The Body Keeps The Score

the body keeps the score: Understanding How Trauma Impacts the Mind and Body Trauma is an
experience that can profoundly affect an individual’s mental, emotional, and physical well-being. The
phrase the body keeps the score encapsulates a groundbreaking concept in trauma psychology: that
unresolved trauma is not just stored in the mind but also embedded within the body. This idea has
revolutionized approaches to healing and therapy, emphasizing the importance of addressing both
psychological and physiological aspects of trauma. In this article, we will explore the core principles behind
the body keeps the score, how trauma manifests physically, and the most effective methods for healing
that integrate mind and body.

What Does 'The Body Keeps the Score' Mean?

The phrase originated from Dr. Bessel van der Kolk’s influential book, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain,
Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma. Van der Kolk, a leading researcher in trauma therapy, argues
that traumatic memories are stored not only in our conscious mind but also in our physical tissues,
nervous system, and even our cellular memory.

Trauma as a Somatic Experience

1. Beyond the mind: Trauma is often thought of as a psychological issue, but it also manifests physically
through symptoms like chronic pain, muscle tension, and altered brain chemistry.

2. Physiological imprint: The body records traumatic events in the form of biological changes, which can
persist long after the event has ended.

3. Somatic memory: Physical sensations, postures, and muscle memories can evoke traumatic memories
or emotional responses, even years later.

The Science Behind the Concept

1. Nervous system dysregulation: Trauma can dysregulate the autonomic nervous system, leading to
hyperarousal or dissociation.

2. Brain-body connection: Neuroimaging shows that traumatic experiences can alter brain regions
responsible for emotion regulation, memory, and perception.

3. Cellular memory: Emerging research suggests trauma may influence gene expression and cellular
function, embedding trauma within the body's biology.

Manifestations of Trauma in the Body

Understanding how trauma manifests physically is crucial for effective healing. The body often signals
unresolved trauma through various symptoms and conditions.
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Physical Symptoms of Trauma

1. Chronic pain: Headaches, back pain, fiboromyalgia, and other persistent pain conditions often have
roots in trauma.

2. Muscle tension and stiffness: The body may hold onto stress through increased muscle tension,
leading to discomfort and restricted movement.

3. Somatic sensations: Feelings of numbness, tingling, or pressure can be linked to trauma-related
stored energy or emotional suppression.

4. Autonomic nervous system imbalance: Symptoms such as rapid heartbeat, hypervigilance, or
dissociation are common in trauma survivors.

5. Postural patterns: Trauma can influence body posture, often resulting in defensive or closed-off
postures like hunched shoulders or a guarded stance.

Psychosomatic Conditions Linked to Trauma

Gastrointestinal issues such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS)

Sleep disturbances including insomnia or night terrors
Cardiovascular problems like hypertension

Autoimmune disorders where the immune system reacts abnormally

i A S

Healing the Body and Mind: Approaches Inspired by ‘The
Body Keeps the Score'’

Recognizing that trauma resides within the body has led to innovative therapeutic approaches that
integrate physical and psychological healing modalities.

Trauma-Informed Therapy Techniques

1. Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDRY): This therapy uses bilateral stimulation
to help process traumatic memories stored in the brain and body.

2. Somatic Experiencing: Developed by Peter Levine, this approach emphasizes tracking bodily
sensations to release trauma energy and restore regulation.

3. Sensorimotor Psychotherapy: Combines talk therapy with body awareness techniques to process
trauma at a somatic level.

Physical Practices That Promote Healing

1. Mindfulness and Meditation: These practices help increase body awareness, reduce hyperarousal,
and promote emotional regulation.

2. Yoga: Specific yoga poses and breathing exercises can release stored tension and foster a sense of
safety within the body.

3. Dance and Movement Therapy: Movement-based therapies allow expression and release of trauma
through bodily motion.

4. Breathwork: Techniques focused on controlled breathing can calm the nervous system and release



emotional blockages.

Integrating the Body into Trauma Recovery

Healing from trauma often requires an integrative approach that combines talk therapy with somatic work.
Recognizing the body’s role in storing trauma underscores the importance of therapies that address
physical sensations and bodily memories. This holistic approach can lead to more lasting recovery and
resilience.

Practical Steps to Address Trauma Stored in the Body

If you are seeking to heal trauma that resides within your body, consider the following steps:

Self-Awareness and Body Scan

1. Practice daily body scans to notice areas of tension, discomfort, or numbness.
2. Use mindfulness to observe sensations without judgment, fostering a sense of safety and curiosity.

Engage in Gentle Movement

1. Incorporate gentle yoga or stretching routines tailored to your comfort level.
2. Participate in movement therapies like dance or tai chi to reconnect with your body in a positive way.

Seek Professional Support

1. Find trauma-informed therapists trained in somatic techniques.
2. Join support groups where sharing experiences can reduce feelings of isolation.

Practice Breath and Relaxation Techniques

1. Utilize diaphragmatic breathing to activate the parasympathetic nervous system.
2. Engage in progressive muscle relaxation to release stored muscle tension.

