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Introduction


If you wish to explore your mind, there are endless therapy options focused on different areas of healing and personal development. One that remains relatively underutilized, however, is somatic healing. 


Somatic healing is based on the idea that emotions, trauma and stress impact the physical body when not processed fully, tapping into the mind–body connection to help relieve tension and discomfort. While traditional talking therapies focus on addressing the cognitive and emotional aspects of healing, somatic practices place the physical body front and centre. 


Whether you have experienced past trauma, or you simply want to discover how emotions show up in your body, this book offers an essential introduction to somatic healing, helping you better understand the practice and its benefits. With the aid of simple techniques and exercises, you can start to reframe negative memories, put troublesome thoughts under the microscope and release any pent-up emotions that might be holding you back. In short, through somatic healing you can step into a new era, where your thoughts no longer manage your body and you are back in the driving seat. 





Yoga and meditation may be the most well-known examples of somatic healing, but there are many others, from on-the-go tricks to help tackle everyday stress, to deeply healing practices that shine a light on your biggest emotional challenges. By building this mind–body awareness, you can begin to release energy blockages and move into the next chapter of your life feeling lighter and happier. 


Are you ready? Then let’s begin the journey.
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What is somatic healing?


Somatic healing is a therapeutic approach grounded in the idea that when you experience difficult emotions, stress or trauma, they can get stuck in the body. It focuses on the mind–body connection through practices that bring you back into your body, using a combination of movement and practical techniques. These help reconnect you to your physical self, so you can begin to release any stress trapped within you and achieve balance once more.







The origins of somatic healing


The term “somatic” comes from the Greek word soma, meaning “body”. Somatic healing (also known as somatic therapy) was first introduced in the mid-twentieth century by Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, who studied under Sigmund Freud.


In the 1930s, the focus of Reich’s work centred on how emotional experiences can be stored in the body and, when not addressed, can contribute to physical tension and other symptoms. His work developed specific techniques to release these tensions, drawing from the fields of psychology, bodywork and trauma research to create the foundations of somatic healing.


Later, in the 1970s, psychotraumatologist Peter A. Levine made further advancements in trauma therapy, going on to develop Somatic Experiencing, or SE. This focused on how trauma impacts the nervous system. Today, this therapy modality has evolved to incorporate insights from neuroscience and modern psychology, offering a holistic approach to mental and physical well-being that’s becoming more widely recognized.










Somatic healing in modern life


In recent years, the number of people experiencing stress and anxiety has risen dramatically. As a result, many people are looking for new ways to manage these conditions beyond medication and traditional talking therapies.


Somatic healing may be grounded in years-old trauma research, but its tangible and physical approach to therapy has become more popular in modern life as a tool for stress management and tension relief. In his 2015 international bestselling book, The Body Keeps the Score, Dr Bessel van der Kolk delves into the idea of this alternative approach to heal mind, brain and body, offering up the idea of somatic healing for trauma recovery.


Somatic healing offers tools that help us reconnect with our bodies and address the physical manifestations of emotional distress and tension. With the help of tailored mindfulness practices, breathwork, movement, self-awareness exercises, grounding and many more accessible techniques, somatic healing can help you remain present, calm and tuned in to what your body is telling you, even in this high-stress digital age.










Understanding somatic energy release


Somatic healing is built on the belief that the body “locks in” stress and tension that has accumulated over many years, subsequently affecting your mental and physical health. By tapping into the mind–body connection and using specific physical techniques to address emotional discomfort, somatic healing can release negative energy, which can have a positive impact on mental health and well-being.


Many somatic practices can be carried out alongside therapies that prioritize talking about feelings, in order to revisit and process past experiences that have led to trauma. Using a combination of cognitive therapy and somatic healing, you can gain clarity on where distressing emotions are coming from, where they have settled in the body and how to release them. By identifying the source, you will also begin to recognize when stress builds in future and take action to stop it in its tracks, before it becomes overwhelming.


