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B Technical article

Using the senses and the body as an
input into SMART trauma treatment

Most forms of therapy in psychiatry address the child through language. We often think that we
must understand and talk about the difficult things in order to get better. By using the senses as
an input, we will be able to change the physiological state in the body from alarm to calm, so that
the body and thoughts can regulate themselves.
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SMART stands for Sensory Motor Arousal Regulation Treatment and is a trauma
treatment that takes place in a sensory and movement space. The treatment
form is primarily developed for children with developmental trauma, but can
also be useful for others with regulation difficulties. The starting point for the
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treatment is the assumption that the child's body seeks what it needs to heal,
in the same way as a physical wound heals on its own. The SMART room,

together with the therapist's specific skills, facilitates and supports the child's
healing journey.
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The treatment room has equipment such as a trampoline, large pillows,
swings, something to spin around on, a weighted blanket, jagged balls,
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something to balance on, etc. The equipment is used to provide the child with
various sensory inputs and activities that shape and help the child develop
strategies for self-regulation (Warner and Finn, 2020).

In the SMART room, trauma material can emerge through movement and
bodily expression. Through movement, a connection is made to the trauma
memories (Braein et al., 2022). SMART is a bodily approach to somatic
regulation, trauma processing and attachment building. These three elements
or “threads” are worked on alternately and simultaneously, with the goal of
expanding the child’s tolerance window. The figure below shows how the
“trauma processing thread” has the same size as the other two “threads”
become larger and the tolerance window expands. In the same way, it is
desirable that the child should be able to develop further, while the traumas
gradually take up less space in the child’s life (Warner and Finn, 2020).
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The SMART spiral (Warner and Finn, 2020 reproduced in Breein et al. 2022)
Foto: Ruth Elise Henden

Our frames

Children are referred to Asebraten Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinic
(ABUK) when they need expanded and more flexible support than an
outpatient clinic (BUPP) can offer. Through environmental therapy, we have
the opportunity to get to know the children in different settings, their interests
and strengths. The treatment is facilitated by an interdisciplinary team
consisting of a psychologist and/or child psychiatrist, environmental therapist
and family therapist.

Through two articles we follow the fictional boy "Noah" 12 years old. He has a
life journey and challenges that have similarities with several of the children
who receive treatment in child and adolescent psychiatry. The first article
provides an insight into how we work with "Noah" in the SMART room and how
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we can bring elements from here into the milieu therapeutic work. In the
second article we want to say something about the importance of including
this knowledge in the work with family and networks. We discuss those who
have daily care as parents.

Noah

Noah's traumatic experiences went back to a very early age, when he was too
small to be able to fight or flee from danger. Instead, the body had to protect
itself from what was happening by "turning off" and stopping feeling. This had
happened so many times that the body quickly and unconsciously chose this
way of reacting. The therapists observed that Noah was often unable to react in
situations where something was difficult. Instead, he seemed more
disconnected and could become distant in contact. This had major
consequences for Noah in the life he was to live here and now. He experienced
being out of touch with himself and his body, did not know his own feelings
and was often experienced as indifferent and difficult to get to know. He often
answered "l don't know" or "same for me" and struggled to set boundaries.

In the collaborative meetings with various agencies, it was striking how little
those who knew Noah could describe him. No one could quite say anything
about what he really wanted and needed. Social interaction with peers was
difficult. With such functioning and so little contact with himself, he was also
more vulnerable to experiencing more episodes of exploitation and new

traumatic experiences.

Even very basic needs like noticing that he had to go to the bathroom, feeling
hungry or cold, were something Noah had turned off. He did little to take care
of himself and his own body.

The development hierarchy

Young children find comfort in movement, smell, voice and rhythm from their
caregivers. Such micro-interactions and stimulations are important for the
child's ability to integrate senses, which means being able to sort and balance
between the different senses. This lays the foundation for the child to
eventually develop the ability to regulate themselves (Nordanger and Braarud,
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2017). Without this, the child also loses the opportunity to get to know
themselves, their feelings and identity. Children who do not receive this basic
sensory processing or who experience abuse or other trauma may be disrupted
in their development up the hierarchy. Therefore, it is important that the
therapist supports this bodily exploration that has previously been interrupted.
This may mean spending time on micro-movements, for example exploring
fingers and feeling a surface, like an infant, even if the child has become an
adolescent.

