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Note to the Digital Reader





This digital edition of Somatic Intelligence is designed for flexible, non-linear reading. You’re not expected to move through the book from beginning to end, and each chapter can be read independently.


Some sections focus on concepts, while others introduce practices intended to be explored over time. You may find it useful to move between them based on what feels most relevant in the moment.

You may also choose to take your time with this book—reading a single chapter and then allowing a week, or even a few weeks, to notice how its ideas and practices show up in your day-to-day work and life before moving on. If you enjoy writing, reflecting, or tracking your own observations, you might use a notebook or journal alongside this book.

The ebook differs slightly from the print edition, with adjustments made to support digital navigation and ease of use. Read at your own pace, skip freely, and return as needed. The value of this work lies not in how quickly it’s completed, but in how deeply it’s integrated.

For additional resources and suggested next steps, you can visit the Somatic Intelligence website at SomaticIntelligence.com.
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Rebecca Arora is a former technology co-founder and executive coach who works with C-suite leaders globally. She serves as a confidential sounding board and trusted partner to senior executives navigating complexity, growth, and high-stakes decisions. Her work helps leaders scale effectively, build resilient teams, and lead with greater strategic clarity.


Rebecca is the author of Somatic Intelligence, which introduces a body-based approach to leadership—integrating head, heart, and body to support awareness, confidence, and grounded decision-making. She has coached exceptional leaders for over fifteen years.


Before her coaching career, Rebecca co-founded Mode Media, which grew to become the #1 lifestyle digital media company in the United States and the sixth-largest media company overall. Earlier in her career, she founded a nonprofit serving underserved youth, worked in product strategy at Oracle, and consulted at Accenture. A period of burnout and career disruption ultimately led her to the somatic and integrative practices that now form the foundation of her coaching work.

Rebecca’s clients include C-level executives at companies such as Google, Pinterest, IDEO, Salesforce, Blue Shield of California, and Accenture. She is a PCC-certified coach with the International Coach Federation and a Certified Integral Coach through New Ventures West. Her credentials also include certification in the Integrative Enneagram and the Leadership Circle Profile assessment. She holds a B.S. in Business with a minor in International Studies from Wake Forest University, graduating cum laude.

Having lived in Singapore as a child, Rebecca developed an early sensitivity to perspective, belonging, and cultural context—threads that continue to shape her work with global leaders. Outside of coaching and writing, she enjoys being in nature, tending her garden, savoring good food with her husband, and time in Japan.


If you’d like to explore companion resources or learn more about Rebecca’s work with leaders, you can visit AccessAlignment.com.
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Dedication

To Samir, who said, “You look like someone who needs bodywork.”


































How to Use This Book

This book is divided into four sections.

Part 1: Laying the Foundation 

Part 1 provides the why. (Per Simon Sinek’s famous phrase: Start With Why.) Why is the body so important in life and leadership? Why should the body’s intelligence be considered and cultivated?  This section contains concepts and examples to orient you in the material. Before speaking a new language, you first learn the words. This section defines somatic intelligence and why it’s vital so that Parts 2 and 3 make sense and feel effortless to read.


If you feel impatient reading any of this, read Chapter 7 on the Achiever and return to this important section later. 




Part 2: Self-Reflection and Practice
Here we talk about the nuts and bolts of transformation. Creating change requires two primary ingredients: self-reflection and practice. When you understand how these work, you’ll be able to see yourself and coach yourself through the four leadership archetypes in Part 3.







Part 3: Four Leadership Archetypes 
This section describes four primary archetypes and two subtypes. It explains how to recognize and work with each from a somatic perspective using three somatic patterns: pace, pliability and posture. You’ll likely see aspects of yourself and others you have worked with in these chapters. 
 

Part 4: Now What?

Here you begin to apply this work on yourself. This section guides you to coach yourself or prepare if you intend to work with a coach. It provides recommended tools for self-assessment. Once you’ve taken the quiz (or determined your archetype based on what you’ve read in the prior chapters), you’ll find self-reflection questions and practices tailored to you. You can use this section in tandem with somaticintelligence.com, which provides a quiz, videos, and more.
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Prologue 

My Journey With Self-Awareness & the Body





The shape and structure of our bodies change based on lived experience. I learned this when my life took its first detour. 
 


