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Preface
Recovering from complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD)—the kind of trauma that often stems from prolonged, repeated, and relational adversity—is not a simple or quick fix. It's a journey that requires patience, persistence, and, perhaps most importantly, a different kind of toolkit than what might be used for single-incident trauma. The wounds are often deeper, affecting core aspects of self-identity, emotional regulation, and the capacity for safe connection.
This workbook was born from a recognition of these unique challenges and a deep respect for the resilience of survivors. It aims to provide a structured, practical, and compassionate guide by integrating two powerful, evidence-based therapeutic approaches: Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT).
Why this blend? Because healing often requires both learning to manage the intense emotional storms and crises that can feel so destabilizing (a strength of DBT) and learning to change your relationship with the inevitable pain that life and memory hold, freeing you up to build a life guided by what truly matters to you (a strength of ACT). DBT offers concrete skills for emotional regulation, distress tolerance, mindfulness, and interpersonal effectiveness—essential tools for building stability and safety. ACT provides a framework for accepting what you cannot change, unhooking from painful thoughts, connecting with your core values, and taking committed steps toward a life you want to live, even with the scars of the past. Together, they offer a pathway that balances acceptance and change, stability and growth, managing pain and pursuing purpose.
We will move through understanding the nature of C-PTSD, building foundational safety skills, navigating intense emotions and crises, learning to observe thoughts without being ruled by them, making room for difficult feelings, connecting with your values, taking meaningful action, and fostering healthier relationships. Throughout this process, the cultivation of self-compassion will be a central thread—learning to treat yourself with the kindness and understanding you deserve is not optional; it is essential fuel for the journey.
This workbook is designed to be used, not just read. The exercises and reflections are invitations to actively engage with the material and apply it to your own unique experience. Go at your own pace. Some sections might resonate deeply, others might feel challenging—that's okay. Listen to yourself, practice self-kindness relentlessly, and consider working alongside a qualified therapist who can provide personalized support.
Embarking on this work takes immense strength. There may be moments of difficulty, frustration, or doubt. But there is also the potential for profound healing, growth, and the reclaiming of a life rich with meaning and connection. My hope is that this workbook serves as a helpful companion on your path—a source of practical tools, gentle guidance, and unwavering belief in your capacity to heal and build a life worth living. You've already taken the first brave step.
Deva Maloney Ventura.
Introduction: Welcome and Workbook Overview
Your engagement with this workbook—whether in print or digital format—indicates a willingness to begin addressing complex trauma. This initial step reflects psychological readiness and personal strength. Let’s just acknowledge that upfront. This isn’t about quick fixes or pretending the past didn’t happen. It’s about learning ways to live with the echoes of the past without letting them run the entire show. Think of this workbook as a collection of tools, perspectives, and exercises—a sort of structured guide—designed to help you navigate the often-confusing territory of recovery from Complex PTSD (C-PTSD).
We’ll be drawing primarily from two well-regarded therapeutic approaches: Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). You don’t need to be an expert in either one; we’ll cover the essentials as we go. DBT offers practical skills for managing overwhelming emotions and surviving crises, things that often feel like daily occurrences when C-PTSD is in the driver's seat. ACT, on the other hand, helps you change your relationship with difficult thoughts and feelings and guides you toward building a life that feels meaningful to you, even when pain is present. It’s about acceptance, yes, but also about action—moving toward what you care about.
This workbook is structured to build skills progressively. We'll start by understanding the landscape of C-PTSD itself—what it is, how it shows up, and why it makes perfect sense that you feel the way you do given what you've been through. Then, we'll move into foundational skills for safety and managing intense distress. Following that, we’ll explore ways to handle difficult emotions and thoughts differently, learning to unhook from unhelpful patterns. Finally, we’ll focus on reconnecting with your values—what truly matters to you—and taking steps to build a life aligned with those values, including healing your relationships with others and, importantly, with yourself.
Each section contains explanations, examples (sometimes drawn from real-life scenarios, anonymized of course), and specific exercises or reflections. These aren't just busywork; they are opportunities to practice the skills and apply the concepts directly to your own experience. Healing isn't a passive process—it requires engagement.
Overview of Complex Trauma (C-PTSD)
Beyond Single-Incident PTSD
You might be familiar with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), often associated with a single, terrifying event like combat, a natural disaster, or a serious accident. Complex PTSD, or C-PTSD, is a bit different. It typically arises from experiences that are prolonged, repeated, and often relational—meaning they happened within important relationships where escape was difficult or impossible. This could include things like ongoing childhood abuse (emotional, physical, sexual), neglect, domestic violence, being held captive, or living in a war zone for an extended period.
The key difference isn't just the duration of the trauma, but its nature. C-PTSD often involves a deep betrayal of trust, particularly when the harm comes from caregivers or people who were supposed to provide safety. This relational aspect shapes the impact in profound ways.
Common Symptoms
While C-PTSD shares some symptoms with PTSD (like intrusive memories, avoidance, and hypervigilance), it also includes difficulties that stem directly from that prolonged relational context. These often fall into several clusters:
	Difficulties with Emotional Regulation: This is a big one. You might experience intense mood swings that feel like they come out of nowhere. Emotions like anger, sadness, fear, or shame can feel overwhelming, lasting a long time, and being incredibly difficult to soothe. You might also feel chronically empty or numb, disconnected from your feelings altogether. Think of it like having an emotional volume knob that’s stuck on either ‘mute’ or ‘maximum blast,’ with very little in between. 
	Case Example: Sarah 




