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Overview
The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma by Bessel van der Kolk
is a seminal work exploring the profound and lasting impact of psychological trauma on the
human brain, mind, and body. Drawing on decades of clinical experience and cutting-edge
research in neuroscience, developmental psychology, and attachment theory, van der Kolk
argues that trauma is not merely a psychological event but a physiological one, fundamentally
altering how individuals perceive themselves, relate to others, and experience the world. He
demonstrates how traumatic experiences, especially those occurring in childhood, can disrupt
neural pathways, impair emotional regulation, and manifest as a wide range of physical and
mental health issues, from anxiety and depression to chronic pain and autoimmune disorders.

The book challenges traditional talk therapy approaches, which often prove insufficient for
processing deeply embedded traumatic memories that are stored in non-verbal, somatic forms.
Van der Kolk advocates for a paradigm shift in trauma treatment, emphasizing the need for
therapies that engage the body and sensory systems directly. He meticulously reviews and
champions a variety of innovative therapeutic modalities, including Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), Internal Family Systems (IFS), neurofeedback, yoga,
and theater, all of which aim to help individuals regain a sense of safety, re-establish connection
with their bodies, and integrate fragmented traumatic memories. Ultimately, the book offers a
hopeful vision for healing, asserting that while trauma leaves deep scars, the human capacity for
resilience and recovery is immense when supported by informed and holistic interventions.

Key Takeaways
• Trauma is stored not just in the mind but also in the body, manifesting as physical
symptoms, altered physiological responses, and persistent discomfort.

• Traditional talk therapy alone is often insufficient for healing deep-seated trauma, as
traumatic memories are frequently non-verbal and stored somatically.

• Engaging the body through practices like yoga, neurofeedback, EMDR, and sensorimotor
psychotherapy is crucial for processing and integrating traumatic experiences.

• Safety and connection, both internally and with others, are fundamental prerequisites for
healing trauma and restoring a sense of agency.

• Trauma profoundly impacts brain development and function, affecting emotional
regulation, memory processing, and the ability to feel present and secure.
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• Understanding the neurobiology of trauma helps destigmatize symptoms and fosters more
effective, compassionate, and integrated treatment approaches.

• Reclaiming a sense of self-awareness, present-moment experience, and control over one's
body is vital for survivors to move beyond the grip of past trauma.

Chapter Summaries
Part One: The Roots of Trauma

This section traces the historical understanding of psychological trauma, highlighting how it was
often dismissed or misdiagnosed, from early Freudian theories to the Vietnam War era. Van der
Kolk introduces the core premise that trauma is not merely a psychological event but profoundly
impacts the body and brain, leading to physiological changes. He discusses how traditional talk
therapy often fails because trauma memories are stored in non-verbal, sensory forms. The
author emphasizes the pioneering work of figures who began to recognize the somatic nature of
trauma, laying the groundwork for a more integrated approach to treatment that acknowledges
the body's role in storing and expressing traumatic experiences, and the limitations of solely
cognitive interventions.

Part Two: This Is Your Brain on Trauma

Part Two delves into the neurobiology of trauma, explaining how traumatic experiences alter
brain function. Van der Kolk details the roles of key brain regions like the amygdala (alarm
system), prefrontal cortex (executive function), hippocampus (memory), and insula (body
awareness). He explains how trauma can lead to a persistent state of hyperarousal or
hypoarousal, disrupting the brain's capacity for self-regulation, emotional processing, and the
integration of memory. Concepts such as implicit versus explicit memory, the fight/flight/freeze
response, and the impact on the brain's default mode network are discussed, illustrating how
trauma fundamentally changes how individuals perceive themselves, others, and the world,
often leading to a fragmented sense of self and chronic dysregulation.

Part Three: The Ways Back to Self

This part explores various therapeutic modalities that help individuals recover from trauma by
addressing its impact on the body and brain. Van der Kolk discusses the efficacy of 'bottom-up'
approaches that work with sensory and somatic experiences, contrasting them with 'top-down'
cognitive therapies. He provides detailed insights into treatments like Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), Sensorimotor Psychotherapy (developed by Pat
Ogden), and Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy. The section highlights how these methods
help trauma survivors process distressing memories, integrate fragmented parts of the self, and
restore a sense of safety and coherence within their bodies, moving beyond mere symptom
management to genuine healing and integration.