I moved to California from the East Coast of the United States. I arrived in Silicon Valley fresh from Accenture and my first tech startup. I had my picture in Fortune magazine by the time I was 24. I had high hopes for my product strategy position at one of the largest Valley-based software companies. I had made it through a reduction in force (RIF) and the elimination of my boss and team. However, in my new role, the culture was even more toxic than before, and no matter how hard I worked, none of it mattered. It kept getting worse, and then, one day, I cried in the bathroom at work. My body was telling me something my mind didn’t want to hear. I was a cog in a machine going nowhere fast.


Bathroom tears—they happened multiple times—became my tipping point. It might have been the first time I listened to my body. Things were not okay. I was not okay. Lost and burned out, I followed the advice of a friend and drove three hours south to Esalen, a retreat center in Big Sur, California.



Getting to Esalen is a foretelling rite of passage. The two-hour stretch of Highway 1 from Monterey to Big Sur is rugged. It winds around jagged cliffs that bolster themselves against the ocean’s edge and drop giant rocks onto the highway below as they admit defeat to ongoing erosion. Precariously close to the deep blue expanse of the Pacific Ocean, the road has been closed and blocked 55 times due to mudslides, fires, and storms. When I finally arrived, I almost drove right past the wooden sign that said “Esalen,” which led me down a purple echium-lined hillside dotted with orange poppies. 



In the early 2000s, Esalen still felt like “Hippie camp.” It was a stunning property perched above the Pacific Ocean that founders Michael Murphy & Dick Price transformed into an eclectic mix of housing accommodations and large workshop rooms. The buildings scattered around the property were named after the pioneers of the human potential movement who had either lived at or visited Esalen in the 60s and 70s. After my first 5 Rhythms Ecstatic dance class at Esalen, I was hooked. What started as a weeklong spiritual retreat with a Brazilian Shaman became nine months of immersion into healing traditions from around the world. 

After living at Esalen for a few months, my friend introduced me to a healer who looked at me and said, “You look like someone who could use some bodywork.” I had no idea what he was talking about, but the offer for free healing work was impossible to pass up when I had no income.


I thought I would be in for a light massage. It wasn’t. Instead, it was a deep tissue modality designed to release old blocks and aberrations in the body. It was intense, even painful at times, but as I confronted and breathed through the pain, bit by bit, I released the armor I had built over a lifetime. After the practitioner worked on the left side of my body, I stood up. I could not believe how differently I felt. 




I looked outside the window; the sky was bluer, the grass greener. My eyes feasted on vivid, vibrant colors. Sounds and fresh scents drifted into my relaxed nostrils and gently expanded chest. I could taste the aliveness. All my senses were awakening from slumber, now heightened and clear. 
  

The bodywork practitioner told me to look in the mirror. Standing in front of the mirror, I could see the change. I was lopsided. The left half of my face was softer, my left shoulder was lower, my left leg was straight, and all parts relaxed. In contrast, my right side was contracted inward and upward as if braced for an attack. But thanks to the work on the left, I felt an intense calm, like staring out on a deep blue lake. Calmer than I’d ever felt. My head was still. My mind was quiet. I grinned. Even my smile was crooked. The side he’d worked on felt free and light, the other heavy and numb. “Let’s do the other side,” I said.

At that point, I’d been at Esalen for months and soaked up much it offered. I tried therapy, punched pillows, did cleanses, and even started a strict diet of raw and living foods while binging on self-help books. But it only took one session of this deep and somewhat painful work to feel at peace within myself. I just felt, simply, much better.


I didn’t have to think or reason through my issues or hangups. I could breathe into the pain as it was being confronted layer by layer in my body, and let it go. I would learn later that Dub Leigh, the founder of Zen Bodywork™ created this work. Dub was a primary student of Ida Rolf, a legend at Esalen, as both healer and founder of Rolfing bodywork.


The Issues Are in the Tissues

Working with the body taught me this truth. My body carefully stored a lifetime of unprocessed thoughts and emotions in its muscles and fascia, like baggage. I was amazed to discover how much energy I had expended to keep it together over the years. Which meant I kept holding on to all the stuff (my life experiences) that I didn’t have time to process. I stood taller, felt younger, and became lighter when I stopped holding on. Wow! Receiving bodywork taught me to look at my body and life differently.
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It was a cool morning in Silicon Valley, the sun barely peeking over the mountains toward the east, stretching up to the sky just beyond the San Francisco Bay. Moment by moment, a thin layer of fog was dissolving. My coaching client, Adam, was getting up on his first day as the new CEO of a multibillion-dollar tech company. He had finished his 10 minutes of meditation, which stilled his excitement enough for him to take it all in—the gentle beams of light, the weight of the moment, and the long journey that brought him here.

