UNDERSTANDING HOW COMPLEX
PAPERFLOWER PTSD AFFECTS THE BODY

What Need to Know

Complex PTSD (C-PTSD) can affect far more than emotions and memories. It
has a lasting impact on the nervous system and physical health. These effects
can continue long after the traumatic experiences have ended. For those
supporting someone with C-PTSD, understanding how trauma reshapes the
body can be essential to offering meaningful support and reducing shame or
blame.
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TRAUMA ISN'T JUST EMOTIONAL. IT'S PHYSICAL.

C-PTSD is often rooted in prolonged or
repeated trauma, especially in situations
where escape wasn't possible or safety
was unpredictable. Over time, the body
adapts to survive these conditions by
entering a prolonged state of “survival
mode."

In this state, the body prioritizes short-
term protection instead of long-term
well-being. These adaptations can
become deeply wired into physical
systems, such as:

Muscle tension

Breathing patterns

Digestion

Heart rate

Sleep cycles

These are not signs of weakness. They are physiological responses designed to
protect the person from further harm.




COMMON PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF COMPLEX PTSD

Survival mode does not automatically shut off once danger passes. Instead, the

body may continue

reenacting protective responses, even in safe

environments. These symptoms can appear confusing or random, but are often
directly tied to trauma exposure:
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e Chronic muscle tension

o Shallow or irregular breathing,
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(jaw, neck, shoulders, back)

often unnoticed

Digestive issues (IBS, nausea,
bloating, acid reflux)

Frequent headaches or
migraines, linked to stress
responses

Persistent fatigue, even
after rest

Startle response (being easily
alarmed or overstimulated)

Difficulty relaxing, even in
safe settings

Disrupted sleep (trouble
falling or staying asleep,
unrestful sleep)

Nervous system ‘crashes’,
alternating between
hyperarousal and exhaustion

These symptoms are real. They are not imagined, exaggerated, or voluntary.

They reflect how deeply trauma can alter the bo

y’'s functioning.



THE NERVOUS SYSTEM AND PROTECTICN

The human nervous system is desiﬁned to keep us alive. When someone
experiences ongoing trauma, especially without adequate support, their body
becomes conditioned to remain alert and protective. This response can persist
even when safety has returned.

This chronic alertness can lead to:

« Difficulty recognizing safety

. Ijleightened.sensitivity to noise,
light, or social cues

e A constant sense of internal
urgency or dread

e Physical shutdown or dissociation
under stress

The body may seem "stuck,” but in reality, it is doing what it learned to do
under threat: protect.
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HOW HEALING BEGINS

Recovery from C-PTSD involves more than cognitive processing. It also requires
body-based healing that helps the nervous system gradually shift from survival
mode into states of safety, regulation, and rest.

Helpful strategies might include:

« Somatic therapies (e.g., Somatic
Experiencing, sensorimotor psychotherapy)

e Trauma-informed yoga or gentle movement

» Nervous system regulation tools
(breathwork, grounding exercises)

» Safe, affirming relationships

 Supportive routines that reduce
unpredictability

Progress may be slow and non-linear. But with time, the body can learn that it
no longer needs to brace for danger.



FOR SUPPORTERS: WHAT YOU CAN DO

o Validate, don't minimize: Physical
symptoms are real and deserve
compassion.

Practice patience: Healing from C-
PTSD often takes longer than
expected.

Offer consistency: Predictable
routines and emotional availability
help build trust

Learn about trauma: The more you
understand the nervous system, the
more helpful your support becomes.

IF THIS IS YOUR CHILD OR YOUR PARTNER

IF THIS IS YOUR CHILD

Whether your child is still young or now an adult,
living with complex PTSD can impact how they relate
to safety, authority, and attachment. You might
notice patterns like emotional shutdowns, intense
reactions to change, or difficulty expressing needs.

What Can Help:

¢ Be a consistent source of safety. Stick to routines ‘
like mealtimes or bedtime rituals. If plans need to
change, give your child a heads-up early and
explain what to expect.

e Avoid minimizing. Reactions that seem “dramatic”
may be protective responses, not defiance. For

example, if your child refuses to enter a crowded /
room, recognize it as a fear response, not

stubbornness. g




e Support sensory and emotional regulation. Keep your
voice calm and avoid sudden loud noises. Offer
comfort items like weighted blankets, noise-canceling
headphones, or a quiet space when they seem
overstimulated.

e Respect autonomy. Let your child choose their
clothes, how they want to be touched (or not), or
whether they want to participate in social activities.
Ask rather than assume.

e Consider trauma-informed therapy. Look for providers
who understand developmental trauma and emphasize
relationship repair, such as therapists trained in play
‘Eheras)y, EMDR, or parent-child interaction therapy

PCIT).

You don't have to fix everything — being a calm, loving presence is one of the
most healing things you can do.

IF THIS IS YOUR PARTNER

Complex PTSD can shape how someone
communicates, connects, and responds to stress —
including in relationships. You may notice patterns like
emotional distancing, conflict avoidance, intense
sensitivity, or mistrust of your intentions, even when
things feel safe to you.

What Can Help:

o Separate the trauma from the person. Your partner isn't
choosing to be reactive — their body is responding to old
wounds. For example, if a simple disagreement leads to a
shutdown, it might be rooted in past experiences of being
punished or ignored.

* Avoid personalizing survival responses. If your partner
withdraws or gets irritable during high-stress times,
pause and check in gently. Try saying, “Are you okay?
Want some time, or do you want to talk?”

o Stay grounded. If your partner begins to panic or
dissociate, anchor yourself first. Use a soft tone and
offer grounding options like, “Can | hold your hand?” or
“Want to sit together quietly?”

e Focus on emotional safety, not just logic. Instead of
saying, “That’s not true,” try, “| see how that feels real to
you. I'm here, and we're okay.”

» Prioritize consent and choice. Before bringing up sensitive
topics, ask things like, “Is now a good time to talk about
something difficult?” Respect if they need time.
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A relationship doesn’t need to be perfect to be healing — it just needs to be safe
enough, often enough.



Why the Body’s Response Makes Sense

Having a loved one with complex PTSD can be difficult to
witness, especially when they are struggling with symptoms
that do not appear to ‘'make sense’ on the surface. But

understanding that their body is working hard to prote em <
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