forward from the past? I’ve met people 
who thought they couldn’t ever again love, feel, laugh, or [fill-in-the-blank[; once they 
intentionally determined to bring those elements back into their lives, they found ways 
to. 
 
Imagine: Today’s thoughts create who you will be tomorrow. Studies show that when 
you imagine something, the same areas of your brain light up as when you actually 
experience it. Repeatedly daydreaming about who you wish to become hardwires your 
brain to feel (and then seek) these outcomes. 
  
Explore: Shifting an identity away from past unhappiness occurs through a receptive 
attitude of trial and error—choices and tweaks of “what is.” Deliberately investigating 
your present-day identity offers a chance to consider future options.  
 
At its base, adversity introduces change you don’t choose through specific moments of 
powerlessness, victimhood, and hopelessness. Overcoming these elements introduces 
opportunities for growth, discovery, and resilience, as Dr. Norman E. Rosenthal’s new 
book, The Gift of Adversity, aptly points out.  
 
Tracey adapted all four of these strategies in her quest to overcome the past. Through 
small steps she identified and moved toward a sense of self that felt just a little bit 
better day by day. She looked back at the strength she had to survive and deliberately 
pulled forward the qualities of courage, resourcefulness, and self-reliance. She outlined 
a clear picture of who she wanted to be and spent many dreamy hours imagining that 
success. And throughout the entire process, she saw obstacles and challenges as 
opportunities to try again.  
 
Today Tracey’s identity evolution continues: she is back in the workforce, reconnected 
to friends, romancing her husband, and sleeping peacefully through the night. 
 
“I have my whole life back,” she happily reports. “I never thought I could change so 
much!”  
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4 Ways to Make Sure Your 
Environment Reflects Your Identity 

 

 

Every six months Franny rearranges the furniture in her home. “Just moving the couch 

from one wall to another can change the whole feel of a room!” she exclaims. “The 

change in energy makes me more creative, invigorated, and ready to face any 

challenge.” 

A business major in college, Jeremy has trouble settling down to study. To help find 

focus he dresses in a suit and tie, places a copy of Investor’s Business Daily on his desk, 

and lights a cigar before opening a textbook. He says, “The smell of the smoke reminds 

me of my father working in his home office.”  

Every week Justine adds some new, beautiful object to her home: an exotic flowering 

plant, a set of multicolored handblown iced tea glasses, a Swarovski crystal picture 

frame. She explains, “The world outside can be so harsh and ugly. By having things of 

beauty around my home, I create a world in which the presence of beauty, love, and joy 

dominates. Inside that space I know who I am, no matter what happens outside.” 

What Franny, Jeremy, and Justine have intuitively activated is the tremendous impact of 

environment on sense of self. How you express who you are affects and can be affected 

by your experience of the world around you. On a cold and rainy day, for example, you 

feel different than you do on a warm and sunny one. In a tiny, cramped office with no 

windows, you feel different than in a large and spacious room with breathtaking views. 

Simply altering temperature, space, and light can change the way you feel, think, and 

behave. Long-lasting changes in these areas alter your identity, as they change not only 

your self-perception but also how you present and are defined by actions in the world at 

large. 

While you live in the context of a global environment over which you don’t have 

complete control, your personal world offers abundant opportunities to assess—and 

choose to change—how your environment reflects and affects your personality. 

Consciously collaborating between yourself and your world further manifests the person 

you most wish to be. Four major factors have an impact on your identity-environment 

relationship: 

Location. Your mind responds to cues in the physical world with thoughts that become 

feelings that create physical sensations that motivate behavior. Committing to a 
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location that expresses your desired internal feeling puts your interior experience in 

alignment with your exterior surroundings. 

Decoration. Personal spaces both define and can be defined by you. Identifying colors, 

designs, and spatial organizations that feel good allows you to express and respond in 

the physical world with things that resonate with and exemplify the nonvisible parts of 

yourself.  

Energy. How you feel dramatically affects who you are. The better you feel—the more 

you inhabit your real, authentic self—the more you make choices and take actions in 

alignment with your inner vision. A creatively invigorating and rejuvenating 

environment increases your ability to achieve that self and its desires. 

Expression. The more you behave in ways wholly aligned with the type of person you 

want to be, the more you become your ideal self. Choosing an environment that allows 

and inspires you to act and engage in ways congruent with who you are can be critical in 

accessing and unleashing the real you.  

Look around your environment today. What does it say about how you see, feel, and 

think about yourself? Does it jibe with who you are and announce that self with a sense 

of pride? Fully inhabiting your identity means purposely living according to individual 

values, plus expressing beliefs with confidence. Your environment can support this 

process by aligning internal and external experiences.  A simple place to begin practicing 

this is in your home. What actions need to be taken so that your home more precisely 

expresses who you wish to be? 
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Playing God: The Role of Science in 
How We Become Who We Are 

 

 

One of the first things Lynn asked when she settled into my office for help overcoming 

post-traumatic stress disorder was, “Can’t we just erase the memories that are making 

me feel this way?” 