The Importance of Patience and Compassion in Healing
Healing trauma stored within the body is a gradual process that requires patience, compassion, and
consistent effort. The interconnectedness of mind and body means that progress may be non-linear, with

setbacks along the way. It's essential to approach this journey with kindness toward oneself and an
understanding that recovery is possible through integrated therapeutic practices.

Conclusion: Embracing a Holistic View of Trauma
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Recovery

The phrase the body keeps the score serves as a vital reminder that trauma is not solely a mental or
emotional experience but one that is deeply embedded in our physical being. Recognizing this
interconnectedness has paved the way for innovative therapies and healing strategies that address both
mind and body. Whether through somatic therapy, mindfulness practices, or mind-body integration
techniques, healing trauma requires an approach that honors the complex ways in which our bodies store
and process difficult experiences. Embracing this holistic perspective empowers individuals to move
beyond trauma, restore regulation to their nervous systems, and reclaim their sense of safety and well-
being.

The Body Keeps the Score: Understanding How Trauma Shapes Our Physical and Mental Health The body
keeps the score. This compelling phrase encapsulates a profound truth about trauma's long-lasting imprint
on our physical and emotional well-being. For decades, mental health professionals have recognized that
traumatic experiences do not simply reside in the realm of memory or emotion; they are etched into the
very fabric of our bodies. From chronic pain and autoimmune disorders to anxiety and depression, the
legacy of trauma manifests in diverse and often unexpected ways. In recent years, a growing body of
research has illuminated how trauma influences physiological processes, leading to innovative approaches
in therapy and healing. This article explores the multifaceted ways in which the body keeps the score,
shedding light on the science, implications, and pathways toward recovery. The Origins of "The Body
Keeps the Score" The phrase "the body keeps the score" gained prominence through the work of Dr.
Bessel van der Kolk, a renowned psychiatrist and trauma researcher. In his groundbreaking book The Body
Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma, published in 2014, van der Kolk
synthesizes decades of clinical experience and scientific research to demonstrate how traumatic memories
are stored not only in the mind but also in the body’s tissues, nervous system, and even cellular
structures. Van der Kolk's work challenged the prevailing notion that trauma is solely a psychological
phenomenon, emphasizing instead a biopsychosocial model. His insights underscore that emotional
trauma can result in tangible, measurable changes in neurobiology, immune function, and physical health.
This paradigm shift has profound implications for how clinicians approach diagnosis and treatment,
advocating for holistic methods that address both mind and body. How Trauma Is Embedded in the Body
Neurobiological Changes Trauma leaves an indelible mark on the brain, particularly in regions responsible
for emotional regulation, memory, and threat detection. The amygdala, which processes fear responses,
becomes hyperactive, while the prefrontal cortex, involved in rational decision-making and impulse
control, may become less active. These changes contribute to hypervigilance, flashbacks, and emotional
dysregulation. Furthermore, trauma affects the hippocampus, which helps contextualize memories. A
diminished hippocampal volume can impair the ability to distinguish between past and present danger,
fueling intrusive memories and dissociation. The Nervous System and the Freeze Response The autonomic
nervous system, which governs involuntary bodily functions, plays a pivotal role in trauma responses. It
comprises two main branches: - Sympathetic nervous system: activates the fight-or-flight response during
danger. - Parasympathetic nervous system: promotes rest and digest. Trauma can dysregulate this
system, causing persistent activation of the sympathetic branch or maladaptive shutdowns of the
parasympathetic response, leading to symptoms such as rapid heartbeat, hyperarousal, or dissociation.
Somatic Memory and Body Sensations Trauma is often stored somatically, meaning that physical
sensations or bodily memories can trigger emotional responses long after the event. People might
experience chronic muscle tension, unexplained aches, or visceral sensations that seem disconnected from



