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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

How to use this guide.
WHAT THIS GUIDE IS

This guide brings together 27 infographics developed for the Center for Mindful Psychotherapy,
organized across nine areas of trauma-related experience. Each infographic was designed to translate
clinical concepts into felt, accessible language. The goal is recognition: helping people see their own
experience reflected clearly, often for the first time.

WHO IT IS FOR

This guide is for anyone who has wondered whether what they carry might have a name. It is for people
exploring their own histories, for loved ones trying to understand, and for clinicians looking for
psychoeducational tools they can share with clients. Nothing in this guide requires a clinical diagnosis to
be meaningful.

HOW THE SECTIONS ARE ORGANIZED

The guide moves from broader trauma concepts toward more specific presentations. Sections one
through three cover trauma, complex trauma, and PTSD as general categories. Sections four through
nine explore specific forms and presentations: layered trauma, intergenerational transmission, nervous
system dysregulation, relational wounding, childhood emotional neglect, and sexual violence. Each
section begins with a brief introduction followed by three infographics.

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE AND FRAMING

Every infographic in this guide was written with a specific intention: to describe human experience
without pathologizing it. Trauma responses are presented as adaptations, not deficits. Symptoms are
framed as what the nervous system learned, not what is wrong with a person. Healing is described as
possible, nonlinear, and worthy of unhurried attention.

GETTING SUPPORT

If you recognize your experience in these pages and are ready to explore it with professional support, the
therapists at the Center for Mindful Psychotherapy offer individual, couples, and family therapy across
the San Francisco Bay Area, with telehealth available throughout California. You can browse therapist
profiles and request a consultation at mindfulcenter.org.
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1 TRAUMA

Understanding Trauma
Trauma is not defined by the size of what happened. It is defined by what the experience left

behind in the body, the nervous system, and the way a person moves through the world

afterward. Many people who seek support do not initially use the word trauma. They describe

anxiety, difficulty in relationships, a sense that something is off, or feelings they can't quite

name. These are often the signs that something significant happened and hasn't yet had space to

be processed. The infographics in this section offer a starting point: the gap between what we

say and what lies beneath it, the signals worth exploring, and what therapy can offer even

outside of crisis.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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2 COMPLEX TRAUMA AND PTSD

Complex Trauma and PTSD
Post-traumatic stress and complex trauma share a family resemblance but describe meaningfully

different experiences. PTSD most often develops in response to a discrete traumatic event.

Complex PTSD develops from prolonged, repeated, or relational trauma, particularly in

childhood or in situations where escape was not possible. The distinction matters because the

two conditions produce different presentations and call for different approaches in therapy.

Many people with complex trauma are not recognized as trauma survivors because their

symptoms look like personality traits, mood disorders, or relational difficulties rather than a

classic trauma response. These infographics illuminate that distinction and describe what trauma

processing actually involves.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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3 PTSD

PTSD
PTSD is one of the most misunderstood conditions in popular culture. The dramatic, cinematic

version, characterized by flashbacks and visible breakdowns, represents only a portion of how it

actually presents. Many people with PTSD are high-functioning, appear fine to others, and have

spent years telling themselves that what happened wasn't serious enough to warrant support. The

clinical diagnosis organizes symptoms into four clusters: re-experiencing, avoidance, negative

changes in thinking and mood, and hyperarousal. These infographics translate those clusters into

felt experience and describe what treatment actually looks like from inside the room.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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4 PTSD AND COMPLEX TRAUMA

When PTSD and
Complex Trauma Coexist
For many people, trauma is not a single layer but a stack. An older wound of complex,

relational, or developmental trauma may have been present long before a more acute traumatic

event occurred. When the acute event happens, it does not land in neutral territory. It lands in a

nervous system that has already been shaped by earlier experiences, and the two histories

interact in ways that can amplify symptoms and complicate treatment. This section addresses the

specific experience of carrying both: the layering effect, what recovery actually looks like when

multiple histories are involved, and the experiential signs that more than one type of trauma may

be at work.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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5 INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA

Intergenerational Trauma
Trauma does not always begin with the person who carries it. Research across multiple

disciplines, including epigenetics, developmental psychology, and anthropology, has

documented the ways that significant stress and trauma are transmitted across generations. This

can happen through biological changes in how genes are expressed, through the attachment

disruptions caused by a traumatized parent, through modeled coping strategies that outlive their

original context, and through the silences that family systems maintain around painful histories.