Part Four: Childhood Trauma: The Costs of Abuse and Neglect
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Focusing on developmental trauma, this section examines the profound and lasting impact of
childhood abuse and neglect. Van der Kolk discusses how early traumatic experiences disrupt
the developing brain, attachment systems, and the formation of a stable sense of self. He
explores the concept of Complex PTSD (C-PTSD), distinguishing it from single-incident trauma,
and details its manifestations, including difficulties with emotional regulation, identity
disturbance, relationship problems, and chronic feelings of shame and hopelessness. The author
also references the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study, underscoring the widespread
public health implications of early trauma and its correlation with numerous physical and mental
health issues in adulthood.

Part Five: Paths to Recovery

The final part presents a diverse array of innovative and holistic approaches to trauma recovery,
emphasizing the importance of restoring connection, self-regulation, and agency. Van der Kolk
explores the therapeutic benefits of practices such as yoga, mindfulness, neurofeedback,
theater, and rhythmic movement. He highlights how these interventions help individuals regain
a sense of mastery over their bodies, regulate their nervous systems, and reconnect with their
internal experiences and external world. The section underscores the brain's plasticity and
capacity for healing, advocating for a comprehensive, individualized approach to treatment that
empowers survivors to reclaim their lives, find meaning, and cultivate resilience through
embodied experiences and community engagement.

Themes
• Trauma's embodied impact

• Neurobiology of trauma

• Holistic healing approaches

• Importance of safety

• Reclaiming self-agency

• Interpersonal connection

Frequently Asked Questions
What is the body keeps the score about?

It explores how psychological trauma profoundly affects the brain, mind, and body. It details
how traumatic experiences are stored not just as memories but as physical sensations and
altered physiological responses, advocating for body-centered therapies to achieve healing and
integration.

Is the body keeps the score worth reading?
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Yes, it is widely considered a groundbreaking and essential book for anyone interested in
trauma, mental health, or human resilience. It offers a comprehensive, compassionate, and
scientifically informed understanding of trauma and its treatment, challenging conventional
approaches.

How does the body keeps the score end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by emphasizing hope and the human capacity for healing. It
advocates for a societal shift towards trauma-informed care, highlighting the importance of
connection, community, and diverse therapeutic approaches that integrate mind, brain, and
body for lasting recovery and well-being.

Who should read the body keeps the score?

Mental health professionals, trauma survivors, their families, educators, policymakers, and
anyone seeking a deeper understanding of how trauma impacts individuals and society. It's
particularly valuable for those interested in the neuroscience of trauma and innovative treatment
modalities.

How long does it take to read the body keeps the score?

The book is approximately 464 pages long. At an average reading speed of 250 words per
minute, it would take roughly 9-10 hours (around 560 minutes) to read the entire book from start
to finish.

Best Quotes
“Trauma is not just an event that took place sometime in the past; it is also the imprint left
by that experience on mind, brain, and body.”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This foundational quote explains that trauma is not merely a memory, but a physiological and
neurological alteration. It highlights the book's core premise that trauma profoundly impacts our
entire being, shaping how we perceive the world and react to it, beyond conscious recall.

“The body keeps the score.”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This phrase, which became the book's title, encapsulates the idea that traumatic experiences are
stored not just in the mind, but deeply within the physiological systems of the body. It suggests
that unresolved trauma manifests as physical symptoms, sensations, and automatic reactions,
even when the conscious mind has forgotten the event.
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“Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most important aspect of
successful treatment.”

Chapter 18: Restoring Community

This quote emphasizes the crucial role of secure attachment and relational safety in healing from
trauma. Van der Kolk argues that trauma often stems from relational breaches, and recovery
requires re-establishing trust and connection with others, allowing the nervous system to calm
and integrate past experiences.

“Traumatized people chronically feel unsafe inside their bodies: The past is alive in the
form of gnawing interior discomfort.”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This line vividly describes the somatic experience of trauma survivors. It explains that the body,
having been a site of terror or helplessness, continues to signal danger, leading to persistent
physical unease, anxiety, and hypervigilance, even in safe environments. This underscores the
need for body-based therapies.

