different types of somatic therapy

The human body is a remarkable vessel, storing not only memories but also the echoes of our experiences.
When these experiences are traumatic or overwhelming, they can manifest as physical symptoms,
emotional distress, and even mental health challenges. Somatic therapy offers a powerful approach to
healing by directly addressing the mind-body connection, recognizing that the body plays a crucial role in
processing and releasing stored emotional and physical tension. If you're seeking to understand how to tap
into this innate capacity for healing, exploring the different types of somatic therapy is an essential first
step. This comprehensive guide will delve into the various modalities, explaining their unique approaches
to working with the body's wisdom, from gentle movement and breathwork to deeper explorations of

trauma release.
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Introduction to Somatic Therapy and the Mind-Body Connection

Somatic therapy, derived from the Greek word "soma" meaning body, is a holistic approach to mental and
emotional well-being that emphasizes the intricate connection between the mind and the body. It
recognizes that trauma, stress, and emotional distress are not solely psychological phenomena but are also
stored within the physical self, influencing our posture, breathing patterns, muscle tension, and overall
physiological state. By bringing awareness to bodily sensations and facilitating the gentle release of trapped
energy, different types of somatic therapy aim to address the root causes of psychological suffering. This
therapeutic pathway acknowledges that true healing often involves more than just talking about problems;
it requires integrating these experiences at a physical level to foster resilience, emotional regulation, and a

greater sense of wholeness.

Understanding the Core Principles of Somatic Therapy

At its heart, somatic therapy operates on several foundational principles that guide its practice. A central
tenet is the understanding that the body holds implicit memory, meaning experiences are encoded in our
nervous system even before conscious recall. This contrasts with traditional talk therapy, which often
focuses on explicit, narrative memories. Somatic approaches believe that unresolved trauma or stress can
lead to dysregulation in the autonomic nervous system, manifesting as fight, flight, freeze, or fawn
responses. Therapists working with different types of somatic therapy aim to help clients develop
interoception — the awareness of internal bodily states — and to guide the body through a process of
completing self-protective responses that may have been interrupted during a traumatic event. This often
involves a gradual, titrated approach to avoid overwhelming the nervous system, fostering a sense of safety

and empowerment.

Exploring Different Types of Somatic Therapy

The landscape of somatic therapy is rich and diverse, with various modalities offering unique pathways to
healing. While all share the core principle of mind-body integration, they employ distinct techniques and
theoretical frameworks. Understanding these differences can empower individuals to find the approach
that best resonates with their personal healing journey. Each of these different types of somatic therapy
utilizes the body as a primary tool for accessing, processing, and releasing emotional and physical patterns

that contribute to distress.



Somatic Experiencing (SE)

Somatic Experiencing, developed by Dr. Peter Levine, is a highly regarded approach focused on the
completion of trauma responses and the release of stored survival energy. It operates on the principle that
trauma is not in the event itself, but in the nervous system's response to the event when its survival
mechanisms are activated. SE therapists guide clients to gently notice and track bodily sensations, often
referred to as "resourcing” and "titration." Resourcing involves identifying and amplifying feelings of safety
and containment within the body, while titration involves gradually accessing and processing the difficult
sensations associated with trauma in small, manageable doses. The goal is to help the nervous system
naturally complete the inhibited physiological responses, thereby releasing the trapped energy and

reducing symptoms such as hypervigilance, anxiety, and dissociation.

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR)

While often categorized as a trauma therapy, EMDR incorporates significant somatic elements. Developed
by Francine Shapiro, EMDR utilizes bilateral stimulation, typically in the form of eye movements, but also
through auditory or tactile cues, to help the brain reprocess distressing memories. The theory suggests that
when we experience trauma, the brain's information processing system can become overwhelmed, leaving
the memory stored in an unprocessed state. EMDR facilitates the brain's natural ability to process these
memories, much like it does during REM sleep. Clients are guided to focus on the target memory while
engaging in bilateral stimulation, which helps to desensitize the emotional charge associated with the
memory and integrate it into the broader narrative of their life. The somatic component arises from the

therapist’s attention to the bodily sensations that accompany the memories.

