
somatic experiencing exercises
somatic experiencing exercises are therapeutic techniques designed to help individuals release
trauma and stress stored in the body. Developed by Dr. Peter A. Levine, somatic experiencing focuses
on bodily sensations and the nervous system's responses to traumatic events. These exercises aim to
restore balance and promote healing by increasing awareness of physical sensations and gently
guiding the body to complete natural self-regulation processes. Incorporating somatic practices into
therapy or daily routines can significantly enhance emotional resilience and reduce symptoms related
to trauma, anxiety, and chronic stress. This article will explore various somatic experiencing
exercises, their benefits, and practical applications to support mental and physical well-being.
Understanding these methods provides valuable tools for trauma recovery and stress management.
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Understanding Somatic Experiencing
Somatic experiencing is a body-centered therapeutic approach that emphasizes awareness of bodily
sensations to address and resolve trauma. Unlike traditional talk therapies, somatic experiencing
exercises focus on the nonverbal, physiological aspects of trauma stored in the body’s nervous
system. This method helps individuals notice subtle physical sensations and release pent-up energy
that may be causing physical or emotional distress. The approach is grounded in the understanding
that trauma can disrupt the nervous system's natural ability to regulate itself, leading to chronic
stress, anxiety, or other symptoms.

By gently guiding clients to track sensations such as tension, warmth, or tingling, somatic
experiencing facilitates a process of renegotiating trauma without retraumatization. This body-based
method can be used alongside other therapeutic approaches or practiced independently for self-
regulation. The exercises engage the parasympathetic nervous system, promoting relaxation and
healing.

Origins and Development
Somatic experiencing was developed by Dr. Peter Levine in the 1970s after observing how animals in
the wild recover from life-threatening events without developing trauma symptoms. Levine's research
identified that humans can also benefit from completing the body's natural responses to stress and
trauma through specific exercises. These exercises help to discharge the physiological energy
trapped in the body, which is often left unresolved after traumatic experiences.



How Somatic Experiencing Differs from Other Therapies
While many therapies focus on cognitive processing or verbal expression of trauma, somatic
experiencing emphasizes the body’s role in healing. It works by tuning into physical sensations rather
than thoughts or emotions. This approach reduces the risk of retraumatization by allowing trauma to
be processed gradually and safely. Somatic experiencing exercises are particularly useful for those
who find it difficult to articulate their trauma or who experience intense physical symptoms related to
psychological distress.

Core Principles of Somatic Experiencing Exercises
Somatic experiencing exercises are grounded in several key principles that guide their application
and effectiveness. Understanding these principles is essential for safe and productive practice.

Tracking Sensation
Tracking involves paying close attention to internal bodily sensations, such as tightness, warmth, or
movement. This mindful observation helps identify areas where trauma or tension is stored, allowing
the individual to gently explore and release these sensations.

Pendulation
Pendulation refers to the natural rhythm of moving between states of tension and relaxation within
the body. Somatic experiencing exercises encourage shifting attention back and forth between
uncomfortable sensations and neutral or pleasant ones. This oscillation helps regulate the nervous
system and prevents overwhelm.

Titration
Titration involves working with trauma in small, manageable doses rather than all at once. This
gradual approach allows the nervous system to process distressing sensations safely and effectively,
reducing the likelihood of emotional flooding or shutdown.

Resourcing
Resourcing is the process of identifying and utilizing internal or external supports that provide a sense
of safety and comfort. Resources can include positive memories, physical objects, or supportive
relationships. These resources help stabilize the nervous system during somatic experiencing
exercises.



Popular Somatic Experiencing Exercises
There are numerous somatic experiencing exercises used by therapists and individuals for trauma
resolution and stress management. Below are some widely practiced exercises that illustrate the core
techniques of this therapeutic approach.

Body Scan
The body scan is a foundational exercise in somatic experiencing that involves slowly directing
attention to different parts of the body. The goal is to notice sensations without judgment or the need
to change them. This practice increases bodily awareness and helps identify areas of tension or
discomfort linked to trauma.