Being proactive by using somatic healing techniques on a regular basis can help to keep the energy in your body balanced, allowing you to live life as your best self.










How the body traps emotions


The body and mind may seem like entirely separate entities, but they are more closely connected than you might think. Just as the body can hold on to physical stress and tension, so too can it lock in emotional stress and tension, which can lead to a number of physical responses.


As an example, chronic stress is thought to cause inflammation within the body, which can increase blood pressure and, as a result, the risk of heart disease. Stress can also negatively impact our sleep routines, interrupt exercise motivation and lead to us making unhealthy food choices.


Similarly, anxiety can lead to the release of the stress hormone cortisol, which can boost blood sugar, weaken the immune system and has been linked to digestive issues such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS).


Stress and anxiety can certainly serve us up a buffet of health issues, but taking steps to better understand the mind–body connection can guide us to the underlying source of many physical- and mental-health conditions, allowing us to tackle the root cause.










What are somatic exercises?


In more traditional therapeutic practices, such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), people are encouraged to talk about their feelings. While cognitive therapies like these are also incorporated into somatic healing, the focus is mainly on physical movements and techniques. A few examples include:




	Deep breathing exercises, for calming the nervous system.


	Gentle touch techniques, such as massage or acupressure, which release muscle tension.


	Yoga or tai chi, to encourage the release of trapped energy through controlled movements.


	Tapping (sometimes called Emotional Freedom Technique, or EFT), which uses specific tapping movements on different areas of the face and body to stimulate and release blocked energy.


	Body scanning, to help find any tension that exists throughout the body and address any disconnect with the physical self.













Benefits of somatic healing


Somatic healing is designed to effectively address trauma and emotional pain that’s been stored in the body for many years. While somatic healing for trauma should always be carried out by a professional with training and experience in this area, many of the more general principles and techniques can be helpful when trying to reduce symptoms of anxiety or stress. Some of these benefits include:




	Enhanced self-awareness


	A deeper connection with the physical body


	The ability to process and release pent-up emotions


	Reduced stress and a calmer nervous system


	Reduced physical tension in the body


	Enhanced mindfulness


	Improved physical health


	A bigger toolbox of coping mechanisms


	A sense of being more grounded and balanced


	Enhanced resilience













Who might benefit from somatic healing?


Somatic healing can be life-changing for almost anyone, whether you struggle with your mental health or you simply want to increase your mind–body connection. The techniques have been found to benefit people from all walks of life, no matter what they have been through, including anyone who:




	Has experienced a traumatic event in their past that they struggle to move on from.


	Has a large amount of stress in their life.


	Lives with a mental-health condition, such as anxiety, depression or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).


	Feels physical tension or discomfort that is not attributed to a medical condition.





This type of therapy can also help to boost emotional resilience and address any disconnect between brain and body, to foster a stronger sense of self-awareness.










Somatic therapy for mental-health issues


When managing a mental-health issue, the type of therapy you choose to pursue should be carefully considered and carried out by a trained professional. Somatic healing is designed to integrate body-focused practices while putting emotions under the microscope. By approaching healing in this holistic way, it has the potential to enhance your quality of life if you suffer from a mental-health condition, particularly one that’s connected to trauma and stress.


By reconnecting with the body, buried negative memories can be processed, in order to alleviate symptoms associated with:




	Depression


	Intimacy issues


	Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)


	Trust issues


	Anxiety disorders


	Chronic pain


	Emotional dysregulation


	Grief


	Confidence and self-esteem issues













When to seek professional guidance


While somatic healing can benefit people with various mental-health issues, it’s by no means a cure-all. In some cases, it should be used only with the guidance of a licensed and experienced therapist who specializes in this modality. This is because certain somatic healing techniques may feel overwhelming or triggering for some people and, if not done safely, could potentially worsen current symptoms or retraumatize a person with untreated PTSD. For this reason, if you live with any of the below medical conditions, it’s important to seek a professional somatic therapist who can guide you through this type of therapy safely and thoughtfully:




	Untreated post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
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