
THE INTERCONNECTION OF THE INNER CHILD, TRAUMA, AND NOSTALGIA

The Art and Science of Play: Nostalgia as Play

How could we use play to challenge, motivate, and heal from trauma through feelings of

nostalgia in order to reconnect with one’s inner child?

Phi Theta Kappa - Beta Kappa Delta - Honors In Action

Santa Monica College ΦΘΚ - ΒΚΔ

June 28th, 2022

Authors

Yareni Lopez, Capri Quattrocchi, Julia Davoudi, Mika King, Jazlyn Ocasio, Yuto Kawahara, Kamiko Greenwood,
Thirza Klaassens, Yerin Kim, Eliana Espinosa, Mark Villareal, Anna Diaz, Xingyi Zhou, Eric Kim, Ziomara Hernandez,

Alyssa Arreola, Quentin Le Ny, Michelle Soleimani, Linn Anderberg, Shaeveon Sisson, Samuel Adolfo Contreras Castillo,
Bria Davis, Samantha Chlanda, Chloe Heo, Esmeralda Hernandez, Jacklyn Neely, Le Thuy Nguyen, Haleluyah Etienne,

Shane Harris, Phyu Hnin Wai, Raaid Elmelegy, Morgan Olivia Newton, Edbert Giovanni Adzan, Shanya Rostami,
Montana Roesch, Angelina Nalchyan, Hanna Bozorgzad, Alexia Parke, Vicky Wong, Schinal Harrington, Hilary Ashley Brown,

May Chao, Moshe Fink, Elijah Church, Eunice Park, Frederick Johnson, Tzlil Pinhassi, Samantha Steinsapir, Kanon Nagata,
Kacey Ruiz, Natalie Faber, Ana Mora, John Lemoine, Phanphasa Parinyasrisawet, Akhila Johny, Sarah Nachimson,

Ashley Johnson, Mateusz Zymanczyk, Morgan O'Donnell, Marlen Bonilla, Evanne Rochelson, Kanon Nagata, Amir Movahedi,
Anikait Roy, Ayane Shimizu, Jonghyun Choi, Victoria Martinez, Kenneth Timothy Tandjung, Radhika Mehra, Freddie

Hernandez, Anais Smalls, Emily Elizabeth Miedema, Kathryn Kolpin, Elnaz Mohammadzadeh, Saida Hernandez, Samuel Park,
Kaniz Sumiya, Brandon Alexis Sanchez Mejia, Jennifer Roman Ramirez, Anastasia Komarova, Sydney Claire Graves,
Jonathan Mehdizadeh, Gina Mazurenko, Miles Washington, James Koesnadi, Toshiro Tokunaga, Alexandra Schoch,

Camille Courtland, Teanna Gutierrez, Alexia Wosene, Tania Ramon, Logan Wilson, Amber Mitchell, Yasmine Orozco, Hunter
Hoff, Jose Corona, Tenecia Harris,  Jasmin Mestas, Lili Zimble, Jennifer Tanoto, Heather Seitzinger, Naydelin Chimkl, Michael
A. Klein, Nerissa Rivera, Krista Vojnovski-Echols, Drew Preciado, Sofia Alvarez-Romero, Tina Aghabalaeitofighi, Saad Malik,

Shakira Drummond, Rowan James, Andre Tamayo, Brigette Amaya, Denise White-Odimo, Yesenia Cortes, Melbin Rosas,
Juri Yasumi, Menachem Boganim, Ahmad Diop

Honors In Action 1



THE INTERCONNECTION OF THE INNER CHILD, TRAUMA, AND NOSTALGIA

Table of Contents

Abstract . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3-4

Keywords . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

Theme . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   4

Research Component Objectives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4-5

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5-7

Background . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7-14

Literature Review . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14-18

Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19-21

Participants . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19

Materials . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19

Procedure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Limitations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20-21

Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21-29

Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29-33

Plan of Action . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33-36

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36-38

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39-41

Honors In Action 2



THE INTERCONNECTION OF THE INNER CHILD, TRAUMA, AND NOSTALGIA

Abstract

Art and play can refer to the power of creative expression and how it allows the mind to

learn meaningful information about the world and humankind. Human social development is

grounded in play, as playful behavioral patterns have been noted to promote prolonged

happiness. The terms art and play capture the accumulation of culture that humans have refined

to express their emotions and rich history. As the world’s future leaders, it is vital for us to learn

more about an important life stage: childhood. Having analyzed the Honors Study Topic, The Art

and Science of Play, we found ourselves intrigued by Theme 6: Nostalgia as Play. Our research

study had the intention of understanding how people can use play to challenge, motivate, and

heal from trauma through feelings of nostalgia in order to reconnect with their inner child. The

phrase “Art and Science of Play,” leads the mind to think about the complex and beautiful

connection between art and play. Both terms can be considered to be one in the same such that

they create a safe environment for people to learn and express themselves in a way that they

might not be able to due to disadvantages. The theme “Nostalgia as Play” can serve as a way to

recall memories, reflect on life, and our current state of being. Nostalgia helps individuals

destress and focus on what matters. It is important to address the impacts our childhood

experiences have on our well being. Whether a person had a fulfilling or negative childhood,

they are bound to hold onto memories from that time period for the rest of their life.

Additionally, the act of sharing one’s memories triggers the creation of empathy, which is a

powerful force that allows people to flourish. Our childhood memories carry emotions that

account for the perspectives we use to navigate life.