Sensorimotor Psychotherapy

Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, founded by Dr. Pat Ogden, is another leading approach that directly addresses
the bodily experiences of trauma and attachment difficulties. This modality is rooted in the understanding
that the body not only holds the memory of trauma but also develops patterns of defensive responses and
limitations in its capacity for self-regulation. Sensorimotor Psychotherapy integrates cognitive, emotional,
and somatic interventions, focusing on the "how" of the client's experience rather than solely the "what."
Therapists work with clients to develop new somatic resources, to gently track and process the physical
manifestations of trauma (e.g., posture, movement patterns, tremors), and to re-regulate the nervous
system. It emphasizes the importance of the therapeutic relationship as a safe container for this somatic

exploration.

Trauma-Sensitive Yoga

Trauma-Sensitive Yoga, often referred to as "trauma-informed yoga," adapts traditional yoga practices to be

accessible and beneficial for individuals who have experienced trauma. Unlike general yoga classes, this



approach prioritizes safety, choice, and empowerment. Therapists and instructors are trained to be mindful
of potential triggers and to offer participants options for movement, position, and engagement. The focus is
not on achieving perfect poses, but on cultivating interoception, building body awareness, and fostering a
sense of agency and control over one's physical experience. Gentle movements, breath awareness, and
mindful presence help to release stored tension, regulate the nervous system, and re-establish a positive

relationship with the body, making it one of the most accessible different types of somatic therapy.

Breathwork

Breathwork is a powerful and ancient practice that utilizes conscious control of breathing to induce altered
states of consciousness, release emotional blockages, and promote physical and mental healing. Various forms
of breathwork exist, such as Holotropic Breathwork, Rebirthing, and Integrative Breathwork, each with its
unique patterns and protocols. The core principle is that the breath is a direct conduit to the nervous system
and the subconscious mind. By consciously altering breathing patterns, individuals can access and release
suppressed emotions, toxins, and stored trauma held within the body. This often leads to profound catharsis,
increased self-awareness, and a sense of liberation. Breathwork is a foundational element in many other

different types of somatic therapy.

Body-Mind Centering

Developed by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, Body-Mind Centering is a deeply embodied and developmental
approach that explores the mind-body connection through movement, touch, and perception. It investigates
the relationship between the body and the mind by paying close attention to the anatomy and physiology
of the body, from cellular patterns to skeletal structures and organ systems. Practitioners guide individuals
to explore movement and sensation from a cellular level, releasing deeply held patterns and restrictions.
This method encourages a profound exploration of developmental movement patterns, helping individuals
to re-pattern their responses to stress and trauma by accessing a more integrated and fluid sense of self. It

emphasizes direct experience and the discovery of innate wisdom within the body.

Hakomi Method

The Hakomi Method, developed by Ron Kurtz, is a client-centered, body-centered psychotherapy that
focuses on the unconscious core beliefs that shape our experiences. It is a mindfulness-based approach that
uses the body as a primary source of information about these core beliefs. Therapists gently guide clients to
pay attention to their bodily sensations and responses as they talk about their experiences, allowing
unconscious material to surface in a safe and controlled manner. The core principle is that the body holds
our "loved truths" or core beliefs about ourselves and the world. By accessing and transforming these beliefs
through a process of "non-violence" and "organicity,” Hakomi aims to facilitate profound personal
transformation and healing. The therapist's approach is one of loving presence and deep attunement to the

client's somatic experience.



Focusing

Focusing, a therapeutic method developed by Eugene Gendlin, is a gentle and powerful technique for
accessing and processing the subtle, felt sense of issues in one's life. It teaches individuals how to pay
attention to the vague, bodily "felt sense" that arises when encountering a problem or difficult emotion. By
staying with this sensation, allowing it to unfold, and engaging in a process of "attending" and "asking,"
individuals can gain new insights and facilitate an internal "bodily meaning." Focusing cultivates self-
compassion and empowers individuals to become their own healers by developing a direct, non-judgmental
relationship with their inner bodily wisdom. It's a foundational skill that enhances the effectiveness of

many other different types of somatic therapy.

Craniosacral Therapy

Craniosacral Therapy is a gentle, hands-on therapeutic technique that focuses on the subtle rhythmic
fluctuations of the cerebrospinal fluid that flows around the brain and spinal cord. Developed by John
Upledger, it is based on the principle that the body has an inherent ability to heal itself, and that by
encouraging the gentle release of restrictions in the craniosacral system, the body can achieve optimal
functioning. Therapists use a light touch to palpate these rhythms and to address imbalances in the
membranes and connective tissues of the central nervous system. This can help to release tension, improve
circulation, and promote a sense of deep relaxation and well-being, making it a valuable tool for addressing

stress-related conditions and trauma.

