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Somatic Therapy
Exercises For

Trauma

Understandi
ng Somatic
Therapy and
Its Role in
Trauma
Healing

Trauma  is  not  just  a
psychological  wound;
it  is  a  physiological
event  that  leaves  a
lasting imprint  on the
body.  When  a  person
e x p e r i e n c e s  a
traumatic  event,  the
nervous  system  can

become  stuck  in  a
state  of  hyperarousal
(fight  or  flight)  or
hypoarousal (freeze or
collapse).  Traditional
talk  therapy  often
a d d r e s s e s  t h e
c o g n i t i v e  a n d
emotional  aspects  of
trauma, but it may not
f u l l y  r e a c h  t h e
somat ic ,  or  body-
b a s e d ,  l a y e r s  o f
experience.  This  is
w h e r e  s o m a t i c
therapy  exercises
for trauma come into
play.  These  exercises
are  designed  to  help



individuals  reconnect
w i th  the i r  bod i l y
sensations,  release
stored  tension,  and
restore  a  sense  of
safety and regulation.

Somatic  therapy  is  a
holistic  approach  that
recognizes  the  mind-
body  connection  as
central  to  healing.  By
g e n t l y  g u i d i n g
attention  to  internal
physical  experiences,
these  exercises  help
t rauma  surv ivors
process  unresolved
stress  without  having
to  verba l ly  re l ive
painful  events.  In  this
article, we will explore
what  somatic  therapy
is,  why  it  is  effective
f o r  t r a u m a ,  a n d
p r o v i d e  a
comprehensive  guide
to  specific  somatic
therapy  exercises
for  trauma  that  you

can  incorporate  into
your  healing  journey.
Whether  you are new
to  this  pract ice  or
looking to deepen your
understanding,  these
techniques offer a path
t o w a r d  g r e a t e r
resilience  and  self-
awareness.

What Is
Somatic
Therapy?

Somatic  therapy  is  a
b o d y - c e n t e r e d
therapeutic  approach
that  focuses  on  the
connection  between
the  m ind  and  the
body.  Developed  by
pioneers such as Peter
L e v i n e  ( S o m a t i c
Experiencing)  and  Pat
Ogden  (Sensorimotor
Psychotherapy),  it  is
grounded  in  the  idea
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that  trauma  disrupts
the autonomic nervous
system's ability to self-
regulate. Unlike purely
cognitive  therapies,
somatic  therapy  uses
physical  awareness
and  movement  to
r e l e a s e  t r a p p e d
survival  energy  and
restore  equilibrium.

The  term  "somatic"
comes from the Greek
word  soma,  meaning
" l i v i n g  b o d y . "  I n
pract ice,  somat ic
therapists  help  clients
t r a c k  b o d i l y
s e n s a t i o n s — l i k e
t i g h t n e s s ,  h e a t ,
t i n g l i n g ,  o r
numbness—and  use
these cues to process
unresolved stress.  For
trauma survivors,  this
a p p r o a c h  c a n  b e
particularly  effective
because  it  bypasses
the verbal parts of the

brain  that  may  shut
down during traumatic
recall. Instead, healing
happens  th rough
gradua l ,  t i t ra ted
exposure  to  physical
sensations  in  a  safe
and controlled manner.

How Trauma
Affects the Body

When  faced  with  a
t h r e a t ,  t h e  b o d y
responds  instinctively.
The  sympathe t i c
n e r v o u s  s y s t e m
activates,  flooding  the
b o d y  w i t h  s t r e s s
hormones  like  cortisol
and  adrenal ine  to
prepare  for  fight  or
flight.  If  neither  option
i s  p o s s i b l e ,  t h e
p a r a s y m p a t h e t i c
system  init iates  a
freeze  response.  In  a
healthy situation, after
the danger passes, the
n e r v o u s  s y s t e m



returns  to  a  baseline
state of  calm. But for
trauma survivors,  this
cyc le  can  become
i n c o m p l e t e .  T h e
energy  that  would
have  been  used  for
action  remains  locked
in the body, leading to
c h r o n i c  t e n s i o n ,
h y p e r v i g i l a n c e ,
anxiety, or numbness.

T h e s e  p h y s i c a l
manifestations  often
go  unnoticed  or  are
dismissed. People may
experience  chronic
pain,  digestive  issues,
headaches, or a sense
of  being  disconnected
from  their  own  body.
Somatic  therapy
exercises for trauma
aim to complete these
thwarted responses by
allowing  the  body  to
gent ly  d i scharge
s t o r e d  e n e r g y .
T h r o u g h  m i n d f u l

awareness  and  small,
m a n a g e a b l e
m o v e m e n t s ,  t h e
nervous system learns
that it is safe again.

