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Dr. Buczynski:  After trauma, one key question is how to motivate someone to engage in healing.  After all, 

trauma can make a client’s body shut down – and that can often lead to depression.  When that happens, Dr. 

Bessel van der Kolk looks to the brain for an answer. 

Here, Bessel gets into the important first steps when treating someone with depression who has experienced 

trauma.  

Dr. van der Kolk: I think the issue of motivation is interesting. And I think every person tries to do the best 

they can, and certainly in my practice, which is – I don’t work with people who are unemployed and stuff like 

that – I find my patients usually unbelievably motivated. I’m actually impressed with how, despite the severe 

slings and arrows of fortune that have hit most people that I see, they continue to have that life force that 

propels them forwards to do things.  

In my practice, what I always do, I try to really see/meet that part of them that moves them forward and 

then makes them want to go on. 

In my hospital consultations and the clinical, I sometimes see people who really have a very hard time taking 

initiative. And that, I think about it very neurobiologically, that the “savings” network of the brain, the part of 

the brain that allows you to hone in on things and have a sense of direction, is really impaired by trauma.  

And that is a very somatic part of the brain; the savings network of the brain is very connected with body 

awareness and body movement. And so when people are too sluggish, too shut down to actually take action, 

to do something, they need to go take action. And actually therapy may not be – classical psychotherapy – 

may not be the best thing for them to do.  

I think singing in a choir and getting a sense of somatic agency, or joining a yoga class, or learning martial arts, 

or doing something where you need to move your body would be a very important step, before you can do 

therapy with people who are too shut down to feel their own feelings and feel their motivation.  

Our sense of motivation comes from being in touch with our bodies, and our bodies pushing us on to do 

things. And if one’s sense of your body is shut down, that is the issue, and you cannot make people’s body 
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come alive by sitting in a chair, passively giving them advice. You actually need to activate your physical 

system.  

Dr. Buczynski: So by activating the body, a client can begin to feel alive again.  You see, movement like 

martial arts or yoga can have a profound effect on clients who’ve experienced trauma. 

However, we should keep in mind that this is often just the beginning of healing. 

You see, Bessel had a client who found great success with yoga.  But for this client, getting in touch with her 

body revealed another issue that required attention. 

Dr. van der Kolk:  Well, I’m thinking about a person I write about in my book, who had had multiple 

hospitalizations for depression, severe self-mutilation, shut down much of the time. And she starts doing 

yoga, and slowly opens up her awareness of her body and starts slowly getting a sort of caring relationship to 

what’s going on inside of herself. That’s actually quite a dramatic story. It wasn’t finished when I wrote the 

book. 

This is a woman who really starts coming to life by getting in touch with what her body feels, because she has 

been shutting herself down all her life. She cuts herself to make feelings go away. And she starts doing yoga, 

and she starts having a more relaxed relationship to her body. She does yoga three to four times a week, 

really starts feeling better. But she is terrified of being touched. 

I’d seen her for a while, so had a pretty good idea what the touch is about; she’s an incest survivor for whom 

touch is a very complicated issue because touch is both much longed for and much feared. Incest survivors 

tend to really blame themselves for what’s happened because they wanted affection, and they will tend to 

say, “I caused this to happen to me because I was hungry for affection.” Or, “I made this happen. I’m 

responsible. I’m disgusting for this having happened to me.” It’s a very big thing for them. 

So, this woman does yoga but she is terrified of “assist and touch.” And then I sent her to a colleague of mine 

who does body work, and slowly starts getting in touch with another aspect of body and touch. And then at 

one point she is very – certainly in a very trauma mode, and they start doing EMDR with her.  

She says she was a very touch-deprived child: “And that’s the part of me I’ve always hated, but I wanted to 

be touched and I was longing for it, because I was so ignored. And I needed to respect the fact that I want to 

be touched and I want to be touched safely.” 



How to Work with the Patterns That Sustain Depression   Module 4.2 - Transcript - pg. 4 

 

That took a very long time for her to arrive at that point, that she actually started to have compassion for her 

need to be touched. And then her depression lifted. 

This is more complicated than the most complex neurosurgery, and it takes a long time, and it takes an 

enormous amount of skill to get people to that place where they can really open themselves up to 

themselves.  

Dr. Buczynski: Treating depression that’s linked to trauma can be difficult work.  But as Bessel shared, 

activating the body is often a key first step. 

Coming up, we’re going to look at how we can change the brain to alleviate depression.  