Sarah described her emotions as "tidal waves." A minor disagreement with her partner could trigger intense rage or deep despair that lasted for hours, sometimes days. She felt ashamed of these reactions, calling herself "crazy" or "broken." Other times, especially when stressed, she'd feel completely numb, like she was "watching my life through thick glass." She couldn't easily identify what she was feeling, only that it was unbearable or absent. This emotional rollercoaster made it hard to trust herself or maintain stable relationships.
	Disturbances in Self-Perception: Prolonged trauma, especially during developmental years, can fundamentally alter how you see yourself. You might struggle with pervasive feelings of worthlessness, shame, or guilt. You might feel permanently damaged, different from everyone else, or like there’s something fundamentally wrong with you. It's common to internalize messages from abusers or neglectful environments, leading to a harsh inner critic that constantly puts you down. 
	Case Example: David 




David grew up with a highly critical and emotionally unavailable father. As an adult, despite being successful in his career, he carried a deep sense of being "not good enough." He constantly second-guessed himself, apologized excessively, and felt like an imposter waiting to be found out. Any mistake, no matter how small, confirmed his internal belief that he was fundamentally flawed. He felt a persistent, vague shame that colored most of his experiences.
	Difficulties in Relationships: Trusting others can feel incredibly difficult, if not impossible. Because the original trauma often involved betrayal by people who should have been safe, forming and maintaining healthy connections later in life becomes challenging. You might find yourself drawn to unhealthy relationship dynamics, struggle with setting boundaries, feel terrified of abandonment, or isolate yourself to avoid the risk of being hurt again. Intimacy—both emotional and physical—can feel threatening. 
	Case Example: Sarah (continued) 




Sarah’s intense emotional reactions often pushed partners away, fulfilling her deep fear of abandonment. She alternated between desperately seeking closeness and abruptly cutting people off when she felt threatened or misunderstood. She found it hard to trust anyone's intentions, often assuming the worst. Setting boundaries felt selfish or impossible, leading her to feel resentful or exploited in friendships and romantic relationships.
	Dissociation: This is a way the mind copes with overwhelming experiences by creating distance. Dissociation exists on a spectrum. It might feel like spacing out, daydreaming, or feeling detached from your body or surroundings (depersonalization/derealization). In more extreme forms, it can involve memory gaps or feeling like different parts of yourself are disconnected. It’s essentially a survival mechanism—a way to mentally ‘check out’ when physical escape isn’t possible—but it can interfere significantly with daily life and feeling present. 
	Case Example: David (continued) 