We reviewed numerous scholarly articles, research papers, blogs, and other sources to

expand our knowledge on the topic of the inner child, trauma, and nostalgia. Honors In Action is
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about helping communities, we had surveyed various Santa Monica College students questioning

them about their own childhood experiences and relationships with healing and nostalgia. After

studying each survey response we were inspired to host a virtual event where our undergraduate

research team and other fellow attendees watched a presentation on the inner child that was

hosted by a Licensed Clinical Psychotherapist known as Dr. Dawn-Elise Snipes. The

presentation by Dr. Snipes addressed various factors that contribute to shaping a child’s

personality which could manifest into adulthood. She provided more of a psychological

perspective on the topic of trauma and explained why certain patterns of behavior develop. Our

research team felt accomplished knowing the video helped to open up a very important dialogue

that promoted healing. The format of this project upholds the American Psychological

Association (APA) guidelines that also reflect the Phi Theta Kappa Honors Program outline.

Keywords: Inner Child, Trauma, Nostalgia, Healing, Motivation, Growth, Learning, Challenge,

Mistakes, Comfort, Character Development, Sentiment, Loneliness, Self-Care

Theme

Our team focused on Theme 6: Nostalgia as Play.

Research Component Objectives

● Evaluating how childhood experiences impact our current and future patterns of behavior,

whether it is positively or negatively.

● Studying ways in which play and its associated nostalgia can influence how one copes

with childhood trauma.
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● Learning how art mediums can trigger and help to heal wounds that the inner child may

have developed from trauma.

Introduction

The purpose of our study was to: 1) investigate how our inner child impacts our day to

day life 2) understand how nostalgia can subconsciously bring back memories that help to heal

the inner child. “Art and Science of Play” addresses the expansion of perception and the impacts

play has on brain development. The use of creative methods to learn more about a concept that

ultimately leads to a greater and thorough understanding is a shared experience. Furthermore,

play and experimentation are notable factors that contributed towards various, if not all,

scientific breakthroughs. The mediums we used during the most informative years of our life

hold immense power over how we heal and reprogram our minds. To elaborate on such

statements, the act of playing games during one’s childhood has a crucial role in forming one’s

identity and in retrospect those moments have the ability to become beautiful happy memories.

Unfortunately, this recollection of memories is not always positive. Nostalgia is such a raw,

imperfect state of being that ultimately leaves people vulnerable. This theme is

thought-provoking as it is an experience that every individual knows about and is impacted by.

We all hold nostalgia close to our hearts when it comes to thinking about our childhood, whether

it be positive or negative. Our emotional memory connects us to ourselves and to other people

and we utilize our senses to help transport us to a certain time and place in the past. Therefore,

play can be used as a way to evoke these emotions and memories through nostalgia when they

connect to core moments and relate to significant points in our life or characteristics that we

strongly identify with. The survey we organized was thoroughly thought out in a way that does
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not trigger any traumatic events in one’s mind but still allows participants to reflect on their past

through an analytical and sentimental point of view. The responses we gathered allowed our

team to conclude if our research question could be addressed or not. Based upon the information

we obtained, we developed a plan of action that involved learning more about the inner child and

trauma through a psychological perspective.

Our research team selected various keywords to focus our study on. We are interested in

nostalgic memories, healing the inner child, and the formation of trauma. Emotionally and

psychologically growth can help one to become a more loving, compassionate, and positive

person. Additionally, growth helps one build better relationships with themselves as well as with

others. The importance of mistakes is that it allows for a person to learn and expand their

knowledge. Most times, one is never able to know whether they are good or experienced at

something without giving it a try and seeing if it was truly a mistake or not. Mistakes are

incredibly important learning moments. Mistakes teach us how to interact with others and it

helps us to establish boundaries between what is right and wrong. It helps shape our personalities

and consciousness as we grow. Learning from one’s mistakes gives us an opportunity to bounce

back and provide us a driving force. Without such force in our lives, one is more vulnerable to

getting burnt out quickly and then default to a stagnant position in life where they feel like they

cannot move past a certain barrier. With motivation, one is constantly more energetic and

accompanied by a positive mindset. Without motivation, we tend to procrastinate or stay in a

"comfortable" position that does not trigger any sort of growth. Each of the keywords we chose

are related to and have an impact on mental health, which can be positive or negative depending

on the person's outlook on life. They can also serve as a guide to help people navigate their life

by first evaluating where they are at. Rather than relying on motivation which will come and go
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in waves, people should practice mindfulness, being present, and learn to view mistakes as a

learning curve, while becoming comfortable with challenges. This can help reduce feelings of

anxiety, depression, and loneliness. Comfort is an important key word because it can help us feel

calm or at peace during stressful situations. In addition to this, shared cultural moments are

incredibly important as we continue to live in an increasingly globalized world. Emotional

intelligence skill sets, such as empathy, are becoming more and more prized in mainstream

society. While many of us easily think about empathy and emotional intelligence within our own

known cultural environments, being able to expand to international cultural shared moments is

important as we progress as a species.

Background

The phrase “Art and Science of Play” can be used to remind communities the importance

of embracing one’s creative side. Moreover, it provides people insight into how the brain

processes movement and new creations born from creative expression. People learn the

significance behind finding a balanced relationship between entertainment and learning. Both

parts are factors that promote people's progress, and individually help to establish an enriching

and overall positive atmosphere for people to harmoniously manage that relationship. The

combination of terms can be associated with fun and the development of new skills. The topic

draws from the work of neuroscientists as they too find themselves intrigued by the influence

play has on humankind. Rooted within art and play is the union between having fun and learning,

through creativity, knowledge, and various disciplines of education. Within the study of

psychology, for instance, researchers may investigate the connection between the neural

processes of creativity versus cognition. The terms can make the mind wonder about the
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psychological benefits of play and the reasons behind such benefits, which can tie back to the

exploration of trauma and how play contributes to the healing process.