How to Choose the Right Somatic Therapy

Navigating the various different types of somatic therapy can feel overwhelming, but the most effective
approach is often the one that feels most aligned with your personal needs and preferences. Consider your
goals for therapy: are you primarily seeking to process a specific traumatic event, manage chronic stress, or
improve your overall sense of well-being? Researching the methodologies and reading about the
experiences of others can be helpful. It's also crucial to find a qualified and experienced therapist who
resonates with you. Many practitioners offer introductory sessions or consultations, which can be an
excellent opportunity to discuss your concerns, ask questions about their approach, and gauge your comfort
level. Trust your intuition; the right somatic therapist will create a safe, supportive, and collaborative

environment for your healing journey.

Benefits of Somatic Therapy

The benefits of engaging with different types of somatic therapy are multifaceted and can lead to profound
shifts in an individual's life. One of the most significant advantages is its ability to address the physiological
roots of distress, offering relief from symptoms that may not have responded to traditional talk therapy

alone. This can include reduced anxiety, depression, and PTSD symptoms, as well as improved sleep,



digestion, and energy levels. Somatic therapy also enhances emotional regulation, helping individuals to
better manage intense emotions and respond to stress with greater resilience. Furthermore, by fostering a
deeper connection with the body and cultivating interoceptive awareness, individuals often experience
increased self-compassion, improved body image, and a greater sense of embodied presence and wholeness.
The emphasis on empowerment and self-regulation within these modalities can lead to lasting personal

growth.

Conclusion: Embracing the Healing Power of the Body

Understanding the diverse landscape of different types of somatic therapy reveals a profound truth: our
bodies are not just passive recipients of experience, but active participants in our healing process. From the
targeted trauma release of Somatic Experiencing and EMDR to the developmental explorations of Body-
Mind Centering and the embodied mindfulness of Trauma-Sensitive Yoga, these modalities offer a rich
tapestry of approaches to reconnect with our innate wisdom. By gently bringing awareness to bodily
sensations, releasing stored tension, and re-regulating the nervous system, somatic therapies empower
individuals to move beyond the limitations of past experiences and cultivate a more integrated, resilient,
and fulfilling life. Embracing the healing power of the body is a journey of discovery, and somatic therapy

provides invaluable tools for that transformative path.

Frequently Asked Questions

'What is Somatic Experiencing (SE) and how does it help with trauma?

Somatic Experiencing (SE) is a body-oriented psychotherapy developed by Peter Levine. It focuses on
releasing stored trauma from the body by guiding individuals to gently process traumatic memories and
the associated physical sensations. SE emphasizes tracking the body's natural healing process, allowing
trapped stress energy to be safely discharged through subtle movements, breathwork, and emotional

release, rather than simply talking about the event.

What's the difference between Somatic Experiencing and Sensorimotor

Psychotherapy?

Both Somatic Experiencing (SE) and Sensorimotor Psychotherapy are body-centered therapies that address
trauma. Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, developed by Pat Ogden, integrates cognitive, emotional, and somatic
components of psychological experience. While SE primarily focuses on the release of 'stuck’ survival
energy, Sensorimotor Psychotherapy often delves deeper into exploring the 'narrative' of trauma while
still emphasizing the body's role in processing and integration. It also frequently works with 'habitual

patterns' developed as coping mechanisms.



How does Hakomi Method differ from other somatic therapies in its
approach to healing?

The Hakomi Method, developed by Ron Kurtz, is a mindfulness-centered somatic psychotherapy. Its core
principle is "loving, compassionate attention" directed both inward and outward. Hakomi focuses on
accessing and transforming core beliefs and emotional patterns by staying present with the body's sensations
and emotions in a safe, non-judgmental way. It utilizes principles like "organicity” (trusting the natural

unfolding of the self) and "non-violence" (avoiding any forceful intervention).

What is TRE (Tension, Release, Exercise) and who might benefit from
it?

TRE (Tension, Release, Exercise) is a physical practice designed to release stress, tension, and trauma
accumulated in the body. It involves a series of simple, self-directed exercises that trigger natural
neuromuscular relaxation responses, leading to tremors or shaking. TRE can be beneficial for a wide range
of individuals experiencing stress, anxiety, muscle tension, and the after-effects of trauma, as it aims to

restore a sense of calm and resilience.

Can somatic therapy address issues beyond trauma, like anxiety or chronic
pain?