When faced with conflict or high stress, David would often "zone out." He described feeling like he was floating near the ceiling, watching events unfold below without any emotional connection. Sometimes, he'd realize he couldn't remember parts of difficult conversations or even how he got from one place to another. While this protected him from overwhelming feelings in the moment, it left him feeling fragmented and disconnected from his own life experiences.
	Physical Symptoms (Somatization): The body holds onto trauma. Chronic stress and unresolved trauma can manifest physically. You might experience chronic pain (headaches, back pain, stomach issues), fatigue, digestive problems, or other physical symptoms that don’t have a clear medical cause. The body keeps the score, as they say. 
	Loss of Systems of Meaning: Prolonged trauma can shatter your core beliefs about the world, yourself, and others. You might lose faith in previously important spiritual beliefs, struggle with feelings of hopelessness or despair about the future, or find it hard to feel connected to anything meaningful. 


It's worth repeating: these symptoms are understandable responses to extraordinarily difficult circumstances. They are not signs of personal failure or weakness. They are adaptations that likely helped you survive. The challenge now is that these adaptations, while once necessary, may no longer be serving you well in your current life.
Impact on the Nervous System, Brain, and Body
To understand why these symptoms persist, it helps to look briefly at the biology involved. Our nervous system is designed to keep us safe. When faced with a threat, the sympathetic nervous system kicks into high gear—the classic "fight-or-flight" response. Your heart races, muscles tense, breathing quickens—all preparing you to confront or escape danger. Once the threat passes, the parasympathetic nervous system is supposed to take over, calming things down—the "rest-and-digest" state.
In C-PTSD, this system often becomes dysregulated. Because the "threat" was ongoing or unpredictable, the nervous system might get stuck in high alert (hyperarousal), leaving you feeling anxious, jumpy, irritable, and overwhelmed. Or, it might swing into a state of shutdown (hypoarousal), where you feel numb, disconnected, exhausted, and unable to mobilize—this is sometimes called the "freeze" or "collapse" response. Many people with C-PTSD fluctuate between these states, rarely settling into the calm, connected "social engagement" state associated with feeling safe. This constant state of physiological alert or shutdown takes a massive toll on both mind and body.
Brain structures involved in threat detection, memory, and emotional regulation are also affected. The amygdala, the brain's "smoke detector," can become overactive, constantly scanning for danger and triggering fear responses even in safe situations. The hippocampus, involved in memory formation and context, can shrink or function less effectively, making it hard to distinguish past threats from present safety and contributing to fragmented trauma memories. The prefrontal cortex, responsible for planning, decision-making, and calming down the amygdala, can become underactive or disconnected, making it harder to regulate emotions and think clearly under stress.
Again, these are not signs of a permanently broken brain. They are changes reflecting the brain's attempt to adapt to an unsafe world. The good news—and a central premise of this workbook—is that the brain has plasticity. It can change. Through targeted skills and practices, you can help regulate your nervous system and retrain these brain pathways.
Introducing DBT & ACT
Powerful Tools for Change
This workbook integrates skills and concepts from two major therapeutic approaches that have proven helpful for people dealing with the fallout of trauma: Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). They come from different traditions but share a focus on mindfulness and building a life worth living. They complement each other remarkably well, especially for C-PTSD.
Brief Overview of DBT: Balancing Acceptance and Change
Developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan, DBT was initially created to help people with borderline personality disorder, many of whom have histories of trauma and struggle intensely with emotional regulation. The core idea—the "dialectic"—is finding a balance between acceptance (acknowledging reality as it is, including your thoughts, feelings, and past experiences, without judgment) and change (learning skills to manage emotions, change behaviors that aren't working, and build a better life).
DBT is very skills-focused and typically teaches skills across four main modules:
	Mindfulness: Learning to pay attention to the present moment, non-judgmentally. This is the foundation for all other skills. For trauma survivors, it helps you reconnect with the present instead of being constantly pulled into the past or worried about the future. It helps you observe your thoughts and feelings without automatically reacting to them. 
	Distress Tolerance: These are crisis survival skills. They help you get through intensely painful moments without making things worse. Think of them as first aid for emotional crises. Skills include ways to distract yourself, soothe yourself using your senses, improve the moment, and radically accept reality when it cannot be changed right now. This is crucial when dealing with flashbacks or overwhelming emotional surges. 
	Emotion Regulation: These skills help you understand your emotions, reduce emotional vulnerability, and change unwanted emotions when possible. You learn to identify emotions, check if they fit the facts of a situation, and act in ways that are helpful rather than harmful when emotions run high. 
	Interpersonal Effectiveness: Trauma often damages relationships. These skills help you navigate interactions more effectively—asking for what you need, saying no, setting boundaries, maintaining relationships, and preserving self-respect, even during conflict. 