As a trauma survivor myself, I understood Lynn’s plea. I carry quite a few memories that 

have made my life miserable at times. Instead of seeking to erase them, I’ve learned to 

embrace them as defining moments that helped make me the person I am today. But in 

a culture where we erase so many things, from digital footprints to crow’s feet, why not 

erase more deeply troubling psychological elements? 

Science, it seems, is working on granting that wish. MIT recently released research 

results on mice studies, published in the journal Neuron, about the impact of the gene 

Tet1 on DNA methylation (a process that affects gene expression). The researchers 

reported that Tet1 can eliminate high levels of DNA methylation on memory genes that 

make it difficult to forget painful experiences. This finding has important implications for 

people with post-traumatic stress disorder. A person, for example, who continues to 

fear a place where something bad happened may overcome this painful association 

through enhanced Tet1 expression. While the original memory remains, it loses its 

power to cause anxiety and allows the person to have a more rational response.As a 

result of these findings, researchers are now exploring how to increase Tet1 levels 

artificially. 

Taking the process even further, a study recently published in Biological Psychiatry 

reveals how scientists at The Scripps Research Institute successfully erased dangerous 

drug-associated memories in mice and rats without affecting less harmful memories. 

Part of memory production relies on the alteration of nerve cells through changes 

occurring in the dendritic spines (structures that receive electrochemical signals from 

outside neurons). Actin, a protein that comprises the infrastructure of a cell, is 

responsible for promoting structural changes within it.  

In the Scripps study, scientists inhibited actin polymerization (the process that creates 

larger, chainlike molecules) during the maintenance phase of memory formation. 

Subsequent behavioral tests showed that the animals immediately and completely lost 

the dangerous memories (associated with methamphetamine), while preserving all 
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other memories. Scientists are now studying what makes memory types different and 

how this process can be applied to traumatic versus drug-associated memories. 

While reducing the pain and suffering associated with trauma is essential for survivors 

to be able to restore their lives, when it comes to manipulating the mind, progress 

needs to be made with extreme caution. If memory extinction and erasure prescriptions 

become as popular and proliferate as Prozac and Viagra, how much peace could 

survivors truly gain? We don’t yet know how long-lasting the results of these memory 

changes would be, but we do know that their reversal would be disastrous for a patient. 

Where painful memories linger, no quick fix exists. The process of trauma recovery, 

while grueling, represents the entryway to post-traumatic growth. If we remove that 

self-evolving rite of passage, survivors will lose more than a memory; they will lose their 

opportunity to affect, choose, define, and develop their own personal identity. The field 

of epigenetics teaches that genes can be turned on and off by experience. In healing, 

trauma survivors benefit from experiences that allow them to turn on genes that 

reinforce positive and strong survival traits, characteristics, and qualities learned only 

through the process of wrangling the dark side and emerging triumphant. 

The results out of MIT regarding the manipulation of genes critical to memory extinction 

may indeed help survivors successfully and more comfortably reprocess memories. At 

Scripps, however, permanently erasing unwanted memories suggests that it may soon 

be possible to pop (yet another) pill and blissfully experience enormous relief―until the 

next disturbing experience happens and the survivor has developed zero skills for 

coping.  

In helping people feel better, it is simultaneously our job to help them become stronger 

and more resilient. Used properly, the MIT studies may help patients do that. But 

perhaps the Scripps researchers should be asking themselves, How will these findings 

help people heal rather than simply forget? 
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Patterns of Behavior:  
The Influence of Archetypes  

 
 

Do you know why you behave the way you do? Getting down to the core of what 

motivates your perspective, thoughts, feelings, and actions is key when you want to 

rewire who you are or how you live. While the nature vs. nurture debate rages on, 

archetypes—your energy guides—offer a simple way to envision your identity, plus how 

and what to change. 

Plato was the first to propose the idea that would become our modern understanding of 

archetypes. In his philosophical world view, he declared the existence of Ideas or Forms: 

abstract representations of what we see and feel around us. The word “archetype” itself 

comes from the Greek words archein (“original,” “old”) and “typos” (“pattern,” “model,” 

“type”). Together the words mean “original pattern” and refer to the universal patterns 

of experience common to every human. Centuries later, Swiss psychologist Carl Jung 

was the first to develop the idea of how archetypes operate in human consciousness.  

Joseph Campbell, Jung’s most famous disciple, wrote that “since archetypes…are 

common to the human species, they are inherently expressive…of common human 

needs, instincts and potentials.” Simply put: As a member of the human race, you are 

born with programming that influences how you experience the world. 