Grounding Techniques
Grounding exercises focus on connecting the individual to the present moment and physical reality.
Techniques include feeling the feet on the ground, noticing the weight of the body in a chair, or
sensing contact with the floor. Grounding helps regulate the nervous system by providing a stable
sensory experience.

Breath Awareness
Controlled breath awareness involves observing the natural rhythm of breathing or practicing gentle
breath regulation. This exercise supports calmness and nervous system regulation by engaging the
parasympathetic response. Breath awareness can be combined with other somatic techniques for
greater effect.

Resourcing Visualization
This exercise involves recalling a safe and comforting image or memory that evokes feelings of
security. Visualizing this resource helps buffer the nervous system during difficult somatic
experiencing exercises and enhances emotional resilience.

Movement and Release
Gentle movements such as shaking, stretching, or swaying can help discharge stored tension in the
body. These movements are performed mindfully and slowly, allowing the nervous system to
gradually release trapped energy associated with trauma.

Example List: Basic Somatic Experiencing Exercises

Mindful Body Scan



Feet Grounding Exercise

Slow Diaphragmatic Breathing

Safe Place Visualization

Gentle Shoulder Rolls

Subtle Hand Movements

Benefits of Practicing Somatic Experiencing Exercises
Regular practice of somatic experiencing exercises offers a wide range of benefits for both mental
and physical health. These benefits stem from improved nervous system regulation and increased
body awareness.

Reduction of Trauma Symptoms
Somatic experiencing exercises help reduce symptoms such as hypervigilance, flashbacks, and
emotional numbness by facilitating the completion of unresolved trauma responses. This can lead to
less anxiety, depression, and PTSD symptoms.

Improved Emotional Regulation
By learning to track and titrate sensations, individuals gain greater control over their emotional
responses. This increased regulation reduces impulsivity and enhances the ability to stay calm in
stressful situations.

Enhanced Physical Health
Chronic stress and trauma often manifest as physical ailments such as muscle tension, headaches,
and gastrointestinal issues. Somatic experiencing exercises promote relaxation and help alleviate
these symptoms by releasing stored tension.

Greater Mind-Body Connection
These exercises foster a stronger connection between the mind and body, encouraging holistic health
and self-awareness. This connection supports better decision-making and overall well-being.



Support for Recovery and Resilience
Somatic experiencing exercises provide tools that support ongoing recovery from trauma and build
resilience against future stressors. They empower individuals to respond adaptively to challenges
rather than becoming overwhelmed.

Tips for Effective Somatic Experiencing Practice
To maximize the benefits of somatic experiencing exercises, it is important to approach the practice
with care and consistency. The following tips can help ensure safe and effective implementation.

Create a Safe Environment
Practice in a quiet, comfortable space where interruptions are minimal. A safe environment helps
facilitate relaxation and focus on bodily sensations.

Start Slowly
Begin with short sessions and simple exercises to prevent overwhelm. Gradually increase the duration
and complexity as comfort and skill improve.

Stay Present and Nonjudgmental
Observe sensations with curiosity and without judgment. Avoid trying to change or fix sensations
immediately; instead, allow them to unfold naturally.

Use Resources When Needed
If difficult sensations arise, utilize resourcing techniques such as safe place visualization or grounding
to maintain regulation.

Consider Professional Guidance
While many somatic experiencing exercises can be practiced independently, working with a certified
somatic experiencing practitioner is recommended for processing intense trauma safely.

Consistency is Key
Regular practice enhances nervous system regulation and deepens the somatic connection. Aim to
incorporate exercises into daily or weekly routines for sustained benefits.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are somatic experiencing exercises?
Somatic experiencing exercises are therapeutic techniques designed to help individuals release
trauma stored in the body by increasing awareness of physical sensations and promoting natural self-
regulation.

How do somatic experiencing exercises help with stress
relief?
These exercises help reduce stress by encouraging individuals to tune into their bodily sensations,
allowing the nervous system to discharge tension and restore a sense of calm and balance.