Key
Principles
of Somatic
Exercises
for Trauma

Before  diving  into
specific  exercises,  it  is
helpful  to  understand
the core principles that
make  somatic  work
safe  and  effective  for
trauma  survivors:

Pendulation:
The practice of
gently moving
between
sensations of
discomfort or
activation and
areas of ease,



Somatic Therapy Exercises For
Trauma

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Williamson
& Tristian • Read more, learn more. • Page 5

safety, or
neutrality in the
body. This
rhythm helps the
nervous system
expand its
capacity to
handle distress
without
becoming
overwhelmed.
Titration:
Gradual
exposure to
small amounts of
traumatic
material,
avoiding full
reactivation.
Titration
respects the
individual's
window of
tolerance—the
zone where they
can feel
sensations
without going
into extreme
hyper- or

hypoarousal.
Resourcing:
Building inner
strengths by
identifying
sensations,
memories, or
images that
evoke a sense of
calm, safety, or
support. A
resource could
be a pleasant
memory, a
beloved pet, or a
feeling of
warmth in the
hands.
Grounding:
Bringing
attention into
the present
moment through
physical contact
with the earth or
supportive
surfaces.
Grounding helps
counteract
dissociation and



creates a
foundation for
exploring
sensations.
Self-
compassion:
Approaching the
process with
kindness and
patience.
Trauma work can
bring up
vulnerability,
and it is
essential to
move at your
own pace.

Effective
Somatic
Therapy
Exercises
for Trauma

Below are a  series  of
somatic  therapy
exercises for trauma

that  you  can  practice
on your own or with a
qualified  therapist.
Always  listen  to  your
body’s  signals.  If  an
e x e r c i s e  f e e l s
overwhelming,  stop
a n d  r e t u r n  t o  a
grounding  resource.
These  exercises  are
designed to be gentle
and incremental.

1. Grounding
Through the
Soles of the Feet

This  foundat ional
exercise  helps  bring
your awareness out of
your  head  and  into
your body, particularly
the contact point with
the floor. It is excellent
f o r  m o m e n t s  o f
anxiety,  flashbacks,  or
dissociation.

Stand or sit1.
comfortably with
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your feet flat on
the ground. If
standing, keep
your knees
slightly soft.
Close your eyes2.
or soften your
gaze. Take a few
natural breaths.
Bring your3.
attention to the
soles of your
feet. Notice the
pressure against
the floor—is it
even? Is one foot
heavier than the
other?
Slowly shift your4.
weight slightly
forward and
back, then side
to side. Feel how
the fabric of your
shoes or socks
touches your
skin. If barefoot,
feel the texture
of the floor.
Now imagine5.

roots gently
growing from the
soles of your feet
into the earth.
Breathe calmly
and stay with
this sensation for
1–2 minutes.
When ready,6.
slowly take a
deeper breath
and notice any
changes in your
body.

W h y  i t  w o r k s :
Grounding  interrupts
t h e  d i s s o c i a t i v e
response  and anchors
you in the present. The
physical  focus  on  the
f e e t  a c t i v a t e s
proprioception,  which
c a n  c a l m  t h e
amygdala  and  reduce
hypervigilance.

2. Resourcing:



Finding Your
Safe Place Within

Resourcing is a crucial
step  before  exploring
any  trauma-related
sensations. It builds an
internal  reservoir  of
safety  that  you  can
d r a w  u p o n  w h e n
needed.

Sit in a1.
comfortable
position and
bring your hands
to rest on your
thighs or heart.
Think of a2.
person, place,
memory, or even
an object that
makes you feel
safe or loved. It
could be a cozy
room, a
childhood pet, a
kind friend, or a
place in nature.
Allow an image3.

or feeling to
arise. Notice
where in your
body you sense
this
resource—perha
ps a warmth in
your chest, a
gentle relaxation
in your
shoulders, or
lightness in your
belly.
Stay with this4.
sensation for
15–30 seconds.
Let it grow. You
can gently touch
the area where
you feel it (e.g.,
placing a hand
on your heart).
If the feeling5.
fades, return to
the image and
breathe. Over
time, you can
access this
resource with a
single breath or
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touch.

W h y  i t  w o r k s :
Positive  resources
regulate  the  nervous
system  by  activating
the  parasympathetic
branch. They create a
"anchor" of safety that
can  be  used  during
more  chal lenging
exercises.

3. Pendulation
Between
Discomfort and
Ease

Pendulation  is  a  core
s k i l l  i n  s o m a t i c
therapy.  It  prevents
retraumatization  by
mainta in ing  dua l
awareness—feel ing
both the activation and
a safe sensation.