DBT provides a concrete toolbox for managing the intense emotional and relational difficulties common in C-PTSD. It gives you practical things to do when you feel overwhelmed.
Brief Overview of ACT
Accepting What's Out of Your Control, Committing to Valued Actions
Developed by Dr. Steven C. Hayes and colleagues, ACT (pronounced as the word "act") comes from a behavioral tradition but with a unique focus on psychological flexibility. The goal isn't necessarily to eliminate difficult thoughts or feelings, but to change your relationship with them so they have less impact and influence over your life. ACT suggests that much of our suffering comes from trying too hard to control or avoid unwanted internal experiences (thoughts, feelings, memories, sensations).
ACT focuses on six core processes to build psychological flexibility:
	Acceptance (or Willingness): Making room for uncomfortable thoughts, feelings, and sensations without struggling against them. It's not about liking them, but about allowing them to be there as part of the human experience, recognizing that fighting them often makes them stronger. 
	Defusion (or Cognitive Defusion): Learning to step back and observe your thoughts rather than getting entangled or fused with them. Seeing thoughts as thoughts—bits of language and images passing through your mind—rather than absolute truths or direct commands you must obey. Techniques help you "unhook" from unhelpful thinking patterns. 
	Contact with the Present Moment: Similar to DBT mindfulness, this involves bringing awareness to your here-and-now experience, engaging fully with whatever you are doing, rather than being lost in the past or future. 
	Self-as-Context (or The Observing Self): Connecting with a sense of self that is stable and continuous—the part of you that notices your thoughts, feelings, and experiences without being defined by them. It’s like the sky that holds the changing weather; you are the sky, not the storm. 
	Values: Identifying what truly matters to you deep down, what kind of person you want to be, and what gives your life meaning and purpose (e.g., connection, compassion, growth, contribution). Values are chosen life directions, not specific goals. 
	Committed Action: Taking concrete steps guided by your values, even when difficult thoughts and feelings show up. It’s about building patterns of behavior that move you toward the life you want to live. 


ACT provides a framework for living a rich, full, and meaningful life alongside the pain that inevitably comes with being human, and especially with surviving trauma. It helps answer the question: "Given my history and the pain I carry, what do I want my life to stand for, and how can I move in that direction?"
Integrating DBT & ACT for C-PTSD
You might wonder why we’re using both DBT and ACT. For C-PTSD, this combination can be particularly effective. Here’s why:
	DBT Lays the Groundwork: Often, the first challenge in C-PTSD recovery is managing overwhelming emotional dysregulation and crisis states. DBT provides the immediate, concrete skills needed for stabilization—grounding techniques, crisis survival strategies, ways to understand and label intense emotions. It helps turn down the immediate "fire" so you can begin to do deeper work. Without some ability to tolerate distress (DBT), engaging with painful memories or committing to valued actions (ACT) can feel impossible. 
	ACT Provides the Compass: Once some stability is achieved, ACT helps address the deeper existential issues often present in C-PTSD—the struggle with painful thoughts and memories, the loss of meaning, the difficulty connecting with values, and the avoidance patterns that keep life small. ACT offers tools to fundamentally change your relationship with internal pain (acceptance and defusion) and provides a clear direction for moving forward based on what truly matters to you (values and committed action). 
	Synergy: The skills reinforce each other. Mindfulness (central to both) builds the awareness needed for all other skills. Distress tolerance (DBT) makes it possible to practice acceptance (ACT). Emotion regulation (DBT) helps you understand the feelings you’re learning to make room for (ACT). Interpersonal effectiveness (DBT) helps you build relationships aligned with your values (ACT). Defusion (ACT) can help you manage the judgmental thoughts that interfere with practicing DBT skills. 