“Trauma robs you of the feeling that you are in charge of yourself, your body, or your
future.”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This quote highlights the profound loss of agency and control experienced by trauma survivors.
It explains how traumatic events can shatter a person's sense of self-efficacy, leaving them
feeling helpless and disconnected from their own physical sensations and life path, often leading
to re-enactment or avoidance.

“For real change to take place, the body needs to learn that the danger has passed and to
live in the reality of the present.”

Chapter 15: Learning to Inhabit Your Body

This crucial insight explains that cognitive understanding alone is insufficient for trauma
recovery. Healing requires the nervous system to update its threat assessment, allowing the
body to relax its defensive postures and fully inhabit the safety of the present moment, often
through somatic and experiential therapies.

“Neuroscience has taught us that as long as you are not aware of what is going on inside
your body, you cannot change it.”

Chapter 15: Learning to Inhabit Your Body
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This quote underscores the importance of interoception and body awareness in trauma healing.
It suggests that unconscious physiological responses drive many trauma symptoms, and gaining
conscious access to these internal states is the first step toward regulating them and fostering
genuine, lasting change.

“The brain is a social organ, and our capacity for self-regulation is deeply intertwined with
our relationships.”

Chapter 18: Restoring Community

This emphasizes the interconnectedness of brain function, emotional regulation, and social
interaction. It suggests that humans are wired for connection, and secure relationships provide
the scaffolding for developing self-regulation skills, which are often compromised by trauma,
making relational healing essential.

“Trauma is a fact of life. It does not, however, have to be a life sentence.”

Epilogue

This powerful and hopeful statement acknowledges the pervasive nature of trauma while
offering a message of resilience. It assures readers that while traumatic experiences can be
devastating, they do not have to define a person's entire existence, emphasizing the potential for
healing and recovery.

“The fundamental task of therapy is to help people become fully alive in the present.”

Chapter 15: Learning to Inhabit Your Body

This quote defines the ultimate goal of trauma therapy as more than just symptom reduction. It
aims to help individuals move beyond the grip of past trauma, enabling them to engage fully
with their current experiences, emotions, and relationships, fostering a sense of vitality and
presence.

“The essence of trauma is that it is overwhelming, unmanageable, and leaves us feeling
helpless.”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This describes the core subjective experience of trauma. It highlights that trauma isn't just about
the event itself, but the profound sense of powerlessness and the inability to cope that
accompanies it, leading to lasting psychological and physiological impacts.

“The greatest challenge in healing trauma is to restore the capacity for self-regulation and
connection.”

Chapter 18: Restoring Community
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This quote identifies the dual core objectives of trauma recovery. Trauma disrupts both an
individual's ability to manage their internal states (self-regulation) and their capacity for healthy
relationships (connection), making these two areas paramount for successful therapeutic
intervention.

“The brain's capacity for self-regulation is severely compromised by trauma.”

Chapter 3: Looking into the Brain

This highlights a key neurobiological consequence of trauma. It explains how traumatic
experiences impair the brain's ability to manage stress responses, emotions, and impulses,
leading to dysregulation and difficulty maintaining emotional balance in daily life.

“The body keeps the score: If the memory of trauma is encoded in the viscera, in the
wordless dialogue of the limbic system, then how can we ever hope to talk our way out of
it?”

Chapter 1: The Rediscovery of Trauma

This extended quote elaborates on the book's title, explaining why the body 'keeps the score.' It
argues that since trauma is stored as non-verbal, physiological imprints, purely cognitive or 'talk'
therapies are often insufficient. It highlights the need for somatic and experiential approaches to
access and process these deeper, bodily memories.

Questions & Answers
What is the central argument of "The Body Keeps the Score"?

The central argument is that trauma is not merely a psychological event but profoundly impacts
the brain, mind, and body, leaving physical imprints. Van der Kolk asserts that traditional talk
therapy often falls short because trauma is stored in non-verbal, subcortical brain regions. True
healing requires "bottom-up" approaches that engage the body and nervous system to restore
self-regulation, interoception, and the capacity for connection, allowing individuals to fully
inhabit the present.