Can somatic experiencing exercises be done at home?
Yes, many somatic experiencing exercises can be practiced at home, such as mindful breathing, body
scans, and gentle movement, but guidance from a trained therapist is often recommended for trauma
recovery.

What is an example of a simple somatic experiencing
exercise?
A simple exercise is the 'grounding' technique where you focus on your feet touching the floor,
noticing the sensations, which helps anchor you in the present moment and enhances bodily
awareness.

Are somatic experiencing exercises effective for trauma
recovery?
Yes, somatic experiencing exercises are widely recognized as effective tools for trauma recovery by
helping individuals release trauma-related tension and improve emotional regulation through body
awareness.

How long does it take to see benefits from somatic
experiencing exercises?
The time to see benefits varies, but many people notice improvements in stress levels and emotional
regulation within a few sessions, while deeper trauma healing may require consistent practice over
weeks or months.

Additional Resources
1. Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma
This foundational book by Peter A. Levine introduces the concept of somatic experiencing, a body-



centered approach to healing trauma. Levine explains how trauma is stored in the body and offers
exercises to release this energy safely. The book combines scientific insights with practical techniques
to help readers understand and resolve their trauma.

2. Somatic Experiencing: Using Interoception and Proprioception as Core Elements of Trauma Therapy
This text delves into the core principles of somatic experiencing, emphasizing the roles of
interoception (internal body awareness) and proprioception (sense of body position). It provides
detailed exercises and therapeutic strategies designed to help clients reconnect with their body
sensations and release trauma. Therapists and individuals alike will find this book a useful guide for
deeper somatic work.

3. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma
Written by Bessel van der Kolk, this widely acclaimed book explores how trauma reshapes the body
and brain. While it covers various therapeutic approaches, it highlights somatic experiencing
exercises as effective tools for trauma recovery. Readers gain insight into the physiological impact of
trauma and practical methods to regain bodily control.

4. In an Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness
Peter A. Levine offers a comprehensive look at how trauma affects the nervous system and how
somatic experiencing exercises can restore balance. The book combines scientific research with case
studies to demonstrate the healing power of body awareness. It provides accessible exercises aimed
at helping readers resolve traumatic stress.

5. Healing Trauma: A Pioneering Program for Restoring the Wisdom of Your Body
This guide presents a step-by-step somatic experiencing program designed to help individuals heal
from trauma. Through mindful awareness and gentle body movements, readers learn to identify and
release stored tension. The book is practical and supportive, ideal for anyone seeking to reconnect
with their body's innate healing abilities.

6. Trauma and the Body: A Sensorimotor Approach to Psychotherapy
Pat Ogden explores the integration of somatic experiencing with sensorimotor psychotherapy,
focusing on body-based therapeutic techniques. The book includes exercises that help clients track
bodily sensations and movements to process trauma effectively. It is a valuable resource for
therapists and those interested in embodied healing.

7. Somatic Psychotherapy Toolbox: 125 Worksheets and Exercises for Trauma & Stress
This workbook offers a wide array of somatic experiencing exercises designed to reduce trauma and
stress symptoms. It features practical worksheets and guided activities that promote body awareness
and emotional regulation. The toolbox is suitable for therapists and individuals seeking structured
somatic interventions.

8. Awakening the Spine: Exercises for Health, Vitality, and Energy
Though not exclusively about trauma, this book by Dr. Vanda Scaravelli provides somatic exercises
focused on the spine, a central area for releasing tension and stored trauma. The gentle movements
encourage deep bodily awareness and improved energy flow. It complements somatic experiencing
practices by fostering greater physical and emotional openness.

9. Body Awareness in Psychotherapy: Mind-Body Techniques and Exercises
This book offers a broad overview of mind-body approaches, including somatic experiencing exercises
that enhance body awareness in therapy. It includes practical techniques for grounding, centering,
and releasing trauma stored in the body. Therapists and clients can use this resource to deepen their



somatic practice and support healing.
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