The phrase can bring to discussion the combination of STEM (Science, Technology,

Engineering, and Mathematics) and artistic qualities to innovate and create new inventions.

Looking through a telescope captures that combination of art and science, since it describes the

use of a scientific object which has a purpose of viewing magnificent and captivating stars. Play

in itself can go beyond just having fun and can actually hold other motives like helping people

feel connected to environments and society. Art and play overlap in numerous ways, as play can

be thought to be an art form that is grounded in science, with a focus on integration and

interconnectedness. Play is something people of all ages benefit from and it can even be argued

that incorporating activities revolving around play can increase one’s lifespan. Art is a form of

self expression whereas science focuses on logical processes. Play is known to fall under both

categories, as it serves as a type of self expression that reflects on ideas that people find to be

exciting and engaging, while remaining abstract, yet creative. “Art and Science of Play” can be

associated with imagination and dreams. It helps to expand on the saying that life imitates art and

vice versa.

Life is interpreted as being made from the mediums known as art and science. Play

impacts people’s actions and attitudes, as it can help individuals destress and make for fulfilling

moments. Art needs science and science needs art, when paired together one can expect a

meaningful outcome. Nostalgia helps to unite us with our childhood memories and reminds us of

our personal growth. There are numerous psychological benefits associated with nostalgia, which

may include increased levels of optimism, self-esteem, and clarity. Nostalgia can be provoked

from numerous things, such as words, movements, objects, certain sensations, and people. It is
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important to be in touch with our memories since it creates a space of connection to who we are.

There is much value within reconnecting with one’s inner child. Generations have shared

experiences of playing with video games and toys, and ultimately it is these memories that bring

us closer together. The simple act of holding a childhood toy has the power to bring the person

comfort by taking them back to a less stressful time. Many individuals are diagnosed with

dementia yearly, they each face difficulties when trying to recall memories. Nurses and other

professionals use play to help patients resurface memories. Nostalgia is not limited in regards to

its cause, as the term can be connected to television shows, technological creations, scents, and

so much more. The theme allows people to reminisce on the past and revisit their memories. It

can also unlock forgotten memories and help us to stay grounded. Nostalgia can motivate people

in regards to showing them the light at the end of the tunnel. It reminds people of their potential

and invites them to better prepare for who they want to be in the future.

In order to heal from trauma one must acknowledge the benefits that arise from talking

about such trauma. Also, knowing someone else experienced the same type of traumas can help

one move through the healing process much faster. Play, whether done through the act of

consuming media or participating in video games, can take one down memory lane. People have

memories of where they played, and traveling back to these locations can help them come to

terms with what happened in their childhood. Play has the ability to remind one of their happy

moments from childhood. It has the power to make someone retrace their past and reconnect

with their inner child. It is vital for play to take place somewhere that allows one to be

vulnerable. Allowing one to be vulnerable with others can make them regain their trust in others.

Play opens the door for people to connect with their child-like innocence they may have lost due

to trauma. Play allows us, as humans, to represent and connect with audiences. In a world where
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people feel like they are alone and going through trauma, people need to seek play. One must

aim to understand the cause of their trauma. Through the art of play, people can experience

feelings of nostalgia by reconnecting with a toy or playing games from their childhood, while

feeling reassured that, at this time, they are safe. In addition to this, play can be considered a

great outlet to let go of internal pain. The power of play should not be overlooked, since it can

help one to overcome former negative feelings that branched from traumatic experiences.

To reconnect with one’s inner child, one should invest in acts of play that they are

passionate about. Moreover, one major benefit of play is helping to reduce one’s stress levels.

The human brain associates memories with emotions, but one can say that the brain does not

understand the concept of time. Therefore, people can use play to time travel back to a nostalgic

state, and heal their inner child. Play can be used to heal past trauma in multiple ways. For

example, allowing oneself to do things they could not do as a child can help them to surpass the

regret they once felt. Play can remind people of positive memories and can promote productivity.

Nostalgia is considered a helpful tool for recalling memories, reflecting on life, and admiring our

current state of being. Furthermore, within our study we acknowledge that all trauma is valid and

worth healing. Musicians play music, the way kids play with friends. By playing music, we are

able to reconnect with our inner child, feel hidden emotions, have a cathartic experience and

heal. We can play music to feel nostalgia by listening to songs from our childhood to transport us

back to the past. Music can help one come to terms with reality but also allows for one to escape

any reality. Music therapy in itself can help in understanding and expressing feelings. This brings

into discussion how music is associated with emotions, and emotions heavily impact memory. In

the sense that the stronger the emotion the stronger the memory. So when people connect with

music on an emotional level, whether it is relating to the lyrics or being touched by the
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instruments, the subconscious mind is making note of such time periods and songs.

Watching movies is noted to be a great activity to do when one wants to relax the mind

and connect with their younger self. Children are often considered to be more carefree and

fearless. Movies can help people take on such mindsets even if it is just for a moment. Movies

are powerful in various ways, which can explain why many people have movie collections they

safely store for when they want to revisit the past. Books have narratives that focus on themes

that are universal, therefore, readers are able to project their own specific experiences--which

may be experiences of trauma--but in a masked manner that they can then process and reflect on

in their reading. We can read novels to feel nostalgia by coming back to books that we read

during our childhood, as our favorite books from childhood allow us to feel innocent once more.

Nostalgia is commonly associated with playing music, watching movies, and reading books. All

cases share that feeling of comfort and allow the mind to use its incredible imagination. These

acts have a heavy impact on our mood and well-being more than we think. Music is known to

reach people when they are at their happiest and lowest. Playing music can help one to heal from

past trauma by allowing us to connect with our emotions on a deeper level. Certain lyrics have

the power to translate our emotions. Music can help one connect to their feelings that they

otherwise might not be able to access, and once they can access these feelings they can process

them and move through them.