This section explores how intergenerational trauma arrives, how it travels, and what it actually

means to work with it therapeutically, including the common fear that doing so requires

rejecting one's family or culture.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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6 NERVOUS SYSTEM REGULATION

Nervous System Regulation
Every trauma response is, at its core, a nervous system response. The autonomic nervous system

does not distinguish between real and perceived threat; it responds to whatever the body signals

as danger. In the aftermath of trauma, the system can become stuck: locked in chronic

activation, oscillating between flooding and shutdown, or maintaining a state of hypervigilance

that once served protection but now costs daily functioning. Nervous system regulation is not

about achieving constant calm. It is about developing the flexibility to move between states, the

capacity to feel intensity without being overwhelmed, and the ability to return to baseline after

being activated. This section describes dysregulation from the inside, the signs that a system

may be stuck in survival mode, and what regulation actually means.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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7 RELATIONAL TRAUMA

Relational Trauma
Relational trauma is trauma that occurs within the context of a significant relationship: a parent,

partner, caregiver, authority figure, or community. Because it happens inside connection, it

leaves particular imprints on how a person relates to others in adulthood. The nervous system

learns its lessons about closeness, safety, and trust inside early relationships. When those

relationships were the source of harm, the very mechanisms of attachment become associated

with danger. This section describes how relational trauma reshapes the way a person does

relationships, the specific ways it shows up in adult partnerships and friendships, and how it

changes the architecture of trust itself, not just the ability to trust individual people but the entire

system through which trust operates.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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8 CHILDHOOD EMOTIONAL NEGLECT

Childhood Emotional Neglect
Childhood emotional neglect differs from other forms of childhood adversity in one important

way: it is defined not by what happened, but by what didn't. When a child's emotional life is

consistently overlooked, minimized, or not responded to, the developing self learns a set of

lessons: that emotions are not worth attending to, that needs are impositions, that the inner life is

less real or valid than external reality. These lessons do not announce themselves as wounds.

They present as character traits, moods, or ways of being. Many adults with CEN histories do

not recognize what they experienced as neglect at all. This section describes CEN from the

inside, clarifies what it is and isn't, and names the specific adult experiences that trace back to an

emotional life that never had a witness.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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9 SEXUAL ASSAULT AND ABUSE

Sexual Assault and Abuse
Sexual violence is one of the most common and least discussed forms of trauma. Survivors face

a particular set of challenges in seeking support: the false beliefs installed by the experience

itself, the shame that belongs to the perpetrator but settles in the survivor's body, the fear of what

therapy will require, and the nonlinear, often silent way that healing from sexual trauma actually

unfolds. Many survivors function at a high level externally while carrying significant

unprocessed pain. Many do not initially name what happened to them as sexual violence,

particularly when it occurred in the context of a relationship or without physical force. This

section addresses the longer, quieter reality of the aftermath, the false beliefs worth examining,

and what trauma-informed therapy for sexual violence actually involves and doesn't require.

IN THIS SECTION

Three infographics follow on the pages ahead.
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Healing is possible.

Even when the history is long.

Even when it is complicated.

Even when you don't yet have words for it.

CENTER FOR MINDFUL PSYCHOTHERAPY

mindfulcenter.org

(415) 766-0276

San Francisco Bay Area · Telehealth throughout California

In-person availability varies by therapist location

The infographics in this guide are for educational purposes and do not constitute clinical advice.

If you are in crisis, please contact the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline by calling or texting 988.


