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When Trauma Rewires the Brain

Written by Adam Grimm, ACC | Founder - Pegasus Realm
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The Foundation of Growth is Understanding™
Trained to stay calm, think creatively, and build unshakeable trust under pressure—
now we bring that approach to wellness. Through coaching, neuroscience, and
human-centered tools, we help you and your team adapt and thrive.

Understanding Acquired Neurodivergence

You know that feeling when someone describes autism or ADHD, and you think,
"Wait... that sounds exactly like me"? The hypervigilance. The sensory overload in
crowded spaces. The executive dysfunction that makes simple tasks feel like climbing
Everest. The need for routine that borders on ritualistic...

Here's the twist—you may not have been born this way.

You may have developed these patterns after something happened. Maybe it was
years of chronic stress. Maybe it was betrayal, loss, or abuse. Maybe it was the
accumulation of a thousand small violations that society dismisses as "just life." And
now you're left wondering: Am | neurodivergent? Is this trauma? Or is asking that
guestion missing the entire point?

Welcome to the conversation about acquired neurodivergence—specifically, how
Complex PTSD fundamentally changes your brain in ways that mirror innate
neurodivergence. Buckle up, because this might reframe everything you thought you
knew about trauma and your nervous system.
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Your Brain on Prolonged Trauma
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Here's what the science tells us: trauma literally changes brain structure, creating
neurodivergent patterns that are different from innate conditions but just as real.
When Dr. Bessel van der Kolk titled his landmark book The Body Keeps the Score, he
wasn't being poetic—he was describing how terror and isolation from trauma
physically reshape both brain and body.

Complex PTSD is increasingly recognized as a form of acquired neurodivergence—
neurological differences related to traumatic events rather than primarily genetic
differences like autism or ADHD. The distinction matters less than you'd think,
though, because brain scans show that trauma survivors' brains are structurally
different from those who haven't experienced trauma.

What does this mean practically? Trauma can lead to an overactive amygdala (your
fight-or-flight center), altered connectivity between the amygdala and prefrontal cortex
(your executive function hub), and decreased activity in certain parts of the brain
responsible for decision-making. In other words, your brain adapted to survive an
impossible situation—and those adaptations stuck around.

The overlap with innate neurodivergence is striking. Both share symptoms like
heightened sensory sensitivity, difficulties with emotional regulation, and social
challenges.

Trauma survivors often show high sensitivity and deep emotional responsiveness to
the world—they quite literally experience life in high definition, feeling everything more
intensely.

And here's the kicker: neurodivergent people are more vulnerable to
experiencing trauma because society stigmatizes differences, leading to
increased bullying, isolation, and chronic stress. So some folks carry both

innate and acquired neurodivergence. It's neurodivergence all the way down, friends.
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Improving and Rebuilding

Now for the good news: because acquired neurodivergence from Complex PTSD and innate
neurodivergence share so many sensory and somatic features, many of the same
interventions help both.

Individual Tips:

1. Somatic Experiencing and Body-Based Therapies

Somatic Experiencing (SE) treats trauma by changing the sensory experiences
associated with traumatic memories, focusing on interoception (internal body
sensations) and proprioception (body position awareness) rather than cognitive
processing. Think of it as completing the defensive response your body never got to
finish during the trauma.

Research shows that 15 weeks of SE significantly reduces PTSD symptoms, with
effect sizes comparable to traditional psychotherapy and medication. The beauty? It
works by addressing the body's stress response directly, helping the nervous system
complete interrupted survival responses like fight or flight.

2. Trauma-Informed Yoga and Movement

Trauma-sensitive yoga helps people tolerate body sensations and the emotions they
trigger while supporting nervous system regulation. Studies of women with treatment-
resistant PTSD showed that 10 weeks of trauma-informed yoga reduced symptoms
as effectively as pharmaceuticals and psychotherapy—and 20 weeks produced even
greater improvements.

The mechanism? Movement and posture help you reclaim ownership of your body—
something trauma steals from you.