What does the title "The Body Keeps the Score" mean?

The title signifies that traumatic experiences are not just memories stored in the conscious mind,
but are deeply embedded in the physiological systems of the body. It means that unresolved
trauma manifests as physical symptoms, sensations, and automatic defensive reactions, even
when the conscious mind has forgotten the original event. The body literally "remembers" the
trauma, influencing behavior, emotions, and health.

How does trauma affect the brain according to the book?
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Trauma profoundly impacts brain regions involved in emotion, memory, and self-regulation. It
can lead to an overactive amygdala (the brain's alarm system), a hypoactive prefrontal cortex
(responsible for executive functions and rational thought), and a diminished hippocampus
(involved in memory and context). This results in hypervigilance, difficulty with emotional
regulation, impaired memory integration, and a persistent feeling of danger, even when safe.

Why does Bessel van der Kolk argue that traditional talk therapy is often insufficient for
trauma?

Van der Kolk argues that traditional talk therapy, which relies heavily on language and cognitive
processing, is often insufficient because trauma is largely stored in non-verbal, subcortical brain
regions and as bodily sensations. Traumatized individuals often struggle to articulate their
experiences verbally or access explicit memories. Therefore, purely cognitive approaches fail to
address the physiological imprints of trauma, leaving the body's alarm system still activated.

What are some "bottom-up" approaches to trauma treatment discussed in the book?

"Bottom-up" approaches focus on directly addressing the physiological and somatic imprints of
trauma. The book discusses several, including yoga, which helps restore body awareness and
regulation; neurofeedback, which trains brainwave patterns; EMDR (Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing), which helps process traumatic memories; and Internal Family
Systems (IFS) therapy, which helps integrate fragmented parts of the self. These methods aim to
help the body learn that danger has passed.

How does neurofeedback help in healing trauma?

Neurofeedback is a "bottom-up" approach that helps individuals learn to self-regulate their
brainwave patterns. By providing real-time feedback on brain activity, it trains the brain to shift
from dysregulated states (often seen in trauma, like excessive high-frequency beta waves) to
more balanced, calm states. This can improve emotional regulation, attention, sleep, and reduce
hyperarousal, helping the traumatized brain regain control and flexibility.

What role does yoga play in trauma recovery according to the author?

Van der Kolk highlights yoga as a powerful tool for trauma recovery because it helps survivors
reconnect with their bodies in a safe, controlled manner. Trauma often leads to dissociation from
bodily sensations. Yoga fosters interoception, allowing individuals to notice and tolerate internal
sensations without being overwhelmed, promoting self-regulation, reducing hyperarousal, and
restoring a sense of agency over one's physical self.

What is EMDR, and how does it work for trauma?

EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) is a therapeutic technique that helps
process traumatic memories. It involves bilateral stimulation, typically guided eye movements,
while the client recalls distressing memories. This process is believed to facilitate the brain's
natural healing process, similar to what happens during REM sleep, allowing traumatic
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memories to be reprocessed, integrated, and stored in a less distressing way.

How does trauma impact a person's sense of self and agency?

Trauma profoundly erodes a person's sense of self and agency by shattering their belief in their
ability to protect themselves or influence their environment. Survivors often feel helpless,
disconnected from their bodies, and unable to control their emotions or future. This can lead to a
fragmented sense of self, difficulty making choices, and a pervasive feeling of being a victim
rather than an active participant in their own life.

What is the significance of attachment and relationships in trauma healing?

Attachment and relationships are paramount in trauma healing because trauma often stems
from relational breaches or occurs in contexts of isolation. Secure relationships provide a sense
of safety, co-regulation, and belonging, which are essential for the nervous system to calm down
and for individuals to rebuild trust. Healing happens in connection, allowing survivors to repair
their capacity for intimacy and feel seen and understood.

What is dissociation, and how does it relate to trauma?