Listening to music is a full experience that vibrates your senses and sends pleasant

signals to the brain that create an almost spiritual like experience. Music helps bring the body

into a state of relaxation and activates the parasympathetic nervous system which can help in

times of anxiety or stress and can help you begin to heal from your past trauma. This artistic

medium allows us to time travel back to a time where we experienced trauma and can serve as
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the lifeline we may have not had during that time. Lyrics can also do well in comforting us such

that it states things we wish we had heard during our childhood. Moreover, lyrics allow us to feel

heard and can truly make our feelings feel validated. Knowing others went through a similar

experience makes us feel less alone, which is beneficial since experiencing a traumatic event can

be isolating.

Listening to music provides us the opportunity to submerge ourselves into the words, the

sounds, and the story; it brings us to our own stories and creates a connection to the past. By

doing this, we reflect on some key moments in our lives and how they have made an impact on

our current selves. Music is considered a universal language that can help one to disconnect from

the real world and provide that moment of time to reflect and improve from negativities that one

has experienced. Although music genres are diverse within themselves, they all share the quality

of helping someone with their personal development. Music is considered to be associated with

therapeutic effects such as bringing about behavioral changes. Movies are connected to our

visual and auditory senses, the combination of both makes the mind truly expand its perspective

and feel all the emotions the directors, screen writers, actors, and producers hoped to depict. By

watching movies we love, we are able to connect with our feelings on a deeper level as we can

relate and empathize with the characters. We can also heal from past trauma by seeing a

character in the movie go through a similar experience and overcome it, therefore giving us the

motivation and hope to be able to battle our past trauma ourselves. Watching our favorite movies

also gives us a sense of comfort, which allows us to get a feeling of nostalgia and cheer us up.

Watching movies can trigger emotions and take us back to a nostalgic time that reminds us of

ways we were able to conquer obstacles in life. Movies that depict situations and feelings similar

to our own lived experiences, allows us to feel less isolated. It is a universal experience to feel as
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though we are the only person to have experienced a particular trauma, but trauma comes in all

types, meaning that we are not alone.

Watching movies can be nostalgic because it can bring up topics or situations of past

memories. Movies have the power to spark several emotions in an individual and seeing how a

character in a storyline deals with a similar situation can promote healing. Movies allow us to

calm down, as certain genres can lower levels of anxiety. If a character in a movie is going

through a similar situation as we are, we can see how that character handles the situation and

give us ideas of how we can handle it ourselves. Watching movies can bring nostalgic memories

of the past and allow us to express past emotions that we were not able to express in the past.

This accounts for why movies can help one from trauma and feel comforted, as the scenes have

grown to reflect our favorite childhood memories. Furthermore, movies are a great way to

connect with old memories. Movies bring a storyline, characters, music, and much more into

consideration which makes it easier to recognize our past. There are many movies and TV shows

that make certain generations feel nostalgic, such as Grey’s Anatomy (2005), Gilmore Girls

(2000), and original Disney movies. These movies provoke emotions like happiness and security

in viewers. When people watch a movie they are brought into a different world and can heal

from trauma by recognizing their own life in such storylines.

Movies allow viewers to revisit their past memories and storylines that they may have

forgotten about. By rewatching and reconnecting with characters, scenes, and music from

movies, they are able to feel as though they are back in the timeframe of the original time they

had watched the movie. Movies have storylines that are filled with emotions that can help one

better understand their trauma. Scripts can give one redemption of something they have been

through and can validate their experiences. The act of reading also has its benefits, as one can
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completely immerse oneself into an unknown world. For example, the Harry Potter (1997) series

brings many people back to their childhood and serves as an escape from the real world. By

reading a book and learning about the perspectives from which people view things and the

emotional, ideological, and cultural history behind them, not only will we be better able to deal

with past trauma, but we will also be able to organize our own actions needed to remove the

factors that create trauma. Numerous books, if not all, contain valuable life lessons shared by the

authors, which is something that promotes healing. History books, for example, allow the current

and future generations to better understand their ancestors and how they overcame trauma and

difficulties. Reading books to feel nostalgia can be very helpful when recovering from past

trauma because it can be a great way to broaden one’s perspective. Meaning that reading

literature can help us feel better about ourselves, and our past and future. Books allow us to

relive scenarios and circumstances we are reading in almost a cinematic scenario in our head.

Creating such images in our head can allow us to relive our trauma, and allow us to feel less

isolated, gain a better understanding of emotions, and allow us to heal. Music, movies, and books

all help us take part in a nostalgic state as they each depict something unique and promote self

expression.

Literature Review

Inner child is a term that has caught the attention of many in recent years, including our

undergraduate research team. We have dedicated much time and effort towards analyzing how

people could use play to challenge, motivate, and heal from trauma through feelings of nostalgia

in order to reconnect with their inner child. We were not the only researchers drawn to such

topics, as the International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Health and Well-Being concluded
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that reflecting on one’s inner child can promote self-discovery in older individuals. Moreover,

the scholarly article points out how the inner child gradually becomes more and more present as

the individual gets older. In addition to this, The Play Therapist published a blog that addressed

benefits of play therapy with adults. For many people who have experienced abuse, neglect,

household dysfunction and trauma, verbally expressing themselves can be difficult. It may be

easier to express themselves and their trauma through play and to begin the healing process of

their inner child while also relieving stress. Dr. Cohut (2021) explored the psychology of

nostalgia, along with its benefits and impacts on human life. While nostalgia can be associated

with feelings of homesickness and anxiety, it is also connected to various advantages that

positively play a role in experiencing changes in life. Cooks-Campbell (2022) was intrigued by

inner child work, which she defined as being a method of identifying and resolving childhood

trauma. Her article acknowledges that adult behaviors are influenced by our childhood

experiences. Inner child work focuses on reparenting ourselves to meet our unmet needs. This

type of self-discovery aids in the understanding of our actions, triggers, desires, and needs.