Yes, absolutely. While somatic therapies are highly effective for trauma, their principles are broadly
applicable to a range of conditions. By working with the body's stress response, nervous system regulation,
and interoception (awareness of internal bodily states), somatic therapies can significantly help with
anxiety, depression, chronic pain, digestive issues, and other stress-related physical and emotional

imbalances. They aim to re-establish a healthier connection between mind and body.

What are the key benefits of integrating a somatic approach into talk
therapy?

Integrating a somatic approach into traditional talk therapy offers significant benefits. It allows for a more
holistic understanding and processing of psychological issues by acknowledging the body's role in holding
emotional and traumatic experiences. This integration can lead to deeper healing, improved emotional
regulation, reduced physical symptoms of stress and anxiety, and a greater sense of embodied presence and

self-awareness. It helps clients move beyond just intellectual understanding to actual embodied change.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to different types of somatic therapy, with descriptions:



1. _The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma_ by Bessel van der Kolk.
This seminal work explores the profound impact of trauma on the brain and body, and how traditional talk
therapy often falls short. Van der Kolk advocates for a holistic approach, integrating somatic therapies,
neurofeedback, and movement to help individuals process and heal from traumatic experiences. It offers
insights into how the body holds memories and emotions, and provides a roadmap for therapeutic

interventions.

2. _Trauma and the Body: A Relational Approach_ by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen. As the founder of Body-
Mind Centering, Cohen delves into the embodied experience of trauma and its relational dynamics. The
book explains how developmental trauma and early attachment disruptions manifest in the body's nervous
system and physical structure. It offers a gentle, intuitive approach to working with the body's innate

capacity for healing and integration.

3. _The Somatic Experiencing® Trauma Workbook: A Practical Guide to Healing Trauma and Stress_ by
Cathy Malkin. Based on the principles of Somatic Experiencing® developed by Dr. Peter Levine, this
workbook provides practical exercises and techniques for readers to engage with their own bodies. It
guides individuals through understanding their nervous system's responses to stress and trauma. The book

empowers users to develop self-regulation skills and release stored tension and emotional pain.

4. Dancing with the Shadow: Psychotherapy and the Embodied Self by Kevin Murphy. This book
explores the integration of shadow work with somatic practices, emphasizing the body's role in holding
unprocessed aspects of ourselves. Murphy illustrates how acknowledging and embracing our "shadow" self
can lead to greater wholeness and authenticity. He offers methods for using body awareness and movement

to uncover and integrate these hidden parts.

5. _The Body in Psychotherapy: An Introduction_ by Nick Totton. Totton provides a comprehensive
overview of the theoretical underpinnings and practical applications of body-oriented psychotherapy. He
examines various approaches, including Reichian therapy, bioenergetics, and sensorimotor psychotherapy,
within a psychodynamic framework. The book is valuable for therapists seeking to understand how the

body participates in psychological processes and healing.

6. _Mind Over Back Pain: The Revolutionary New Program for Ending Chronic Pain_ by John E. Sarno.
While not exclusively focused on psychotherapy, Sarno's work on Mind-Body Syndrome (MBS) has
significant implications for somatic healing, particularly for chronic pain. He argues that many physical
ailments are psychosomatic, stemming from repressed emotions and stress. The book offers a program for

understanding and overcoming pain by addressing its psychological origins.

7. _The Power of Embodied Transformation: A Guide to Somatic Therapy and Healing by Bonnie
Badenoch. Badenoch, a pioneer in the field, bridges neuroscience, attachment theory, and somatic practices.
She explains how the brain and body are intricately connected in regulating emotions and creating a sense
of safety. The book provides insights into how therapists can facilitate deep healing by working with the

embodied experience of their clients.



8. _Sensorimotor Psychotherapy: Techniques for Working with Trauma and Attachment_ by Pat Ogden.
Ogden, the founder of Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, details this specific approach that integrates cognitive,
emotional, and somatic processing. The book focuses on how trauma and attachment issues affect the body's
posture, movement, and physiological responses. It offers practical techniques for therapists to help clients

process traumatic memories and build resiliencethrough embodied awareness.

9. _The Tao of Trauma: A Practitioner's Guide to Somatic Trauma Therapy_ by Brian Gleason. Gleason
draws upon Eastern philosophies and traditional healing practices to inform his approach to somatic trauma
therapy. The book emphasizes the importance of working with the body's natural energy flows and the
concept of "shen" (spirit) in healing. It offers a holistic and often gentle method for addressing the deep-

seated impacts of trauma.
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