At the bottom of the hierarchy lies the foundation that provides more resilience
upward, like a house that must be built on a solid foundation (Warner & Finn,
2020).
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Warner and Finn, 2020 reproduced in Brzein et al. 2022, freely translated into Norwegian by
the authors.
Foto: Ruth Elise Henden

The sensory thread

According to Warner (2020), in the SMART room, particular emphasis is placed
on three primary senses that form the basis for the ability to regulate and
experience oneself here and now:
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The tactile sense (the sense of touch). Touch can be a trigger for traumatic
memories. Children who have experienced trauma can often be under- or over-

sensitive to touch. Gradual exposure within the child's tolerance can be helpful.

The vestibular sense (also called the brain's GPS) is central to the development
of balance, stability and coordination. Various activities in the SMART room
stimulate this sense. Balance training can have a unifying effect. Many children
enjoy lying in the swing in the SMART room and often become more available
for conversation.

Muscle and joint sensation. Physical activities where the child uses their body
contribute to increased contact with the different parts of the body and the
world around them. (Warner Warner & Finn, 2020., Breein et al., 2022).

The therapist monitors what kind of stimulation the child seeks or avoids, looks
for changes in state, how different sensory inputs affect the child's activation
and where the child is in their tolerance window. The therapist strives to follow
the child's initiative; how the child jumps on the trampoline, throws himself on
the cushions, spins around on the spinning board before the child gradually
seeks more calm stimuli such as swinging quickly back and forth before
slowing down, the child may lie down in the swing and may accept the offer of
a weighted blanket over him.

The therapist adapts to the child's activation level to participate in a gradual
downregulation that is controlled by the child. Conversely, in another setting,
one can start with small, careful movements together with the child to
gradually connect more and larger parts of the body for an upregulation based
on what the child shows of initiative and what the child can tolerate. The
therapist sees what the child seeks to regulate in the SMART room and can
carry this knowledge further into the environmental therapy. The therapist can
then facilitate the child to have more repeated experiences with bodily
regulation. The tolerance window is used as a visual image to explain over- and
underactivation, and how to work with regulation (Nordanger and Braarud,
2017). The tolerance window is an image of our tolerance to master the
demands that face us in life. It is in the middle of the window that it is good to
be. Then we are present in ourselves, we can think, reflect, feel and relate to
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others. When we are far outside our tolerance window, our alarm system is
activated with responses such as fight, flight, freeze and submission.

In the extreme, one can disconnect from the body and stop feeling. The alarm
system reacts instinctively and responds poorly to verbal stimuli. We are
therefore unable to reason with ourselves when we are far outside the
tolerance window. Then it is our senses that best register whether we are safe.
We can help the body to calm down in a similar way as we would calm a small
child; with rhythmic movements such as rocking back and forth, being
wrapped up tightly and speaking to us in a safe, calm voice (Nordanger and
Braarud, 2017).
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(Figure taken from Nordanger and Braarud, 2017)
Foto: Ruth Elise Henden

The Trauma Thread

Trauma themes can be expressed in different ways; in words, play,
relationships, behavior and through the body. Traumatic responses are
embedded in posture, in the skeleton and in the muscle structures. It is faster
to change these patterns at a young age (Warner and Finn, 2020).
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It is not uncommon for trauma themes to emerge quickly in the SMART room.
Within the framework and possibilities provided by SMART treatment, the
child's body is often able to find what it needs to dissolve bodily defense
responses that are no longer appropriate, or defenses that were never possible
to complete during the abuse. The child's experience of sufficient physiological
and psychological safety with the therapist is essential here.

Noah entered the SMART room, he immediately lay down on his stomach in the
swing while pulling himself back and forth with his arms, with increasing force.
The therapist asked him to notice which muscles were activated. He said that
he first noticed his feet, legs and then his stomach. The rest of his body was
completely relaxed. The therapist focused on the power in his feet, legs and
stomach. She asked Noah to notice what his body was telling him. She invited
him to find his power, direction and what his body wanted to do next. Noah
himself accelerated, turned around and sat up abruptly with his arms in
protection.

The therapist brought out a large pillow, as a physical invitation that could
provide resistance to the force he was now mobilizing with his whole body.
Noah hit the pillow that the therapist held out with all his strength. The
therapist showed that she was with him, “your body knows what it needs,” she
conveyed. She invited him to use his voice if he wanted. “No, no, no!”, Noah
said in a loud voice and with his whole body, strong and collected. Noah
exhaled, as if after a great effort. He smiled, conveying that it felt very good in
his body. The therapist finished by wrapping him in weighted blankets. Noah
lay in the hammock for a long time, now he wanted to talk.