Adults can be no different from children in specific ways, as researcher Olson-Morrison

(2017) discusses how play therapy is helpful for children, but also adults with complex trauma.

Play can help heal areas of social, emotional, and cognitive development compromised from

chronic interpersonal trauma exposure in early childhood. ​​Raab (2018) addresses the importance

of reconnecting with our inner child. She emphasizes that as children we tend to get hurt and this

carries out into our adult lives and how we interact. Not only does she state that we carry

emotional burdens but that our body does as well. To cope with such burdens, she suggests

reconnecting with our inner child as it would allow us to better understand ourselves. A podcast

episode on Speaking of Psychology: Does nostalgia have a psychological purpose (2019) was
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directed by licensed psychologist Krystine Batcho, where she describes nostalgia as being an

emotional experience that unifies our senses of who we are over time. It serves as a motivator to

remember our past selves and experiences, which then serves as a reflection of who we are today

and who we want to be in the future. This podcast captures a full circle reflection and it begins

with a reflection of the past to a point of growth for the future. Our team had the intention of

learning more about the importance of one’s inner child and gradually that led us to seek a focus

on nostalgia and play. We wanted to dive into the complexity of childhood experiences with a

focus on self-discovery and growth.

An important aspect of our research is to evaluate how greatly one’s inner child can be

affected by the words and actions of people whom they are close to. Routledge (2019) states that

nostalgia plays a key role in fostering close-knit relationships between family relatives and

friends. This emotion also exaggerated the feelings related to following through one’s social

goals and wanting to seek connection. A key concept that was investigated in order to grasp the

significance of inner child was trauma. Johnston (1997) analyzed the use of art and play therapy

with victims of sexual abuse and trauma from childhood. Her research article is a literature

review that discusses how healing can come about through the exploration of our inner child and

expression of emotions and thoughts through the act of play, art, and play therapy. Research done

on Self-regulatory interplay between negative and positive emotions: the case of loneliness and

nostalgia (2010) addresses correlations between negative and positive emotions with loneliness

and nostalgia. Nostalgia generally connects with a positive emotional state, while loneliness

connects with a negative psychological state. Analyzing key differences and similarities between

the two is helpful in regards to better understanding social and emotional anxiety and other

psychological disorders. Bas (2021) examined the relationship between mental health and
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academic achievement among adolescents. This was an interesting approach since mental health

is associated with healing and academic achievement is connected to rewards, nonetheless both

are part of our childhood. Healing one’s inner child is not a simple process, however, with

motivation it is possible to do. Psychology Today published an article on motivation which stated

that it gives people the willingness to keep pushing and gives them a chance to become aware of

a greater purpose. Dube (2021) wrote a blog on the inner child where she mentioned that the act

of connecting and doing the activity you loved as a child can recreate memories. As well as

sharing stories and pictures with loved ones. She reminds readers to enjoy the small pleasures in

life as we did when we were children, which is a valuable piece of advice. Gil (2010) described

sand play as a method to direct the healing process of children who experienced trauma. She

states that play allows the brain to reach its full potential.

Article on “The Power of Play for Addressing Trauma in the Early Years” brings forth

that people can use play to heal from trauma by changing the narrative of the story as we play.

As adults we are presented with the power to change the endings of traumatic stories, resulting in

a healing process. British psychoanalyst, David Crenshaw (2008) explains the approach of

release therapy and how it can assist in healing. Trauma is a topic that continues to be studied by

many professionals as it heavily impacts the actions one partakes in as an adolescent and adult.

He describes play as a safe act children can participate in to heal from trauma. Crenshaw states

how powerful imagination is as it allows one to effectively explore the emotions associated with

traumatic events. Research on “Altering the development of the dopaminergic system through

social play in rats: Implications for anxiety, depression, hyperactivity, and compulsivity” was

done in the year of 2021. This study took on a physiological approach when discussing the role

of dopamine, as it is a chemical that performs important functions in various parts of our body,
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including the brain. It was concluded that having not been social during childhood could be one

of the factors contributing to the emergence of mental illness. This was helpful to our research

team since we got to gain a new perspective on how childhood experiences affect us later in life.

Ludden (2020) described nostalgia as typically brought on by retrieval cues, such as being

around friends and family or listening to music, since such circumstances can bring back old

memories. Nostalgia was also found to be more recurring in people who are feeling low or

depressed, as it has also been found to boost one's mood and increase a person’s outlook on life.

A scholarly article on “Lost or fond? Effects of nostalgia on sad mood recovery vary by

attachment insecurity” (2015) states nostalgia as being a recollection of memories involving

human interactions. Being in a nostalgic state is thought to help one cope with loneliness and

other typically negative scenarios and feelings. An important takeaway from such studies is

acknowledging the value within expressing oneself openly and honestly at our own individual

pace. Malchiodi (2020) discusses the effectiveness of play therapy and dives into research

studies that promote play therapy as being a form of relief to children. Furthermore, Author

Raypole (2021) wrote an article on how to heal our inner child. She mentions reconnecting with

our playful side and incorporating fun and simple pleasures into our life so that it can rekindle

the positive emotions of our youth. Doing this and forms of meditation can help individuals heal

from trauma. These articles and research studies allowed our team to gain a great background in

the concepts of play, inner child, nostalgia, trauma, and healing.
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Methodology

Participants

Sixteen Santa Monica College students that range in age, major, and background. The age

range of our participants can be described as being from seventeen to thirty nine. The

participants were selected randomly and not due to any similarities apart from being a student at

Santa Monica College. Their student status of being a part-time or full-time student was not of

our interest.