any physical injury but are rooted in traumatic memory. For example, a survivor of abuse might
involuntarily tense their muscles when encountering certain stimuli, or experience a racing heart without
apparent cause. These physical manifestations are not merely psychosomatic; they are direct expressions
of the body's memory store. Cellular and Immune System Impact Emerging research suggests that trauma
can influence cellular functioning and immune responses. Chronic stress associated with trauma elevates
cortisol levels, which, over time, can suppress immune function, increase inflammation, and predispose
individuals to various illnesses, including autoimmune diseases, cardiovascular conditions, and metabolic
disorders. The Interplay Between Mind and Body in Trauma Understanding that trauma resides in both
mind and body offers a more comprehensive perspective on healing. It explains why traditional talk
therapies, while valuable, may not suffice for all individuals. Many trauma survivors find relief only through
approaches that engage the body directly. The Concept of Dissociation Dissociation is a defense
mechanism whereby the mind disconnects from bodily sensations or aspects of consciousness to cope with
overwhelming trauma. While it can provide temporary relief, chronic dissociation can further entrench the
body’s memory of trauma, making recovery more challenging. Traumatic Embodiment Traumatic
embodiment refers to the process by which trauma becomes integrated into bodily awareness. This can
manifest as: - Posture changes - Breathing patterns - Tension or constriction in specific muscle groups -
Disrupted sleep and eating habits Recognizing these signs is crucial for clinicians and survivors alike, as
they offer clues about unprocessed trauma stored deep within the body. Therapeutic Approaches
Addressing the Body's Role in Trauma Given trauma’s deep physiological roots, effective treatment often
requires interventions that incorporate body awareness and regulation. Somatic Therapy and Body-
Centered Approaches These therapies focus on increasing awareness of bodily sensations and learning to
regulate physiological responses. Techniques include: - Somatic Experiencing: Developed by Peter Levine,
this method guides individuals to track bodily sensations and gently release trauma-related energy. -
Sensorimotor Psychotherapy: Combines talk therapy with body awareness exercises to process trauma
stored in the nervous system. - Trauma Release Exercises (TRE): Involve physical movements designed to
activate natural tremors that help release muscular tension. Mindfulness and Breathwork Practicing
mindfulness cultivates present-moment awareness, helping individuals recognize bodily sensations without
judgment. Breathwork techniques can activate the parasympathetic nervous system, promoting relaxation
and emotional regulation. Movement and Expressive Therapies Dance, yoga, tai chi, and other movement-
based therapies facilitate reconnection with bodily awareness and foster a sense of safety and agency.
Pharmacological and Biological Interventions While therapy remains central, some approaches involve
medications that modulate neural activity or immune responses affected by trauma. Research into
neurofeedback and brain stimulation techniques (like TMS) is ongoing, aiming to normalize brain activity
patterns associated with trauma. The Role of Social Support and Environment Trauma’s impact on the
body is exacerbated or alleviated by social and environmental factors. Supportive relationships, safe
environments, and community resources play crucial roles in healing. Creating spaces where survivors feel
physically and emotionally safe can facilitate neurobiological recovery and help recalibrate the body's
stress response. The Path Toward Healing: Integrative and Holistic Strategies Healing from trauma requires
an integrative approach that addresses the complex interplay between mind and body. Key elements
include: - Recognizing and validating bodily sensations as part of the healing process. - Engaging in
therapies that incorporate somatic awareness. - Building a sense of safety through supportive
relationships. - Developing self-regulation skills to manage physiological arousal. - Addressing lifestyle
factors such as sleep, nutrition, and exercise. By acknowledging that "the body keeps the score," survivors
and clinicians can work together to unlock the body's wisdom and facilitate genuine recovery. Conclusion:
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Embracing the Body’s Wisdom The phrase "the body keeps the score" reminds us that trauma is not solely
a psychological event but a physiological one etched into our tissues, nervous systems, and cellular
structures. Understanding this interconnectedness opens new pathways for healing—ones that honor the
resilience of the human body and its capacity to recover when given the right tools and environment. As
science continues to unravel the complexities of trauma’s bodily imprint, it becomes increasingly clear that
healing involves more than talking through memories; it requires a gentle, attentive reconnection with the
body itself. Through somatic therapies, mindfulness, movement, and compassionate support, individuals
can begin to release the stored trauma, restore balance, and reclaim their sense of safety and wholeness.
The journey of healing is ultimately about listening to the body's silent stories and trusting in its innate
capacity to mend. Because, indeed, the body keeps the score—but it also holds the key to healing.

Questions & Answers About the body keeps the score

No Question Answer

1 What is the main premise of 'The The book explores how trauma impacts the body and mind,
Body Keeps the Score'? emphasizing that healing involves addressing both

psychological and physiological effects of traumatic
experiences.

2 How does 'The Body Keeps the It explains that trauma can alter brain structures involved in
Score' suggest trauma affects the memory, emotion regulation, and fear response, often leading
brain? to persistent symptoms if not properly addressed.

3 What therapeutic approaches does | The book discusses therapies such as EMDR, yoga,

Bessel van der Kolk highlight in the | neurofeedback, and somatic experiencing, emphasizing body-
book? centered approaches to healing trauma.

4 Why is understanding the body's Because trauma is stored in the body as well as the mind,
role important in trauma recovery, | understanding the body's role helps facilitate more effective
according to the book? healing through physical and somatic therapies.

5 What are some real-life examples The book includes case studies involving veterans, abuse
of trauma treatment mentioned in | survivors, and others, illustrating how integrative therapies
'"The Body Keeps the Score'? have helped them process trauma and regain well-being.

6 How has 'The Body Keeps the It has popularized the importance of body-based therapies
Score' influenced current trauma and integrative approaches, encouraging clinicians to
therapy practices? incorporate physical techniques alongside traditional talk

therapy.

7 What is the significance of The book emphasizes that the brain remains adaptable
neuroplasticity in the context of through neuroplasticity, allowing for recovery and change
trauma recovery discussed in the through targeted therapies that rewire traumatic memories
book? and responses.

trauma, psychology, mental health, neuroscience, PTSD, emotional regulation, trauma therapy, brain

plasticity, healing, resilience
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