The therapist felt strongly that this was a physically redemptive experience for
Noah. The body was allowed to resist in a way that it was unable to do to
protect itself during one of the assaults; “the act of triumph” (Ogden et al.,
2006).

SMART Treatment
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Environmental therapy

The experiences from the SMART room give us an opportunity to sharpen the
environmental therapy so that it provides more of what the child needs
through more repetitions during the day and in more arenas in the child's life.
We have called it bringing the "SMART look". Access to small weighted blankets,
various balls and things to fiddle with to activate the senses is available in the
department. Noah found a favorite ball that he could squeeze when he found it
difficult to "get started" also during the rest of the day. Such small measures
could help strengthen the contact with his own body by gently starting to feel
more and more.

In the environmental therapy, we reinforced what Noah clearly sought in the
SMART room. It was important to take on board his increasingly clear and
enormous need for massive tactile pressure and to be embraced, something
that Noah had known he had not received enough of in his first years of life.
Noah was therefore always offered a weighted blanket when he watched TV in
the evening. When he was going to bed, the environmental therapist gradually
really embraced him carefully with a duvet that was pressed tightly around him
with a weighted blanket on top of the duvet. Parents were gradually allowed to
take over this role. Parents gradually became more confident, and were able to
take the initiative to contact their boy even though he often rejected them.
Parents understood that they had to provide excessive experiences of being
there for him. They gradually became more confident in trying this out at
home. These experiences were important for strengthening their attachment.

Children with developmental trauma often function at a much lower level for
their age than biological age would indicate (Nordanger and Braarud, 2017). In
the milieu therapeutic work, the therapist had a consistent focus on being
playful, exploratory and reinforcing the child's attempts to be in contact with
the body's signals. The goal is to increase contact with one's own body,
thoughts and emotions. After the redeeming hour in the SMART room, there
was a noticeable change from Noah's tendencies towards underactivation to us
seeing more power and that he was experienced as more connected in body

and emotions.

The connection thread
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An important part of the therapy was working on attachment. The therapist
takes responsibility in the relationship and does not allow himself to be
rejected, tolerates the child and contributes to this with new relational
experiences. At the same time, we actively worked to support parents and
Noah's attachment process. When contact was broken, we gave parents input
on how they could repair and help regulate both themselves and Noah. It was a
process for them to understand why they should not have age-related
expectations, but to meet Noah as if he were much younger (Nordanger and
Braarud, 2017). This involved sitting on laps, rocking, playing toddler games,
having their face stroked, playing and exploring small balls and lying next to
each other. Noah needed parents who could tolerate him and who were bigger
and stronger. We invited them to various children's games such as hide-and-
seek, burning the rag and playing in the gym, which stimulated curiosity, joy
and happiness. Being found by parents while playing hide-and-seek could be
magical.

Developmental trauma

Recent brain research suggests that severe stress and strain from an early age
can create neurological changes in the brain that increase the risk of a variety
of mental disorders and other health problems (Teicher & Samson, 2016).

Traumas that cannot be acknowledged and acknowledged cannot be healed.
However, these traumas can be expressed in various health problems
(Kirkengen & Naess, 2021). The complex difficulties can be expressed as
regulatory difficulties described as developmental traumas.

Regulation difficulties can affect functioning from a very basic level such as
regulating sensory input, appetite and temperature to the ability to regulate
attention, concentration, emotions and problem solving (Nordanger and
Braarud 2020).

Children who are developmentally traumatized often have problems
recognizing and interpreting what is happening in their bodies. They may lose,
or never have gained, basic trust in others. This was noticeable in Noah's
encounter with him in that he constantly rejected and avoided contact for a
long time.
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Noah's development

For Noah, disconnecting from his body and not feeling it has been a necessary
and unconscious coping and survival strategy from early in life. When Noah is in
motion with his body and increasingly comes into contact with what it tells
him, he becomes more vital, flexible, more satisfied and available for contact.
The biggest change occurred after the bodily release in the SMART room.
Gradually, we saw signs that Noah was more in touch with his own body. He
could say more when he was hungry and when he was cold. He showed off
music he liked and took the initiative to make things with his hands. His voice
went from being monotonous to having more notes. He made more eye
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contact and his body became more upright. He was able to explain to a greater
extent what was happening to him and therefore also what he needed to feel
more secure. With this, he showed increasing trust that the people around him
would meet his needs. He emerged more as a person and was easier to get to
know and understand.

Noah is not "finished", he needs people around him with "SMART eyes" who are
able to give Noah what he needs.
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