While there are many archetypes, it’s generally accepted that you have twelve 

dominant ones that combine to form patterns of behaviors. Think of them as your Greek 

chorus, with each member having a solo that compels you to do, see, think, or feel 

certain things. Which twelve are dominant is specific to you, all but we all have four 

universal base archetypes: child, victim, prostitute, and saboteur. While these all sound 

purely negative the truth is they have terrific positive benefits, too, as they teach you to 

develop strengths and serve to protect your core identity. After these, your remaining 

eight develop and alter in influence throughout your lifetime. 

Symbolizing your choices for mounting a survival response to major life challenges, the 

four principal archetypes represent vulnerabilities, struggles, and fears that motivate 

you to negotiate away your power—or learn how to keep it. 

Child. Guardian of innocence, this element develops your perspective about family, life, 

loyalty, and safety. One of these subcategories will be more dominant than the others: 

Orphan, Wounded, Magical/Innocent, Nature, Divine, Eternal Boy/Girl. Positive benefit: 

helps you feel healed, nurtured, and cared for. 
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Victim. Guardian of self-esteem, victim energy alerts you to danger and creates 

situations in which you directly examine your relationship to power—whether you 

retain it or give it up. Positive benefit: helps you recognize options for making stronger 

choices based on your own values. 

Prostitute. Guardian of faith and encompassing far more than sexual situations, this 

energy compromises integrity by negotiating its sale for reasons related to financial gain 

or fears for financial survival or other issues related to negotiating your power in terms 

of thought processes and emotions. Positive benefit: alerts you to situations that 

require you to remove yourself rather than sell yourself. 

Saboteur. Guardian of choice, this energy corresponds to fears and issues related to low 

self-esteem that cause you to choose circumstances that reduce or block your 

empowerment and success. Positive benefit: in combating the effects of the saboteur, 

you learn to have courage in the face of change. 

The value of recognizing your personal archetypes and how they show up in your life 

derives from how they help you understand your own behavior and that of others. Say 

you have plans to meet up with a friend and then cancel due to an unexpected schedule 

conflict. When your friend gets angry over the last-minute cancellation, instead of 

getting angry back, you can say to yourself, “Oh, that’s just the Wounded Child speaking 

out.”  

Every archetype has both positive and negative aspects. Identifying and naming 

archetypes to explain behavior offers an opportunity to take a step back, assess what’s 

happening, and choose a response or alternative action. The Victim, for example, has 

obvious negative traits that affect personal experience. But its presence can identify 

when you’re using Victim thinking to evoke sympathy or pity, which clues you in to the 

need for making a more empowered choice.  

Similarly, how often do you notice that you identify a goal, take action to receive it, and 

then do something that makes success an impossibility? Instead of accepting defeat you 

might coach yourself by saying, “This has the fingerprints of my Saboteur all over it!” 

With that insight you can work the advantage of this archetype by figuring out what 

about the wanted success makes you feel fear, plus how to eliminate the fear so that 

you can move forward with confidence. 

For further reading and a fantastic, deep explanation of these concepts, and a process 

for identifying and utilizing your personal archetype team, take a look at Sacred 

Contracts: Awakening Your Divine Potential, by Caroline Myss. 
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Do You Wish to Do What’s Right?  
How Conscientiousness Predicts Success 

 

I’ve read a slew of books about success and studied all the old-time gurus, from Charles 

Haanel and Napolean Hill to today’s leaders, such as Brian Tracy, Jack Canfield, and 

Wayne Dyer. They all talk about things like presence, decision making, performance 

strategies, action taking, intention, motivation, and belief systems. None devote time 

specifically to conscientiousness. Yet research indicates that, above all else, this 

personality trait is the key predictor of success. I decided to do some digging to discover 

just what conscientiousness is and how we can develop more of it. 

The Conscientiousness Factor 

Conscientiousness is one of five personality types (along with agreeableness, 

neuroticism, openness, and extroversion) and is the one most correlated to health, 

sustained cognitive function, and longevity. In assessing conscientiousness and the role 

it plays in success, the National Institute of Mental Health and The National Institute on 

Aging, among other organizations, have conducted studies that offer compelling 

evidence. For example, conscientious men earn higher salaries. Across the board, 

conscientiousness also emerges as the key element factoring into finding and retaining 

employment, further linking to job and income satisfaction. 

Paul Tough writes in How Children Succeed that conscientiousness is “emerging as one 

of the primary dimensions of successful functioning across the lifespan.”  

The author notes that conscientious people live longer, have a lower incidence of 

Alzheimer’s disease and strokes, and experience lower blood pressure. Highly 

conscientious people also perform better in secondary and higher education, commit 

less crime, and are more likely to stay married long term. 

