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Having answered these questions in your journal, start a 
diary to monitor your flashbacks. The more thoroughly you 
understand them, the more likely it is for you to learn to 
control them.

Understanding flashbacks

Every flashback has three stages4. The first is the trigger 
stage. This tells you what started it in the first place. Triggers 
are different for each person and therefore it is important 
that you try and work out what the special triggers might 
be for you. (This could also be useful for controlling your 
intrusive memories, as these also are caused by triggers.) 
Triggers can be thoughts, feelings in your body, images, 
sounds, smells, something someone does or says, tastes, spe-
cial events, currently stressful situations, financial or medical 
problems, and many more. Make a list of what you believe 
to be your most common triggers below.

EXERCISE 12: IDENTIFYING COMMON 
FLASHBACk TRIGGERS

I have identified the following, most common trig-
gers for my flashbacks:
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The second stage consists of the ‘surfacing of memories’ 
during the flashback. These are the upsetting memories that 
make you feel as if you are reliving aspects of the trauma. 
They can seem so real and their images can be so sharp and 
acute, that you may feel that you are right back in the actual 
trauma. You may literally feel as if you are ‘taken over’ by 
these memories and that you stop all other activities while 
you are experiencing the flashback. Traumatic memories 
take the form of visual images but can be accompanied by 
sounds, smells, tastes and other physical sensations. You may 
even engage in behavioural actions that are related to the 
flashback, such as diving to the floor or hitting out, even 
though there is no actual danger now. Flashbacks usually last 
between a few seconds and a few minutes, but when they are 
severe they can last much longer, sometimes several hours.

The third stage is the ‘aftermath’ of the flashback. At this 
stage the person will often still feel very strong physical sen-
sations. Some people find that their breathing rate increases, 
others notice that they are feeling cold and shivery or very 
hot or that their heartbeat is rapid. Often people can have 
very strong emotional responses to the flashback itself, 
getting very angry, for example, or feeling very sad and 
distressed. The feelings can be disorientating: if you have 




