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Managing Triggers and 
Flashbacks 

 

Many individuals seek help after experiencing sexual trauma because they are 

constantly faced with reminders of the event, such as flashbacks and 

nightmares.  

These intrusive memories can be overwhelming, often leading to anxiety, sleep 

disturbances, and a sense of losing control. Some may feel as though they are losing their 

grip on reality, while others struggle to understand why the experience is affecting them 

so deeply. 

Flashbacks are the sudden and vivid reliving of traumatic memories. During a flashback, 

you may experience the same thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations of the 

traumatic event as though it is happening in the present, rather than in the past. 

Triggers are anything that our mind associates with a trauma, causing us to react as if the 

trauma is occurring in the moment. Triggers can be words, symbols, situations, sounds, 

smells, colours, or even objects, anything that brings the experience into the present. 

For many survivors, one of the most challenging aspects is when ordinary, everyday 

experiences or sensations unintentionally trigger flashbacks. This can be frightening, 

confusing, and overwhelming. Understanding and becoming familiar with our own triggers 

takes time, patience, and self-compassion. 

Triggers activate the brain’s warning system, causing it to react whenever it 

senses a potential threat or reminder of past trauma. 

You might experience  

• vivid memories of the assault or the perpetrator 

• Automatic thoughts such as, “It’s not safe here” or “I can’t trust anyone” 

• not having clear memories or thoughts, but instead feeling overwhelmed, 

frightened, angry, or ashamed 

• Physical responses like sweating, shaking, or a rapid heartbeat are also common 

Triggers don’t always cause flashbacks, but they can activate the brain’s alarm system, 

especially in people who have experienced trauma. When the brain senses a possible 

threat, even if it isn’t actually dangerous, it can shift into survival mode. This response 

prepares the body to fight, flee, or freeze, just as it would during a real emergency.  

In some cases, this reaction can lead to a flashback, where the person feels as if the 

traumatic event is happening all over again, even though they are safe in the present. It 

is also important to understand that survivors may not always recognise when they have 

been triggered, or realise they are experiencing a flashback until afterward. 
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Experiencing flashbacks can be overwhelming, as they often bring a flood of 

intense emotions that feel just as real and powerful as they did during or 

immediately after the traumatic event. 

These emotional waves might include: 

• Fear – A sudden, intense sense of danger, as if the threat is happening all over 

again. 

• Helplessness – Feeling powerless and unable to protect yourself or others, just 

like in the original moment. 

• Grief – A deep, aching sorrow that resurfaces, mourning what was lost or taken. 

• Loneliness – An isolating sense that no one can truly understand what you’re 

feeling or going through. 

• Pain – Emotional or even physical pain that can feel as sharp and real as it did 

back then. 

• Despair – A hopelessness that can weigh you down, making it feel like escape or 

relief isn’t possible. 

Five Key Coping Strategies for Managing and Reducing Triggers and Flashbacks: 

1. Understand Your Triggers – By identifying and becoming aware of the situations, 

environments, or stimuli that provoke flashbacks, you can reduce your exposure to 

them and feel better equipped if you do encounter them. 

2. Recognise Early Warning Signs – Pay attention to the thoughts and emotions 

you experience just before a flashback. Early recognition allows you to take 

proactive steps to manage the response before it escalates. 

3. Practice Grounding Techniques – Engage in grounding exercises that help you 

reconnect with the present moment through your five senses. These techniques can 

help break the cycle of flashbacks and anchor you in the here and now. 

4. Cultivate Self-Compassion – Be kind to yourself, especially during challenging 

moments. Engage in activities that nurture or soothe you, acknowledging that 

healing is a process and self-care is essential. 