Dissociation is a mental process where a person disconnects from their thoughts, feelings,
memories, or sense of identity. In trauma, it's a protective mechanism to cope with
overwhelming experiences, allowing the individual to mentally escape unbearable pain.
However, chronic dissociation can lead to emotional numbness, memory gaps, a fragmented
sense of self, and difficulty engaging with the present, hindering integration and healing.

What is the difference between "top-down" and "bottom-up" processing in trauma
therapy?

"Top-down" processing involves using cognitive and linguistic functions (like talk therapy, insight,
and narrative) to understand and manage emotions and behaviors. "Bottom-up" processing,
conversely, focuses on directly addressing physiological states and bodily sensations (like yoga,
neurofeedback, or EMDR) to regulate the nervous system. Van der Kolk argues that for trauma,
effective therapy requires integrating both, but often needs to start with bottom-up approaches.

How does the book address the impact of childhood trauma?

The book extensively details how childhood trauma, especially chronic abuse or neglect,
profoundly shapes brain development, attachment patterns, and the capacity for self-regulation.
It explains that early trauma can lead to a persistent state of hyperarousal or hypoarousal,
difficulty forming secure attachments, and a fragmented sense of self, emphasizing the critical
need for early intervention and relational healing.

What is the importance of "feeling safe" in trauma recovery?

Feeling safe is fundamental to trauma recovery because trauma fundamentally shatters a
person's sense of safety. The nervous system of a traumatized individual remains stuck in a
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perpetual state of alarm. Creating environments and relationships where the individual
genuinely feels safe allows the nervous system to downregulate, the prefrontal cortex to come
back online, and the body to begin processing and integrating past experiences without being
re-traumatized.

What are some practical takeaways or applications for readers from the book?

Readers can learn the importance of body awareness and somatic practices like yoga or
mindfulness for self-regulation. They can understand that trauma symptoms are often
physiological responses, not character flaws. The book encourages seeking therapies that
integrate body-based approaches, fostering secure relationships, and recognizing that healing is
a process of restoring connection to oneself and others, moving beyond mere symptom
management.

Does the book discuss the role of medication in trauma treatment?

Yes, the book discusses medication, but often with a critical perspective. Van der Kolk
acknowledges that psychotropic medications can sometimes help manage severe symptoms like
anxiety, depression, or sleep disturbances, making it easier for individuals to engage in therapy.
However, he emphasizes that medication alone cannot resolve the underlying physiological and
psychological imprints of trauma, advocating for it as an adjunct to, rather than a replacement
for, comprehensive therapeutic interventions.

What is the author's view on the future of trauma treatment?

Van der Kolk envisions a future for trauma treatment that is holistic, integrative, and deeply
informed by neuroscience. He advocates for approaches that move beyond traditional talk
therapy to include body-based therapies, neurofeedback, expressive arts, and community-based
interventions. He believes the future lies in helping individuals restore their capacity for
self-regulation, interoception, and secure attachment, enabling them to live fully in the present.

Spoiler: How does the book conclude regarding the possibility of healing from trauma?

Spoiler: The book concludes with a message of profound hope and possibility for healing from
trauma. Van der Kolk emphasizes that while trauma is a pervasive reality, it does not have to be a
life sentence. He asserts that through innovative, integrative therapies that address the mind,
brain, and body, individuals can move beyond merely surviving to thriving, restoring their
capacity for joy, connection, and full engagement with life.

What is the role of the prefrontal cortex, amygdala, and hippocampus in trauma?

In trauma, the amygdala (the brain's alarm center) becomes hyperactive, constantly signaling
danger. The prefrontal cortex, responsible for executive functions, planning, and rational
thought, often becomes underactive, impairing judgment and emotional regulation. The
hippocampus, crucial for memory formation and contextualizing events, can shrink or become
dysfunctional, leading to fragmented memories and difficulty distinguishing past threats from
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present safety.

What is Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy, and how is it presented in the book?

Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy is presented as an effective approach for trauma that views
the mind as naturally multiple, composed of various "parts" (e.g., protectors, exiles). In trauma,
these parts become extreme or polarized. IFS helps individuals access their core "Self" (a source
of compassion and wisdom) to heal and integrate these wounded parts, fostering internal
harmony and reducing internal conflict, thereby restoring self-leadership.