Materials

With the use of Google Forms, we collected both quantitative and qualitative data. Our

survey consisted of a total of five sections. The first section addressed how the personal

information of all participants will be kept private. It also consisted of contact information of

who to reach in the case that they may have any questions or concerns. The second section

required participants to input their personal information which verified they are indeed a student

at Santa Monica College. The third section was most important as it had a drop down menu that

consisted of twenty three questions. The survey provided each participant the space to address

three required questions and two optional questions. They were also required to state their age, as

it was of importance to our research. The fourth section informed participants that they have the

option to be contacted in the future once our team obtains our research conclusions. The fifth and

final section allowed the participants to reflect on our survey and provide us feedback on how we

can better collect data.

Honors In Action 19



THE INTERCONNECTION OF THE INNER CHILD, TRAUMA, AND NOSTALGIA

Procedure

All participants were directed to answer three required questions and were given the

option to address two optional questions. They each stated their age for research purposes. The

twenty three questions they were allowed to choose from were associated with the following

keywords: inner child, trauma, nostalgia, healing, motivation, growth, learning, challenge,

mistakes, comfort, character development, sentiment, loneliness, self-care. One question directly

asks participants how they practice self-care, which allowed our research team to better

understand how they subconsciously care for their inner child. Another question asked

participants about a memorable experience they recall when having been lonely. The responses

to this question provided us insight into how they coped with loneliness and how nostalgia can

trigger such memories.

Limitations

After reflecting upon our research methods as community college students, we have

gathered some notable limitations. We as a team gained so much knowledge through this process

but we indeed found ourselves aware of ways in which we could have improved our study. If this

research study were to be replicated, we would encourage the researchers to seek a larger sample

size. If we had more time to work with, our team would have preferred to interview every single

one of the participants. We found it important to seek participants from all age groups, but we

surely would have had greater results if we had invited people outside of Santa Monica College

to participate in our study. Our project was conducted under the supervision of other students, it

would have been beneficial to have received guidance from a professor or other research

professional. After analyzing our results, a handful of us found ourselves more in favor of the
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study having been a double-blind experiment. Due to the lack of time, the research survey we

used within our project was not accepting responses for more than two weeks so that limited our

project. As researchers, if the study were to be replicated we advise to take more time to

formulate the survey. Since our undergraduate research team consisted of students, with mixed

backgrounds in research, our study did have such limitations but nonetheless, our time and effort

resulted in helping ourselves, our participants, and the greater Santa Monica College community

participate in a self-discovery journey.

Results

Figure 1: Twenty Three Research Questions
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Figure 2, 3 and 4: Pie Chart Representing First Set of Questions Answered

Figure 5, 6, and 7: Pie Chart Representing Second Set of Questions Answered
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Figure 8, 9, and 10: Pie Chart Representing Third Set of Questions Answered
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Figure 11, 12, and 13: Pie Chart Representing First Set of Optional Questions Answered

Figure 14, 15, and 16: Pie Chart Representing Second Set of Optional Questions Answered
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Figure 17: Bar Chart Representing the Age Range of Participants
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Figure 18, 19, 20, and 21: Selected Amount of Participant Responses
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Discussion

Sixteen participants filled out our research survey, each answered three questions and a

handful of them answered two optional questions, as a result we obtained over forty eight

insightful responses. A participant shared they liked to remind themselves about the bigger

picture when confronted with a stressful scenario. The bigger picture referred to being healthy,

genuine, being surrounded by good people, and being kind. This response stood out because

various times one finds themselves feeling defeated and overwhelmed that it can be extremely

beneficial to remind oneself of what truly matters. Additionally, someone responded that

listening to music and focusing on a distraction brings them peace and comfort when feeling

stressed. Music is a great way to distract someone from things they are dealing with. It helps to

Honors In Action 29



THE INTERCONNECTION OF THE INNER CHILD, TRAUMA, AND NOSTALGIA

serve as an outlet to transfer emotions in a different direction. A participant shared practicing self

care by reflecting on nostalgic times. They feel as if doing so allows them to see how much they

have grown while also giving them a sense of comfort. This response succinctly expresses the

emotions that many people feel, especially when looking back at their past. It also helps people

better understand their inner personality. Whereas, one of our other participants stated they

practice self-care by hanging out with friends and going hiking. Although the response may be

short, it identifies the ways that we are able to feel comforted by taking care of ourselves. Being

with friends makes us feel comforted, and hiking allows us to connect with mother nature. Both

ways help in promoting our health, mentally and physically, and help us engage in mindfulness,

an important aspect of practicing self-care.

It should be noted that hanging out with friends, or in other words, our chosen family

holds so much value. As some of the individuals that come from dysfunctional and unsupportive

families rely on such friends during their darkest times. Another individual stated they practice

self care by writing in their journal. The act of journaling has always been practiced by society

and it is extremely helpful when our mind needs to relax and wind down. Writing in a journal

every day is a great way to practice self care because it allows us to get all of our thoughts and

feelings down on a page. Journaling can help one lift the weight off of their shoulders, whether

that is trauma or stress. Writing emotions and experiences down can help one transfer that

negative energy and release it into the world. As a result, this can help someone begin their

healing journey. One of our participants mentioned participating in online games and playing

music as their way of practicing self care. Moreover, someone stated they practice self care by

saying motivating and kind statements to themselves. The goal of self care is to alleviate stress

and promote happiness. Self-care is a set of actions that a person takes to prioritize or maintain
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their mental wellbeing.

