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Part 1: 
What is trauma?  
Trauma in history 
The biology of the nervous system: 
   Orienting reflex 
   Rest & Digest (Parasympathetic)  
   Social Engagement (Parasympathetic) 
   Fight or Flight (Sympathetic) 
   Freeze (Sympathetic plus Rest & Digest) 



Part 2: 
Emotional body map 
Tracking emotional responses: Riding the wave  
CŜŜƭƛƴƎ άǎǘǳŎƪέ ƛƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΚ 
The link between body and mind 
Supporting the body for mind-body healing 
How to be a gentle guide 
Trauma-sensitivity 
How to support someone when emotions arise 
Resources 



The Nervous System 

ÅThe mind/body connection 
ÅDesigned to keep us safe 
ÅAdapts to our circumstances 
ÅTouches many aspects  

of our health 
ÅHas a surprising ability to heal 



ÅTrauma is an experience that is overwhelming 

ÅThe echo of trauma often intrudes on daily life 

ÅNervous system health is measured by ability to handle 
daily life ς ƴƻǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ 

ÅOvercoming challenges builds resiliency, self-trust, hope 

ÅChildren are vulnerable as they grow their emotional 
skills and their experiences of their own resiliency. 

Trauma and Resiliency 



Becoming 
Resilient 



9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ Legacy of Trauma 
ÅGreek gods raped and killed at whim 

ÅChristian creation story: banishment 

ÅJesus taught love and tolerance,  
yet tremendous violence was done in his name 



9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ [ŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀ 
Medieval Era: 500-1500 

ÅThe Crusades targeted Jews, Muslims, pagans 

ÅWitch hunts targeted women, pagans 

ÅTorture was public entertainment 

ÅSecondary trauma was widespread 



Cultural Trauma 
ÅIntergenerational trauma 

ÅModern systems perpetuate trauma,  
even in the absence of outright racism 

ÅExamine whiteness and privilege 

ÅThe Wellness industry has racist/colonial 
elements that must be examined and fixed 

ÅEach person can make a difference 



ά¦ƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŦǊŜŜΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŦǊŜŜΦέ 
φ Emma Lazarus, Jewish-American writer 

 



The Biology of  
The Nervous System 



Orienting: Am I Safe? 
ÅResponding to a noise, a motion, or a hunch 

ÅMovement of head and eyes helps us feel safe 

ÅTrauma can cause ƘȅǇŜǊǾƛƎƛƭŀƴŎŜΧΦ 
or shutdown. 



Defensive Orienting 

ÅSafety vs danger 

ÅThe body automatically responds 

ÅHead/eyes move abruptly in straight lines  

ÅLook both ways before crossing the street 



Exploratory Orienting 

ÅOrienting to pleasure 

ÅGaze is soft and curious 

ÅSmooth head and eye movement 

ÅWhat catches your eye?  
                Texture, color, sunlightΧ 



Nice to meet you! 
ÅNotice how the person orients to the room:  

Defensive or Exploratory? 

ÅWhat is their style of communication? 

ÅWhat is their conversational pace? 

ÅAllow more space and time 

ÅMatching/mirroring 



άwŜǎǘ ϧ 5ƛƎŜǎǘέ 
Parasympathetic Nervous System 



άwŜǎǘ ϧ 5ƛƎŜǎǘέ 
Parasympathetic Nervous System 

ÅSleepy after a meal or during bodywork 

ÅBelly ƴƻƛǎŜǎ όάborborygmusέύ 

ÅDigestion: saliva, enzymes, peristalsis 

ÅLow-energy mode 

ÅComfort and contentment 

Åά5ƻǊǎŀƭέ ǾŀƎǳǎ ƴŜǊǾŜ ς pre-mammalian 



ά¢ŜƴŘ ϧ .ŜŦǊƛŜƴŘέ 



ά¢ŜƴŘ ϧ .ŜŦǊƛŜƴŘέ 
Social Engagement System 

Parasympathetic Nervous System 

ÅCommunication and connection 

ÅPeripheral vision ς άǎƻŦǘ ŦƻŎǳǎέ 

ÅMuscles for face, eyes, ears, voice 

ÅSophisticated heart rate control 

ÅPlay and creativity 

Åά±ŜƴǘǊŀƭέ ǾŀƎǳǎ ƴŜǊǾŜ ς mammals 







Sympathetic Nervous System 
 

άCƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ CƭƛƎƘǘέ 



άCƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ CƭƛƎƘǘέ 
Sympathetic Nervous System 

ÅHeart rate increases  

ÅMuscles tense 

ÅBreathing becomes rapid, shallow 

ÅDigestion stops 

ÅFocal vision 

ÅLong-term: anxiety, panic attacks, insomnia,  

    muscle tension, heart problems, constipation 



 άCǊŜŜȊŜκ{ǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊέ 
Dorsal Vagal & Sympathetic Systems 



 άCǊŜŜȊŜκ{ǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊέ 
Dorsal Vagus & Sympathetic Systems 

Åά²ƛƴŘƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜέ ƛǎ ŜȄŎŜŜŘŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛƎƘ 
sympathetic activation 

ÅάwŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛƎŜǎǘέ ŀŎǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǿŜǘ ōƭŀƴƪŜǘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ 
down the energy level 

ÅWhen ŦǊŜŜȊŜ ƭƛŦǘǎΣ άCƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ CƭƛƎƘǘέ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƴŜŀǘƘ 



 άCǊŜŜȊŜκ{ǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊέ 

ÅOverwhelmed 

ÅParalyzed, helpless, passive 

ÅOpiates released to anesthetize 

ÅLong-term:  
low blood pressure & heart rate, fatigue, 
depression, foggy brain, flat affect, diarrhea,  
immune system dysregulation  





Trauma Changes the Brain 
ÅAmygdala: Assesses risk, alerts us to potential danger. 

ÅHippocampus: Learning, memory. Shrinks with stress. Grows with exercise, healthy fats. 

ÅVentromedial Prefrontal Cortex: Inhibits amygdala, prevents overgeneralization of fear. 
Time-stamps memories. Sense of άǎŜƭŦΦέ {ƘǊƛƴƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ trauma. Mindfulness helps.  

ÅAnterior Cingulate Cortex: Manages complex emotional responses, including to pain 
ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ άǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΦέ wŜƎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴκŦƻŎǳǎΦ !ŘŀǇǘǎ ǘƻ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ 
threat. Movement, meditation help.  

ÅInsula: Monitors and interprets body sensations in terms of emotions. Posterior insula 
handles body sensations while anterior insula is for social emotions. Meditation helps. 

ÅOrbitofrontal Cortex: Manages reward vs. punishment, άŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴέΣ impulses, 
social conditioning. Eye contact and touch in infancy is essential. 



Just kidding. Tune in to your body and notice 
how your nervous system reacted.  



Need a break? 

Need a break?  



Nummenmaa et al., 
2014 PNAS 



Riding the Wave 



ÅTune in to body sensations 
ÅInstead of labeling an emotion,  
 identify the physical sensation and where you feel it  
ÅStay mindful: how does the sensation change? 

Riding the Wave 



Riding the Wave 

ÅBe present with (uncomfortable) sensations 

ÅKnow that your body is readying to protect you 

ÅTrust that sensations will change over time 

ÅMinor irritations are a great way to practice 



Iƻǿ ǘƻ DŜǘ ά¦ƴǎǘǳŎƪέ 
ÅSoften eyes (peripheral vision) 

ÅNotice your surroundings 

ÅBreathe softly, without straining to go deep 

ÅSpine movement with breathing 

ÅJoint movements 

ÅBody awareness 

ÅSocial connection 




