
How Trauma Gets 
Stored in the Body: 
and How to 
Release It.

Trauma doesn't just live in our memories4it resides in our physical bodies, influencing our health and well-being in profound 
ways. This document explores the science behind somatic trauma storage, the physical and emotional signs of stored 
trauma, and provides practical techniques for releasing trauma from the body. Understanding these connections can be the 
first step toward comprehensive healing and renewed vitality.

by Dr. Nicole Ford-Francis



The Science of Somatic Trauma 
Storage
When we experience trauma, our nervous system activates a survival response4fight, flight, or freeze. If we're unable to 
complete these responses or process the experience, the trauma becomes trapped in our bodies as unreleased energy and 
incomplete physiological responses.

Research by trauma expert Dr. Bessel van der Kolk confirms that trauma creates measurable changes in our brain and 
nervous system. The amygdala (our brain's alarm system) becomes hyperactive, while the prefrontal cortex (responsible for 
rational thinking) shows reduced activity. Meanwhile, the vagus nerve4connecting brain to body4carries these stress signals 
throughout our system.

Neurological Impact

Altered brain structure and 
function, particularly in regions 
responsible for stress response 
and emotional regulation

Physiological 
Effects

Chronic activation of stress 
hormones, disrupted nervous 
system regulation, and altered 
immune function

Cellular Memory

Trauma memories stored at a 
cellular level through changes in 
gene expression and molecular 
structures



Physical Signs of Stored Trauma
Trauma doesn't remain confined to our mental and emotional realms4it manifests in tangible physical symptoms. 
Recognizing these bodily signals is crucial for identifying unprocessed trauma.

Chronic Pain & Tension

Persistent back, neck, or jaw pain

Muscle armoring and rigidity

Tension headaches

Unexplained physical discomfort

Digestive & Immune 
Issues

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS)

Chronic inflammation

Autoimmune conditions

Frequent illness and infections

Physiological 
Responses

Shallow breathing or breath 
holding

Racing heart and palpitations

Hypervigilance and startle 
response

Sleep disturbances and insomnia

These physical manifestations often develop gradually and may be dismissed as unrelated health issues. However, they 
frequently represent the body's attempt to contain and manage unprocessed traumatic experiences.



Emotional Responses to Stored Trauma
Just as trauma manifests physically, it also creates recognizable patterns in our emotional lives. These responses often 
seem disconnected from past events but are actually protective mechanisms developed in response to trauma.

Emotional 
Dysregulation

Difficulty managing emotions, 
experiencing mood swings, feeling 
emotionally overwhelmed by 
minor stressors, or conversely, 
emotional numbness and 
disconnection. This rollercoaster 
effect stems from the nervous 
system's disrupted ability to 
regulate arousal levels.

Relationship Patterns

Recurring difficulties in 
relationships, including fear of 
abandonment, difficulty with trust, 
people-pleasing behaviors, or 
pushing others away. These 
patterns often reflect early 
attachment disruptions or 
relational traumas seeking 
resolution.

Self-Protective 
Responses

Avoidance behaviors, dissociation 
(feeling disconnected from 
yourself or reality), hypervigilance 
(being constantly on alert), and 
difficulty feeling safe. These 
responses once served as survival 
strategies but persist long after 
the danger has passed.

"The body keeps the score: If the memory of trauma is encoded in the viscera, in heartbreaking and gut-wrenching 
emotions, in autoimmune disorders and skeletal/muscular problems, and if mind/brain/visceral communication is the 
royal road to emotion regulation, this demands a radical shift in our therapeutic assumptions." 4 Dr. Bessel van der Kolk



Body Mapping: Identifying Where You 
Hold Trauma
Understanding where you store trauma in your body is a powerful step toward healing. Different emotional experiences 
often appear in specific body areas, creating a unique "trauma map" for each person.

Pay Attention to 
Physical 
Sensations

Notice chronic tension, pain, 
numbness, or discomfort. 
These physical signs often 
show where trauma is 
stored.

Connect 
Sensations with 
Emotions

Observe where emotions 
manifest physically, like 
anxiety as chest tightness 
or shame as a sinking 
feeling in the stomach.

Notice Trigger 
Responses

Watch how your body reacts 
in triggers 4 tensing 
muscles or changing breath 
can reveal trauma storage 
clues.

Create Your Body 
Map

Draw your body outline and 
mark discomfort areas, 
noting related emotions or 
memories to reveal patterns 
over time.

Common trauma storage areas include the jaw, neck, shoulders, chest, diaphragm, stomach, hips, and legs. Identifying your 
unique patterns helps you target your healing practices effectively.



Somatic Approaches to Trauma 
Release
Somatic (body-centered) approaches recognize that trauma healing must involve the body rather than relying solely on 
cognitive understanding. These therapies work directly with the nervous system to release stored trauma and restore 
healthy functioning.

These approaches share common principles: establishing safety, moving at the client's pace, emphasizing body awareness, 
and recognizing the body's innate capacity for healing. Most importantly, they acknowledge that trauma resolution must 
include the body's wisdom, not just cognitive understanding.

Somatic Experiencing

Developed by Dr. Peter Levine, this 
approach gently guides people to 

track bodily sensations and 
complete interrupted defensive 

responses

Trauma-Sensitive Yoga

Specialized yoga practice 
emphasizing choice, interoception, 
and gentle movement to rebuild 
body connection

EMDR Therapy

Uses bilateral stimulation while 
processing traumatic memories to 
help the brain reprocess experiences

Therapeutic Touch

Includes approaches like 
craniosacral therapy and trauma-

informed massage that safely 
release tension patterns



Daily Practices for Trauma Release
While professional therapeutic support is invaluable for trauma healing, consistent daily practices can significantly support 
your body's natural capacity to process and release trauma. These accessible techniques help regulate the nervous system 
and reconnect with your body.

Mindful Body 
Scanning

Set aside 10 minutes daily

Breathe deeply while mentally 
scanning from head to toe

Notice sensations without 
judgment

Gently breathe into areas of 
tension

Rhythmic Movement

Engage in gentle rocking or 
swaying

Practice rhythmic walking or 
dancing

Allow spontaneous movement

Focus on the soothing quality 
of rhythm

Grounding Techniques

Practice the 5-4-3-2-1 sensory 
method

Feel your feet connecting with 
the earth

Hold objects with different 
textures

Use cold water on face or 
hands to reset

Consistency is more important than duration. Even five minutes of mindful practice daily can create meaningful shifts over 
time. Remember that trauma release often happens in layers, so be patient and gentle with yourself throughout this 
process.



Creating a Holistic Trauma Healing Plan
Effective trauma healing requires a comprehensive approach that addresses all dimensions of your being. Rather than 
seeking a single solution, consider developing a personalized healing plan that combines multiple strategies tailored to your 
unique needs.

Seek professional support

Work with trauma-informed therapists and bodyworkers

Establish body connection

Integrate somatic practices and movement

Develop nervous system regulation

Learn and practice techniques to manage arousal levels

Build supportive relationships

Create connection and safety with others

Remember that healing is not linear. Progress may include setbacks, but each step4even when it feels small4contributes to 
your overall healing journey. Be patient with yourself and celebrate your courage in facing and releasing stored trauma.

"Healing happens in connection, not in isolation. Our bodies know how to heal; they sometimes just need the right 
support and conditions to activate this innate wisdom." 4 Dr. Gabor Maté

By combining professional support with self-directed practices and community connection, you create the optimal 
conditions for deep, sustainable healing of body-stored trauma.