5. Seek Support – Reach out to a trusted individual for support, whether by talking 

through your experience after a trigger or having someone accompany you to 

situations that you know might be triggering. Having a support system can provide 

safety and reassurance. 
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Some grounding exercises you can try in moments of distress are: 

1. 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique 

This exercise uses your five senses to reconnect you with the present moment: 

• 5 things you can see 

• 4 things you can touch 

• 3 things you can hear 

• 2 things you can smell 

• 1 thing you can taste 

 

By focusing on your senses, you shift your attention away from distressing thoughts or 

memories and bring yourself back to the here and now. 

 

2. Breathing Exercises 

Deep, mindful breathing can help calm the nervous system and reduce stress: 

• Inhale slowly through your nose for 4 counts. 

• Hold for 4 counts. 

• Exhale slowly through your mouth for 4 counts. 

 

Repeat for several cycles, focusing solely on your breath. This exercise helps to slow 

your heart rate and redirect your focus. 

 

3. Body Scan 

A body scan can help you connect to your physical sensations and ground you: 

• Start by focusing on your breath. 

• Slowly scan your body from head to toe, paying attention to any sensations, 

tightness, or discomfort. 

• As you focus on each area, consciously release tension and relax. 

This helps you reconnect with your body and can reduce the intensity of flashbacks. 
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4. Physical Grounding 

Engage with your environment in a physical way to bring yourself back to the present: 

• Hold onto a sturdy object (like a chair or table) and focus on its texture, 

temperature, and weight. 

• Alternatively, press your feet firmly into the ground or take a walk, feeling each 

step as it connects with the earth. 

This helps you feel anchored and secure. 

 

5. Mantra or Affirmation 

Repeating a mantra or affirmation can help interrupt negative or distressing thoughts: 

• Choose a positive statement such as, "I am safe," "This moment will pass," or "I 

am in control." 

• Repeat the mantra aloud or silently to yourself, focusing on the words and their 

meaning. 

 

This exercise can bring a sense of calm and reassure you that you are safe in the 

present. 

 

Effectively managing triggers and flashbacks involves building awareness, developing 

practical coping strategies and accessing support. While these experiences can be 

distressing, they are a common response to trauma and there are tools that can help. 

Identifying triggers, using grounding techniques and seeking connection can support a 

sense of safety and control. It is important to approach yourself with patience and 

compassion throughout the process. 
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Sexual Violence Specialist Support in the Northern Territory 

 

Ruby Gaea Darwin Centre Against Sexual Violence     Phone (08) 8945 0155 

Free, confidential, community-based counselling in Darwin & Palmerston for victim/survivors and families.  
 

Sexual Assault Referral Centres NT 

 

Darwin         Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Katherine         Phone (08) 8973 8524 

Alice Springs         Phone (08) 8955 4500 

Tennant Creek        Phone (08) 8962 4361 

 
Free, confidential counselling / medical support for recent incidents of sexual assault 

Darwin and Alice Springs phone lines available 24/7 

_______________________________________________________________ 

24/7 Phone Help Lines: 

Northern Territory 

Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC)     Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Northern Territory Police       Phone 131 444 

Australia-Wide 

1800 RESPECT*         Phone 1800 737 732 

13 YARN (Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander People Crisis Support)  Phone 139 276 

Lifeline Crisis Support Service*      Phone 131 114  

Kids Helpline (5 to 25 years) *      Phone 1800 551 800 

Men’s Line         Phone 1300 789 978 
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Other Support Options: 

Blue Knot* (adult survivors childhood trauma & families) 9am-5pm Phone 1300 657 380 

Qlife* (LGBTIQ+ peer support) 3pm to 12am    Phone 1800 184 527 

* Services also provide webchat options 

Women’s Legal Services in the NT 

Top End Women's Legal Service (TEWLS)    Phone (08) 8982 3000 

Domestic Violence Legal Service (DVLS)    Phone (08) 8999 7977 

Katherine Women’s Information and Legal Service (KWILS) Phone (08) 8972 1712 

Central Australian Women’s Legal Service (CAWLS)   Phone (08) 8952 4055 

 