3. Sensory Integration Techniques

Here's where the neurodivergence overlap gets fascinating. Sensory integration
therapy gradually introduces people to different sensory inputs to expand their
comfort zone—exactly what many autistic and ADHD folks use to manage sensory
processing differences.



For children with autism, sensory integration interventions showed significant
improvements in goal attainment and reductions in autistic mannerisms. For trauma
survivors? The same principles apply because somatic sensory processing disruption
is central to trauma-related disorders.

Practical tools include:
» Weighted blankets or vests for proprioceptive input

Noise-canceling headphones for auditory overwhelm

Fidget tools for self-regulation

Controlled breathing exercises to reset the vagus nerve

Temperature-based grounding (ice cube in hand, warm shower)

4. Expressive Arts Therapies

Non-verbal therapies like art, music, and dance tap into implicit embodied
experiences of trauma that defy logical expression, helping rebuild sensory-motor
feedback loops and restore a sense of agency. Translation: sometimes you need to
paint, drum, or move instead of talk.

Team Tips:

1. Create Sensory-Safe Environments

Whether you're supporting someone with autism, ADHD, or Complex PTSD, the same
environmental modifications help: reducing fluorescent lighting, providing quiet
spaces, allowing flexible work arrangements, and validating sensory needs.

Stop treating sensory accommodations as "special treatment.” They're accessibility
measures, period.

2. Normalize Nervous System Regulation
Build in organizational practices that support everyone's nervous system:
 Movement breaks during long meetings
« Walking meetings for one-on-ones
» Flexible start times to accommodate different arousal patterns
e Clear communication to reduce uncertainty (a major trigger for both
neurodivergence and trauma)

3. Trauma-Informed Leadership



Complex PTSD develops when people feel unsafe over sustained periods—when
needs go unmet, concerns are ignored, and identities remain unexpressed. Sound
familiar? That's most workplaces.

Leaders: ask yourself whether your team members feel safe to:
» Make mistakes without shame

Request accommodations without justification

Set boundaries without retribution

Express their authentic selves

If the answer is no, you're creating conditions for acquired neurodivergence.

4. Recognize Response vs. Reaction

A response is measured and comes from the self; a reaction is not measured and
hijacks the person. When team members seem to overreact, pause. Their nervous
system might be completing a defensive response from years ago.

The appropriate response isn't discipline—it's curiosity and support.

& Final Thought:

Trauma disorders like Complex PTSD are acquired neurodivergences that deserve
the same respect, accommodation, and affirmation as innate neurodivergence. The
real work isn't fixing people—it's understanding that brains adapt to survive, and
those adaptations are valid even when they're inconvenient.

Whether your neurodivergence came through genetics or experience, you're not
broken. You're adapted. And with the right somatic and sensory support, you can
reclaim safety in your own body and help others do the same.

P.S. I'm currently training in neurofeedback techniques and will be offering support services
soon. If you're interested in exploring how this technology might benefit you or your team, feel
free to reach out — I'm building a waiting list for interested folks. No pressure, just
possibilities.



Free Wellness Assessment!

Want to see where your personal
wellness stands—without the
overwhelm? We created a free
Pinnacle Wellness Assessment to help
you identify strengths, spot burnout
early, and make aligned adjustments.

Built for busy professionals

» Takes less than 15 minutes

~/ Gives clear, strengths-based
insights

InkWell™
For the Thinkers and the Forgetters.

Transform thoughts - insights —
action with our science-backed digital
journaling and manifesting app.

Get Al-powered support from "Sophy",
connect with verified coaches, or bring
your own trusted professional for
growth that creates real change.

/ Simple intuitive interface
Support at everystep
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~ Learns your habits and give insight

Know someone who may benefit from this? Click the link below!

Click to share with anyone who may find this helpful.

Want to explore habit-building in depth or learn about CBT-powered coaching

strategies?
Click on Pegasus Realm for organizations, or coaching for yourself.

Pegasus Realm Coaching
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