Begin by1.
identifying a
minor tightness,

ache, or
discomfort in
your body. It
could be a knot
in your shoulder,
a slight
heaviness in
your chest, or
tension in your
jaw.
Place your2.
attention there.
Notice the
quality: is it
sharp, dull, hot,
cold, pulsing?
Stay for just a
few seconds.
Now deliberately3.
shift your
attention to a
part of your body
that feels neutral
or
pleasant—perha
ps your warm
hands, the
gentle rise and
fall of your belly,
or the resource



you cultivated
earlier.
Stay with the4.
ease for longer
than you stayed
with the
discomfort (e.g.,
10 seconds of
discomfort, then
20 seconds of
ease).
Gently oscillate5.
back and forth a
few times. You
may notice the
discomfort
soften or
change.

W h y  i t  w o r k s :
Pendulation  teaches
the  nervous  system
that  discomfort  is
temporary  and  that
s a f e t y  i s  a l w a y s
available.  This  builds
tolerance and reduces
f e a r  o f  i n t e r n a l
sensations.

4. Body Scanning
with Gentle
Curiosity

A body scan can help
you  uncover  hidden
areas  of  tension  or
numbness  without
judgment.  For  trauma
s u r v i v o r s ,  i t  i s
important to keep the
scan  b r i e f  and  to
anchor  with  touch  if
needed.

Lie down or sit1.
comfortably.
Close your eyes
and take a few
breaths.
Begin at the top2.
of your head.
Simply
notice—what do
you feel? Itching,
pressure,
nothing at all?
Don't try to
change
anything.
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Slowly move3.
your attention
down your face,
neck, shoulders,
arms, hands,
torso, hips, legs,
and feet.
If you encounter4.
an area of
intense
sensation, stop
and use
pendulation:
shift your
attention to a
neutral spot (like
your left little
finger) for a few
seconds, then
gently return to
the intense area.
You can also
place a hand on
that spot for
comfort.
If you feel5.
completely
numb in a
region,
acknowledge

that numbness
by saying to
yourself, "This
part feels numb.
That's okay."
Complete the6.
scan by
returning to an
area of
safety—perhaps
the breath or the
hands.

Why  i t  works :  A
trauma-informed  body
s c a n  r e d u c e s
avoidance  of  physical
experience.  It  helps
you  map  where  your
nervous  system holds
activation  or  shut-
down, which is the first
step  toward  releasing
it.

5. Completing
the Fight
Response in Slow



Motion

This  exercise  allows
the body to discharge
the  incomplete  "fight"
ene rgy  i n  a  sa fe ,
contro l led  way.  I t
should  only  be  done
when you have robust
resources and are in a
stable state.

Stand with feet1.
hip-width apart,
knees bent
slightly. Imagine
a situation that
triggers mild
frustration (not a
major trauma).
Notice any2.
impulse in your
arms or hands to
push, squeeze,
or hit. You may
feel a subtle
tension in your
fists or
shoulders.
Now, very3.

slowly—as if
underwater—sta
rt to extend your
arms in front of
you, as though
you are pushing
a heavy object.
Go as slowly as
possible.
Make a sound if4.
it feels natural,
like a soft "ha" or
a grunt. Keep
your jaw relaxed.
Continue5.
pushing slowly
until your arms
are fully
extended. Then
pause, take a
breath, and even
more slowly,
bring your arms
back to your
sides.
Notice if the6.
initial tension
has lessened.
You may feel a
vibration,
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warmth, or
relaxation.

Why  it  works:  This
m i c r o - m o v e m e n t
al lows  the  body  to
complete  a  thwarted
motor  impulse  safely,
releasing  the  stored
e n e r g y  w i t h o u t
overwhelming  the
system.  The  slowness
keeps  the  experience
within  the  window  of
tolerance.

6. Orienting: A
Return to the
Present
Environment

Trauma  often  leaves
us scanning for threats
in  a  "reptilian"  way.
Orienting  exercises
he lp  the  ne rvous
system recognize that
t h e  c u r r e n t
environment is safe.

Pause and turn1.
your head slowly
to the right.
Notice what you
see, hear, and
smell. Take in
the full corner of
the room.
Turn your head2.
slowly to the left.
Again, notice
details—colors,
objects, sounds.
Look up toward3.
the ceiling, then
down toward the
floor. Let your
eyes move
naturally.
Now choose one4.
object in the
room. Look at it
with soft focus,
noticing its
shape, texture,
and color. Allow
your peripheral
vision to expand.
Take a breath5.
and feel your



feet on the
ground.

W h y  i t  w o r k s :
Orienting engages the
social  engagement

system  (ventral  vagal
pathway),  which  is
responsible  for  calm
connection. It counters
the hyper


