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W
e all know you can’t live a life without 
going through some tough or try-
ing situations. Do you ever wonder 
what makes someone traumatized 
as opposed to remembering a chal-

lenging experience from their past? As J. 
Harvey (1990) puts it, “Trauma survivors 
have symptoms, not memories.” What he’s 
saying is that trauma is held in our bodies, 
not in our minds as memories as the rest of 
our previous experiences are stored. When 
we recall traumatic circumstances, we feel 
it physiologically. In response, we react with 
defense mechanisms to protect us from the 
perceived risk or danger as though it was 
being relived in the moment. 

Situations that lead to trauma are char-
acterized by feeling unprepared to find 
safety or be in control. We feel defenseless or 
incapable of handling the perceived danger. 
These situations catch us off guard or are 
circumstances we don’t feel equipped to 
tolerate or navigate. They trigger our fight, 
flight, freeze responses, designed to help us 
reach safer places and states. Those reac-
tions “memorize” the details of the triggering 
situation selectively, based on data that our 
protection systems deemed relevant.  They 
store those in our bodies, so when we recall 
the situation later on, they bring up the same 
physiological symptoms as the first time. 

The effects of trauma, and how they show 
up, can vary. Some common symptoms 

include nightmares or flashbacks, where 
our minds are attempting to process the 
fearful situation and create a storyline out 
of the chaos. We can wake up in a sweat with 
shallow, panicked breathing as though the 
original situation just happened. Trauma can 
impact our nervous system’s ability to calm 
itself enough to move into quality sleep. We 
might find ourselves having trouble falling 
asleep or staying asleep. It can show up in 
aches and pains such as tension headaches, 
stomach aches, chronic pain, or fatigue. 
It can impact our mood stability, causing 
depression, anxiety, or irritability. Trauma 
can also seep into our day-to-day mundane 
tasks by reducing our ability to concentrate 
or focus. 

If you’ve experienced trauma, it can 
feel overwhelming to re-experience the 
symptoms, particularly when they pop up 
at random and inconvenient times. Finding 
ways to help your nervous system regulate 
can ease that over time. Your body needs 
to be reminded that the present is safe and 
the fight, flight, freeze response isn’t cur-
rently helpful. We don’t retrain our nervous 
systems by “remembering” the event, but 
rather by coaching our physiology into a 
state of calm. Trauma therapies like EMDR, 
Play Therapy or Somatic-based counsel-
ling can be helpful in guiding our bodies 
through a process of reorganizing traumatic 
experiences. 

RESOURCE LINKS:

Trauma/PTSD Book List

Signs of Trauma in Children resource

Helping Children Cope with  
Traumatic Events resource

https://www.parentbooks.ca/Trauma_&_PTSD.html
https://childmind.org/article/signs-trauma-children/
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/ptsd-trauma/helping-children-cope-with-traumatic-stress.htm
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/ptsd-trauma/helping-children-cope-with-traumatic-stress.htm
https://www.focusonthefamily.com/pro-life/understanding-childhood-trauma-changes-everything/