Another response that was quite revealing was how a participant was asked what they

would say to their inner child and they responded with a short statement that reads as none of

their experiences was their fault. This brought our team to realize how many of us carry a lot of

guilt from past mistakes and traumas. Speaking with kind words towards your inner child is a

great way to settle anxious thoughts, it is important to be kind towards oneself. The survey also

incorporated a question asking participants who they go to when they are feeling lonely. One

participant stated the designated person is their best friend, which is an excellent example of how

having a significant individual in one’s life can provide one a sense of security. Another

participant shared that they go to their mom, which made us as researchers reflect upon how our

guardians are typically our life-long built-in companions. Apart from this, one participant felt

drawn towards answering the question that asks them to describe nostalgia. Their response can

be summarized by saying that nostalgia is a distinct feeling from having reflected on a specific

moment from the past. The feeling is bitter sweet since it is a positive experience but it makes

the mind aware that one cannot go back in time to re-live such time. This response is interesting

because it captures the conflicting emotions we have in relation to our past. The feeling of

nostalgia can bring one back to a happy moment, and while there is gratitude for having that

experience, there is also pain that it cannot be revisited in that way again. There is light brought

to the difficult combination of feelings one endures in a nostalgic moment.

Our survey incorporated questions that were designed to be thought-provoking such that

the individual was able to self-reflect. A participant shared that their childhood trauma was a

defining event in their life, when questioned how their childhood trauma affected their self

perception. Their response accomplished the goal of having them become more self-aware.
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Furthermore, another participant stated their childhood trauma still follows them and contributes

to the challenges they face when meeting new people. This made our team gain insight into how

childhood trauma can negatively impact one’s emotional connections with others. Childhood

trauma can considerably make it hard for people to trust others as their guard fears they will

experience the same pain they felt in the past. Our survey responses ranged in length, some were

quite short while others were lengthy, however, all were meaningful. A participant provided us a

thoughtful response to a question that asked to share how they think childhood trauma or

complex post-traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD) affected their relationship with their inner child.

They shared that having gone to therapy to heal their inner child led them to realize how their

childhood trauma and PTSD greatly influenced their self-perception. Prior to such therapy

sessions they were unknowingly harming their inner child by disregarding their trauma and

getting associated with negative and toxic individuals. This participant is actively listening to

their inner child and is no longer suppressing their feelings. This personal response was brave

and inspiring because the respondent describes their journey with their inner child.

One of our participants stated they associate the word comfort with their feelings of

nostalgia, which brought a positive light upon the concept of nostalgia. When a participant was

asked what person or role model has helped them to overcome childhood trauma, they responded

with Batman. This character is named Bruce Wayne and Batman is his secret identity. Batman is

a superhero and Bruce Wayne had lost his mom and dad when he was a kid. As a child, he had

fallen in a cave filled with bats, which led to trauma. One afternoon, when his parents took him

to watch a play, there were acrobats hanging and they flared young Bruce Wayne’s fear of bats.

He had a panic attack and needed to leave the theater. After doing so, his parents were mugged

and murdered. Bruce Wayne blamed himself for their death and was forced to dive right into his
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fear such that he became fear itself: The Batman. The participant having mentioned Batman as

being someone who helped to guide them through a traumatic event was powerful since Batman

took the trauma he had and transformed it into motivation to help others.

Plan of Action

Having had gained a glimpse into how many individuals perceive their inner child,

nostalgia, and interpret their trauma reassured us that we wanted to create a plan of action that

addressed all of the above. We searched for ways in which we as an undergraduate research team

could help people better understand the roots of their trauma, the existence of their inner child,

and the impact our younger self has had on our present self. We developed numerous questions

to ask professionals in regards to such themes. Our goal was to learn more about the process of

healing from trauma, how our personality is developed, and if certain activities promoted

healing. Considering play therapy is often used with children to help heal childhood trauma, we

were questioning if such method is just as effective for young adolescents and adults. We hoped

to have learned if there was a way to measure healing arised from traumatic events. Dealing with

such events is not easy, so we seeked to understand ways in which we can connect with the

events in a healthy manner.

As a team we were interested in knowing how beneficial it is to seek professional help

rather than healing by oneself. We wanted to expand our knowledge upon why certain people

search for nostalgia after experiencing trauma. The results from this research study sparked our

interest in what the misconceptions are regarding anxiety and trauma. The topic of the inner child

has gained attention these past decades, so we felt drawn towards learning if nostalgia has an

evolutionary explanation to its purpose. As our plan of action we wanted to learn more about the
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inner child through a psychological lens. This was accomplished by having gained valuable

insights from Dr. Dawn-Elise Snipes, who is a Licensed Clinical Psychotherapist. She obtained

her PhD in both education and counseling. Her background in psychology made her an ideal

candidate to help our team better grasp the concept of the inner child. We held a virtual meeting

where we invited all Phi Theta Kappa members to join us in watching Dr. Snipes teach us about

the inner child, childhood trauma, and coping mechanisms. Dr. Snipes was not present at our

virtual event but her informative YouTube video on Healing the Inner Child (2021) was played

during our meeting. Before it was played, a trigger warning was announced. Dr. Snipes went

over five main objectives during the presentation. She informed viewers upon what the inner

child is, what behaviors could have traumatized the inner child, as well as the impacts trauma has

on the inner child. Her presentation consisted of describing core issues that people face when

their inner child has been harmed. Dr. Snipes concluded the presentation by addressing strategies

that have been found to heal the inner child.

