WHEN TRAUMA SHOWS UP IN
THE RELATIONSHIP
UNDERSTANDING CONFLICT,
WITHDRAWAL, TRIGGERS,
AND EMOTIONAL DISTANCE

Introduction
Many partners begin asking the same question:

"Why does our relationship feel so difficult when we
love each other?"

The answer is often complicated.
Childhood sexual abuse does not simply affect the
survivor.
¢ |t affects the way he experiences relationships.
e |t affects how he handles conflict.
e How he trusts.
e How he communicates.
e How he receives love.

How he responds to stress.

The result is that many couples find themselves stuck
in patterns neither person fully understands.

The good news is that understanding the pattern is
often the first step toward changing it.

The Argument Is Rarely About The Argument
One of the most confusing experiences for partners is
watching a small disagreement become something
much bigger.

¢ You mention feeling hurt.

e He becomes defensive.

¢ You ask a question.

e He shuts down.

e You seek connection.

e He withdraws.
Suddenly the conversation isn't about the original
issue anymore. This often happens because trauma
activates old survival responses.

To those who love a male survivor

The present situation begins feeling like something
much older. The nervous system reacts before the
rational mind can catch up.

Why He Shuts Down
Many survivors learned early in life that emotions were
dangerous.
Expressing fear may have been ignored.
Expressing anger may have brought punishment.
Expressing pain may have brought more harm.
As adults, some survivors automatically move into
shutdown when emotions become overwhelming.
This can look like:

e Silence

 Emotional distance

¢ Avoiding eye contact

e |Leaving the room

e Becoming numb

e Saying "I'm fine" when clearly not fine

To a partner, this often feels like rejection.
To the survivor, it often feels like survival.

Why He May Become Defensive

Defensiveness is often misunderstood.

Many partners assume:

"He's not listening."

In reality, he may feel attacked even when no attack is
occurring. Survivors often carry deep shame.



When shame becomes activated, even gentle
feedback can feel like proof that:

e I'm failing.

e |I'm broken.

* |I'm disappointing people.

e I'm not enough.

Defensiveness is often an attempt to escape shame.

The Pursue-Withdraw Cycle
Many survivor relationships fall into a common
pattern.
Partner
e Moves closer.
e Asks questions.
e Wants connection.
* Wants resolution.

Survivor

e Feels overwhelmed.
e Withdraws.

e Avoids.

e Shuts down.

e Needs space

Partner
e Feels abandoned.
e Pushes harder.
e Asks more questions.
e Seeks reassurance.

Survivor
* Withdraws even further.
e The cycle repeats.
Neither person is trying to hurt the other.
Both are attempting to feel safe.
They're simply moving in opposite directions.

Understanding Triggers

A trigger is not weakness.

A trigger is a reminder.

Something in the present reminds the nervous system
of something painful from the past.

Triggers can include:
e Feeling criticized
* Feeling trapped
e Feeling controlled
e Feeling ignored
» Feeling powerless
e Feeling rejected

Sometimes the trigger makes sense.

Sometimes neither person understands why a strong
reaction occurred.

That is normal.

The nervous system often remembers things the
conscious mind has forgotten.

Why Emotional Intimacy Can Feel Difficult
Many survivors desperately want connection.
Yet connection can also feel threatening.

Why?
Because true intimacy requires vulnerability.
Vulnerability means:

e Being seen

e Being known

* Being dependent on another person

e Risking rejection

For someone whose trust was violated early in life,
vulnerability can feel dangerous.
Even when the relationship itself is safe.



WHAT HELPS

What Helps During Conflict
Slow Down
Trauma and urgency rarely work well together.

Stay Curious

Ask:

"What is happening right now?"
Instead of:

"What's wrong with you?"

Focus On Safety
People communicate better when they feel safe.

Not when they feel trapped.

Take Breaks When Needed

Sometimes regulation must come before resolution.

Return To The Conversation

A break is healthy.

Avoidance is not.

Healthy couples learn to come back.

What Doesn't Help

« Shaming

« Threatening

» Diagnosing

« Mind reading

» Keeping score

« Demanding immediate vulnerability

These responses usually increase fear and withdrawal.

The Goal Is Not Perfection

Every relationship experiences conflict.

Every survivor has difficult moments.

Every partner gets frustrated.

The goal is not perfection.

The goal is learning how to navigate challenges
without becoming trapped inside them.

Over time, understanding replaces confusion.
Compassion replaces blame.

Connection becomes easier.

A Final Thought

Many of the struggles you experience in your
relationship are not signs that the relationship is
broken.They are often signs that trauma is still
influencing how safety, trust, and connection are
experienced.When both partners begin understanding
the pattern, the pattern begins losing its power.And
that is often where healing starts.
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