Psychologist Brent Roberts, who studies conscientiousness at the University of Illinois, 

easily identifies conscientiousness in a practical professional context. Referring to such 

areas as punctuality, goal setting, organization, and a spirit of rising to any challenge, he 

explains, “Highly conscientious employees do a series of things better than the rest of 

us.” 

In the area of how success is achieved, Roberts offers that conscientious people 

persevere: "The conscientious person is going to have a plan. Even if there is a failure, 

they're going to have a plan to deal with that failure." 
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How Conscientious Are You? 

While personalities are set by a variety of factors, altering your beliefs and behaviors 

can affect your personality expression and lead toward the possibility of reaping new 

health and success benefits. 

The following quiz will give you an idea of where you fall on the conscientiousness scale. 

Each question identifies one aspect of conscientiousness and how it shows up in your 

day-to-day behavior. Give yourself one point for each statement that describes you. 

You’re extremely organized. Yes ___ No ___ 

You’re very responsible. Yes ___ No ___ 

You plan ahead. Yes ___ No ___ 

When challenged, you work hard. Yes ___ No ___ 

You are consistently able to control your impulses. Yes ___ No ___ 

You are punctual. Yes ___ No ___ 

You do thorough work. Yes ___ No ___ 

You are thoughtful toward your colleagues. Yes ___ No ___ 

You’re good at goal setting. Yes ___ No ___ 

You follow through on goals and switch to more attainable ones rather than giving up in 

the face of obstacles. Yes ___ No ___ 

You like to follow rules and norms. Yes ___ No ___ 

Rating your conscientiousness factor: 

1–4: You’re on the low end of the conscientiousness spectrum, but at least you’re 

showing up! With a little diligence in translating each “No” to a “Yes,” you can increase 

your success factor. 

5–8: You’re riding the middle range, which means your success is riding that, too. Since 

you already contain the seeds of conscientiousness, it would take just a small effort to 

move up the scale and shift into the success mode you deserve. 

9–11: You are very conscientious and poised to achieve the success you desire. 
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How to Be More Conscientious Every Day 

According to the dictionary, being conscientious means “wishing to do what is right, 

especially to do one's work or duty well and thoroughly.” The idea sounds simple, and 

so are practices that can enhance your conscientiousness on a daily basis. 

According to suggestions offered by Harvard Medical School, these five practices can 

help develop and strengthen this key trait in you: 

Focus on specifics. Details are important to conscientious people. Make the choice and 

take the necessary actions to be more punctual and organized and to work thoroughly 

and follow through on tasks. 

Make daily plans and stick to them. Develop organization and self-discipline by setting 

a schedule each day and then adhering to it. 

Use reminders. Setting a schedule or determining to do something is necessary in order 

for your conscientiousness to develop. Employ alarm clocks, smartphone apps, and 

email calendar reminders to keep you on track. 

Be social. At its core, conscientiousness is a social trait. Staying in touch with family and 

developing friendships amplify conscientious actions like punctuality and gratitude. 

So often, success can seem like something you need a lot of training (and spare cash for 

books, coaches, and seminars) to achieve. But if conscientiousness is a key predictor of 

the brass ring, then success might be more easily attainable than you thought: It’s a free 

resource you can choose to develop anytime.  

  



45 | P a g e  
© 2014 Michele Rosenthal. All rights reserved. 

 
 

 



46 | P a g e  
© 2014 Michele Rosenthal. All rights reserved. 

 
 

 

MICHELE ROSENTHAL inspires and 
guides audiences to overcome 
depression, anxiety and fear  
as they rebuild their lives after trauma 
and adversity. A popular keynote 
speaker, award-winning blogger, award-
nominated author, workshop/seminar 
leader and certified professional coach, 
Michele hosts the radio program, 
Changing Direction, and is the founder 
of HealMyPTSD.com. 
 
Michele is also a trauma survivor who 
struggled with posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) for over twenty-five 
years. After successfully completing her 
“healing rampage” several years ago 
(she remains 100% free of PTSD 
symptoms,) Michele now dedicates her 
professional career to helping survivors, 
caregivers and healing professionals 
learn about the effects of trauma and 
more efficiently navigate the recovery 
process.  
 
Michele is the author of Before The 
World Intruded: Conquering the Past 
and Creating the Future, selected as a 
finalist for the Books For A Better Life 
Award, Next Generation Indie Book 
Award, and the International Book 
Award.  
 
Michele’s forthcoming books include:  
 
Your Life After Trauma: Powerful 
Practices for Reclaiming Your Identity, 
(W.W. Norton, Spring 2015) 
 
Heal Your PTSD: Thoughts, Comfort and 
Action Steps for Recovery from 
Posttraumatic Stress (Conari Press, Fall 
2015). 
 
 

Connect with Michele: 

ChangeYouChoose.com 



47 | P a g e  
© 2014 Michele Rosenthal. All rights reserved. 

 
 

 