He knew it wouldn’t be easy. The company he would lead had plodded along for the last 20 years like a dinosaur in the fast-paced world of technology. It would require drastic changes to people, processes, and products.


The company’s board had high hopes for Adam. His primary champion was the chairman of the board, who had recruited him for the role. She believed that Adam’s track record for growth and his strong vision and strategy would be what the company needed to disrupt itself and tap into new domestic and overseas markets. Her fellow board members enthusiastically agreed. 
 



Adam was already a great leader. He led with integrity, was passionate about learning and developing others, and was a hard-driving achiever who loved to win and move fast. After the initial onramp and six months as the new CEO, Adam needed to cultivate a culture of excellence and build a winning team of executives. 
 


Though Adam guided his team regarding their roles and responsibilities, they struggled with taking more accountability and ownership. The team continually deferred to him to make decisions, and although he pushed back and repeatedly told them they needed to own and drive, it wasn’t entirely sinking in.


In our coaching conversations, Adam realized his tendencies to teach and lead by example, two great strengths, were no longer helping his leadership. Because he would always step in to fix or solve, people continually returned to him to … fix and solve. Even though this was clear, cognitively speaking, it wasn’t until Adam learned to slow down somatically—in his body—that he experienced a profound change in how he led. He had learned the art of pacing himself. Patience had always been a challenge, but slowing down and physically feeling variations of pace enabled him to make wise choices; when to pause, when to push. The crazy part is how simple the shift was and how quickly he could disrupt his default way of working. 
 


Less than a year later, his team had stepped up in new ways, taking ownership, driving decisions, and holding themselves accountable. In addition, he received feedback from one of his direct reports, a member of the executive team who had worked with him for several years and observed him now as CEO in contrast with his prior roles: “I’m impressed with how his leadership has evolved. He’ll tee something up, step back, and allow authentic dialogue, even with the ebbs and flows in the conversation. He’s good at letting the space play out. The impact? It provides the space for me to hold my position in leadership and be heard without being guided to a specific destination or everyone aligning around what they think the CEO wants. Adam creates space for us to have a dialogue. It signals trust. I’ve seen a level of maturity in him in the last nine months that wasn’t there before.”


Adam’s direct report beautifully describes how the CEO’s “maturity” affects how he leads. It’s subtle. This team member was unaware how the shift happened: It was because the CEO had enrolled his body in supporting his mind.
 


You’ve likely been in leadership for a while, or perhaps you’re in the business of coaching exceptional leaders. In addition to your business experience and your formal or informal leadership studies, you know what good leadership looks like. And you’ve dealt with your fair share of bad bosses and toxic leaders, so you also know what bad leadership looks like.


You have a track record of doing great work and a passion for excellence and impact. Your ability to make a difference is likely a large part of why you do the work you do and love doing it. 
 


Given the nature of your work, you spend most of your time using your head to problem-solve, communicate, plan, envision, and execute that vision.

You know that eating, sleeping, and staying in shape keep you on top of your game. You’ve probably tried meditation or dabbled with tools that help you be more self-aware. Sometimes, you prioritize these; other times, you don’t. Whether or not you’re in tip-top shape or a Zen Master isn’t the point. You know from experience that your body affects your mind and vice versa. 

And while nothing is necessarily broken or wrong in how you lead today, you know in your heart that things could still be better, either in your leadership or how you coach and develop other leaders.

At this stage, what if you…


●Felt freer, even though your responsibilities continue to grow.



●Felt secure. At ease. Confident.



●Had more energy, more aliveness, more enthusiasm.



●Had more clarity. You know what you need to do and when to do it.



●Had more patience.
 


Which of these challenges have you faced?


●Crucial and critical conversations could be better. Feeling the tension of trying to communicate with a person or group and being unable to convince, persuade, or get through.



●Your team may not be rising to meet the challenges you expect of them. Perhaps it’s a lack of ownership or accountability. You know you want to help them elevate their leadership, but aren’t quite sure how.



●A feeling of fatigue. You are pulling your weight (and more), but it still isn’t enough to get the desired results and isn’t sustainable. 



●You aren’t playing in your zone of genius. In other words, you aren’t yet doing what you do best, and there isn’t a clear path to get you to that zone.