She had shared with viewers that when our inner child is not healed or in the process of

healing from childhood trauma, we tend to take on traumatizing behaviors that we ourselves had

experienced. The video stated how to detect when our inner child has been hurt, making note

upon how it can be subtle things that can hint our inner child is wounded. Hiding one’s feelings,

being a perfectionist, and/or distrusting are some examples of such traits that indicate one’s inner

child is in need of healing. To best connect with one’s inner child, Dr. Snipes recommends

actively listening to the inner child’s needs, processing grief, and to identify what triggers

negative thoughts and emotions. A handful of event attendees felt comfortable to share out loud

their own current state of relationship with their inner child. They expressed the presentation to

be helpful, eye opening, and a great motivator to indulge in their inner child. One individual
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stated that healing the inner child is an important piece of information to spread. Having had a

video that welcomes people to reflect back on their past, promoted growth in many ways. A

grand takeaway from the presentation of Dr. Snipes was the value behind acknowledging the

pain and trauma one may still be holding onto. An attendee shared having felt as if her feelings

were being validated during the presentation.

Trauma, especially during our childhood, is a very sensitive subject for many, as it can

resurface negative and painful memories and emotions. The presentation by Dr. Snipes addressed

various factors that can contribute to shaping a child’s personality that can manifest into

adulthood. The video was known to have resonated with many attendees. With the help of Dr.

Snipes' various attendees were able to take on a more psychological perspective on their trauma.

She had provided viewers an explanation for why we have certain patterns of behaviors. The

video was considered to be reassuring, alleviating, and educational. Our research team felt

accomplished knowing the video helped to open up a very important dialogue. The behaviors

that Dr. Snipes mentioned that were known to have been harmful to the inner child were

surprising to some attendees since they were not aware that certain behaviors such as belittling

someone or bullying them was constituted as traumatizing. A keyword that the presentation

focused on was grief. Attendees felt comforted to hear that allowing yourself to grieve for what

they did or did not experience growing up was okay as long as they remember to focus on the

present.

What was incredibly insightful about the presentation was how it displayed to viewers

examples of traumatizing and internalized behaviors. Being knowledgeable about the kind of

behaviors that may cause childhood trauma is imperative, as people may unintentionally exhibit

such behaviors. Attendees found themselves realizing how childhood trauma is not always
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obvious and dramatic but can instead be subtle. Being informed upon these situations provides

people the power to create a more positive and welcoming environment for others. Although

time flies and we all grow up, we all have an inner child within ourselves and it is vital to be

sympathetic with ourselves and others.

Conclusion

Our research project on “The Art & Science of Play: Nostalgia as Play” led us to

develop our research question which questioned how people could use play to challenge,

motivate, and heal from trauma through feelings of nostalgia in order to reconnect with

their inner child. The survey questions and responses we created provided us insight into

how trauma can have a large impact on how one views and cares for themselves. The

research question was designed to touch base on a range of perspectives and experiences

that many people have gone through during their childhood; most notably trauma.

Additionally, our participants were presented with the opportunity to go through a process

of self-exploration which allowed them to reflect, and grow from their past. Based on the

information presented by our participants, we can conclude that our research question was

addressed due to the diverse set of questions asked. The participants gave responses to the

questions that they felt were the most relevant to their lives, and this provided us with

insight on their experiences of nostalgia. We do want to acknowledge how everyone

experiences moments differently, so, we cannot state we found an answer to our research

question that represents all beings. Nonetheless, we were able to obtain a broad range of

information which addressed our research question. However, a broad range of information

can be more challenging to analyze as it allows for a subjective interpretation.
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Childhood trauma leaves an impact on a person and such experiences contribute to

their physiological and psychological development. Many of our survey responses offered

us valuable information upon how trauma and nostalgia is perceived. Acknowledging

traumatic events and letting those unfortunate things go is not easy, the process of healing

can be difficult at first for many, but it is a journey that is worthwhile. Through the act of

healing, the energy associated with our trauma can be released and is able to be filled with

positive energy that will help us develop a life that we love. Our participants helped us to

understand how they actively heal from childhood trauma. Past childhood experiences can

have an immense impact on the way we perceive and interact with the world. Participants

were able to reflect on past trauma and explain what methods of play they use to heal. The

survey questions we formed as a group allowed us to view the different perspectives of

self-healing through childhood trauma. The varying responses from participants provided

us much insight into how others define, interpret, or perceive their trauma. We aimed

towards finding out how people connect with their inner child, we accomplished this by

having asked our participants about the context of their favorite dream within our survey.

This question gave us a better understanding of what objects or settings they associate

strong emotions with. The survey responses we gathered made note upon significant

figures, feelings, and activities that have positively, as well as negatively impacted one’s

relationship with their inner child, and such complex emotions are a key part to

highlighting the truth of nostalgia.

Allowing participants to accept and address certain feelings that were present during

their childhood allowed them to work through their trauma. When one is healing from

trauma, it is helpful for them to take care of themselves during the process. Finding out the
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ways people take care of themselves while healing, provided us insight into what methods

may have aided an individual in taking care of themselves or in meeting their needs as a

child. Play can have a cathartic impact on healing and recovering from trauma. It can

simply redirect one from a negative train of thought or, more complicatedly, replace

traumatic memories. The responses we obtained allowed us to make connections between

childhood experiences and psychological states. Play is considered to evoke nostalgia and

promote healing. Through interactions with one’s inner child, a person is able to

demonstrate care and attention to their subconscious mind and be in touch with their wants

and needs. Our survey accomplished gaining thoughtful responses that gave us a glimpse of

the experiences of our participants, experiences that helped to shape them. Certain survey

questions were worded such that they allowed for participants to open up about their

childhood trauma and better understand their persona. Their responses helped to unfold a

form of cause and effect of childhood trauma. Through their self-reflection, they were able

to address any possible inner conflicts they may have developed from having experienced

such trauma. Our undergraduate research team learned from each participant the

importance of cherishing and being mindful of one’s inner child.
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