Think of it like this: DBT helps you build a more stable boat and learn how to navigate stormy seas without capsizing. ACT helps you figure out where you want to sail that boat and keeps you moving in that direction, even when the weather gets rough. This workbook weaves these approaches together, introducing skills in a sequence designed to build safety first, then expand your capacity to handle internal experiences, and finally, move toward a life defined by your values rather than your trauma history.
How to Use This Workbook: Pacing, Self-Compassion, Working with a Therapist (Optional)
This workbook is yours to use in a way that feels right for you. However, here are a few suggestions:
	Go at Your Own Pace: This is not a race. Healing takes time, often longer than we’d like. Some chapters or exercises might resonate more than others. Some might feel challenging. It’s okay to spend more time on certain sections or to take breaks when needed. Listen to your own system. Pushing too hard, too fast can sometimes be counterproductive. If you feel overwhelmed, step back, use a grounding or self-soothing skill (which you'll learn!), and return when you feel more resourced. 
	Cultivate Self-Compassion: This might be the most important instruction. Recovering from trauma is hard work. You will likely encounter difficult emotions, painful memories, and moments where you feel stuck. It is essential—absolutely essential—to treat yourself with kindness and understanding throughout this process. Notice the tendency toward self-criticism (it’s common!) and gently try to offer yourself the same compassion you might offer a friend going through something similar. We will dedicate a whole section to self-compassion later, but try to sprinkle it in from the very beginning. You deserve it. 
	Engage with the Exercises: Reading about skills is different from practicing them. The exercises and reflections are where the learning really happens. Try to approach them with curiosity. There’s no “right” way to do them, and you don’t have to get them “perfect.” The goal is practice and self-discovery. You might want a dedicated notebook to jot down reflections or complete exercises. 
	Working with a Therapist (Optional but Recommended): This workbook can be used on its own, but it can also be a valuable companion to therapy. A therapist knowledgeable about trauma, DBT, and/or ACT can provide personalized support, help you navigate particularly difficult material, tailor exercises to your specific situation, and offer guidance when you feel stuck. If you are working with a therapist, consider sharing this workbook with them. If you aren't, and find yourself struggling significantly, seeking professional support is a sign of strength, not weakness. 


Setting Intentions for Your Healing Journey
Before we proceed, take a moment to reflect on why you picked up this workbook. What are you hoping for? What does healing mean to you? Setting an intention isn't about rigid goal-setting; it's more about orienting yourself, connecting with a sense of purpose for undertaking this work.
Maybe your intention is to feel less overwhelmed by emotions. Maybe it's to build healthier relationships. Maybe it's to reconnect with a sense of self-worth or purpose. Maybe it's simply to understand yourself better.
There are no right or wrong intentions. Just take a few quiet moments. Ask yourself: "What is my deepest hope for this journey?" or "What small step toward healing am I willing to explore?"
Let this intention be a gentle guide, something you can return to when the work feels challenging. It can serve as a reminder of what matters to you and why you're choosing to engage in this process.
Exercise: Personalizing Your Workbook Goals
This first exercise builds on setting intentions. It’s about making the goals of this workbook more concrete and personal to your life and your struggles. This helps tailor the process and track your progress in areas that matter most to you.
Instructions:
Read through the main areas covered in this workbook (based on the overview and the C-PTSD symptoms discussed). Consider which areas feel most relevant or challenging for you right now. Then, in a notebook or journal, respond to the following prompts. Be honest and gentle with yourself.
	Emotional Regulation: 
	On a scale of 1 (not difficult) to 10 (extremely difficult), how hard is it for you to manage intense emotions (like anger, sadness, fear, shame)? 
	Describe one specific situation where emotional dysregulation causes problems in your life. 
	What is one small change you hope to see in how you handle emotions by working through this book? (e.g., "React less intensely during disagreements," "Feel less overwhelmed by sadness," "Recognize my anger sooner.") 


	Self-Perception: 
	On a scale of 1 (not difficult) to 10 (extremely difficult), how much do you struggle with negative self-talk, shame, or feelings of worthlessness? 
	What is one common critical thought you have about yourself? 
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