●Your mind might ruminate on things you should have done better. You know this ruminating isn’t productive, but you don’t know how to reduce the cycle of a constant inner critic.



●You’re ready for the next big thing (whether it’s an exciting role or a new project) but aren’t sure how to get there.


What to expect


I wrote this book so that anyone, regardless of role, level, or former experience with somatic therapy or physical practice, could benefit. It starts when you see patterns in how you hold and carry yourself in your body. Once the patterns are visible to you, it’s possible to catch yourself in the act of doing what you do and then deliberately shift what you do so you start getting new outcomes. 
 



Who am I?
I’m an executive coach who combines 15 years of healing and transformation work with over 15 years of Fortune 100 corporate and Silicon Valley startup experience. I coach CEOs and top leaders of Fortune 500 companies. I see people through the lens of a body-based therapist—reading postures and tracking micro-movements and physical alignment of the body. Based on my corporate experience in entrepreneurship, technology, and management consulting, I listen with an acute understanding of business. I’ve seen what it takes to succeed in the corporate landscape and the corresponding physical patterns that help or hurt my clients on their growth path. My clients work at companies such as Google, Salesforce, Meta, Pinterest, Accenture, and IDEO. Like my clients, I love systems and frameworks, efficiency, and getting great results. 
 


While there are many books about coaching and leadership, how the body impacts business and leadership is a relatively new topic.

While increasing somatic intelligence will not solve all your problems, I’ve found that it is the simplest and fastest way to shift when you feel stuck. This is ironic because, in my coaching work, I only use somatics a small percentage of the time. However, when clients are open and interested in using their bodies, the results are immediate and have a high impact. That’s what makes this blind spot most compelling—working with the body is the most underestimated and most often overlooked supporter of change and growth.

What this book is


This book offers surprisingly simple frameworks that are practical and applicable in everyday work situations. It also provides real-life examples, stories, and case studies of clients I’ve worked with, so you can see aspects of yourself through them and choose practices that would work best for you. Of course, any identifying information has been changed. 



One of the most significant challenges I’ve had with writing a book about somatic intelligence is that its very nature feels contradictory. The book aims to facilitate experiential learning–something you’ll get by doing it. You won’t get it by thinking about it. This book will only serve you if you choose to live, practice, and become it. With cognitive intelligence, you comprehend. With embodiment, you become.  

What this book isn’t

I am not a doctor or medical expert. There is no medical advice here, so if you are experiencing chronic health issues, please seek medical assistance.

What success looks like

When I meet with someone for the first time to see if we’re a coaching match, I typically ask the person: If this coaching program and your work during this time is successful, what will look or feel different in the months and years ahead?


Let’s assume you’re now asking me the same question. 




If this book is successful, any of the following will have occurred: 


●You start listening to the body, even just a little bit more, for clues or messages about what’s happening to you.



●You use your body in various ways to change your mental state.



●When you’re stuck or stressed, you have new ways to work through it.



●Your new stress reduction skills ripple out to your team, organization, family, and loved ones.



●You become more resilient and flexible. You can bounce back more quickly, efficiently, and repeatedly when bad stuff happens.



●You start engaging in a regular somatic practice; it becomes part of your routine.



●You feel lighter and freer physically (and therefore emotionally and mentally as well).



●You start working with a somatic practitioner or healer to work through some of your life’s trauma.



●Others start seeing a difference in you, even if they can’t pinpoint why.



●You become more patient.



●You start to ponder: What, if anything, could be an emotional cause connected to this physical discomfort or distress?



●You have more range in your responses to life—from humble to bold, fast to slow, gruff to graceful. You aren’t stuck in one gear.



●You become a better listener, first with yourself and your body, and then possibly with others.



●Being present and giving full attention to someone or something is easier.



●You become more empathetic and can appropriately respond to the triggers and stress responses of others. 
 



As AI tools solve many of today’s IQ challenges, it’s even more imperative to cultivate emotional and somatic intelligence for more balanced and human-centered approaches to leadership. If you feel daunted by the enormity of learning an entire body of knowledge, don’t panic. The best part of this book is that these practices are simple and require more being, less thinking. 
 


Let’s dive in.


Part 1: Why the Body




Our Life History Shapes Us


Somatically speaking, our lifelong habits accrue like baggage, and our bodies contort to carry the weight. We are not free. We are encumbered. Even if you chip away at your baggage emotionally and cognitively (with therapy or other means), it will only get you so far. 
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