SOMATIC EXPERIENCING

Overview

Somatic Experiencing (SE) is a body-oriented therapy that taps into the body’s own innate capacity to heal itself. It is primarily used for the resolution of post-traumatic stress responses. SE assists the body in regaining the resources lost in trauma such as resiliency, the ability to be grounded and centered, to self-soothe, and to have boundaries. 

Trauma is a fact of life. Every human being experiences trauma in his or her life to some degree, whether it is big or little trauma. Trauma can stifle the unfolding of being, and inhibit our attempts to move forward in life. Therefore, it is extremely important to know how to discharge trauma.

The first and most important thing in healing trauma is being in the here and now. Trauma can only be healed in the present moment. Yet, it can be very difficult to be in the moment when we are frozen or activated. SE provides skills to assist us with being present with difficult and charged experience. It is through being fully present with it that it is released and the symptoms of trauma are resolved. 

These symptoms can include psychological distress such as depression and anxiety, or low self-esteem due to believing it was your fault. Trauma symptoms can also be physical. Dr. Peter Levine, who developed SE, believes that most chronic illness has its origins in trauma. This can include chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, back pain, chronic headaches, asthma, and more. 

Peter Levine states, “Traumatic symptoms are not caused by the event itself. They arise when residual energy from the experience is not discharged from the body. The energy remains trapped in the nervous system where it can wreak havoc on our bodies and minds.” He observed that animals in the wild discharge trauma instinctively. Human beings have this same capacity, but block the discharge with resistance and fear in the mind. 

Basically, stress, traumatic or normal range, is not a problem for the body. Stress only becomes a problem and creates symptoms when it is resisted. Therefore, we must learn to be present with our experience and allow it to move through. Animals can do this much more easily because they do not have a higher brain, or neo-cortex. Their mind does not get in the way. SE works with both mindfulness and the nervous system’s natural ability to allow us release stress and become more present in our lives to all experience.  

SOMATIC EXPERIENCING 

BASIC SKILLS

RESOURCES:    

We begin the process of releasing stress and trauma from the body by finding internal and external resources. This helps us to stabilize and to tolerate and work through activating experience. Resources also create movement and flow where there has been stuckness. Trauma tends to create a fixated focus on what feels bad. But, no matter how awful we feel inside, there are almost always places that feel at least slightly less bad. 

Make your own list of internal and external resources and have them available for when you need them. It is also important to use them often, even when not activated. 

Key components of SE to work with when stressed: 
ORIENTING:

When stressed or activated, you can begin with orienting. This is a nervous system response that causes us to come more into the present moment and settle. You simply allow your eyes to look around and take in what you are seeing. Let go of thoughts and simple be with the looking. Take in the colors, shapes, etc. Especially be with things that resource you. 

GROUNDING:

It is important to feel a sense of grounding in your body. Stay out of thought and focused on the body. Feel your feet, your seat. Mover your legs and tap the floor with your feet, or stand and bend your knees, feeling your weight in your legs. 

TRACKING SENSATION:

Work from the periphery to the center. Begin with focusing on what is a resource in the body or the environment. Do not focus where you feel the activation or constriction in your body. If you feel it in your belly, for example, you don’t have to ignore the belly, just put most of your attention on areas that feel less activated, less constricted, more comfortable. Feel your outer body first. The skin, joints, bones and muscles. Then focus around the edges of the activation. When you feel stable enough, touch into the activation, and then come right back out and orient to your environment. You can also move your attention back and forth between the activation and something that feels better in the body or in the room.

It is important not to resist your experience. Be present with it. If it becomes too intense, just move your attention out into the room, orient, or focus on something less uncomfortable. 

We are not used to noticing sensation. Mostly we are focused on thoughts in the head. It is like learning a new language. Sensation is the language of the reptilian brain. Here are some words that might describe common sensations in the body:

Tight


Heavy


Pulsing

Constricted

Trembly

Smooth

Dense


Cold


Jagged

Shaky


Numb


Pressure

Frozen


Intense


Dull

Warm


Flushed

Sharp

Relaxed

Achy


Electric

Tingly


Alive


Buzzy

DISCHARGE: 

As you become more present with your experience, the activation or constriction with decrease and begin to discharge. Discharge moves from the center of the body down through the arms and legs into the hands and feet. You can track discharge by noticing sensations of warmth, tingling, pulsing etc. in the hands and feet. Bringing awareness to this will help it discharge. Remember to stay out of the mind’s stories and in the body, in the here and now. 

INTEGRATION:

As you feel the body settle, give it time. Don’t just jump up as soon as it feels a little better. Let it settle for awhile and pay attention to how the settling is affecting the rest of the body, the breath, etc. This will help to integrate and map the change in the brain. 

Simple tips on how to manage activation:

· Come into the PRESENT (get out of your head) 

· ORIENT to the room, notice if you are breathing 

· Feel your feet, feel the chair or cushions under you

· Squeeze, tap, or rub your arms and legs

· Wiggle your toes and fingers, rotate your wrists and ankles

· Massage your face and head

· Focus on resources in the body and in the room

· Find what parts of you are reacting; pause and take time to be with it

· Take time to notice the shifts and settling

· Take a walk, stretch, drink

· Get support from a friend, partner or therapist

· Keep a journal on what’s emerging

· Try not to go into isolation

· Stay out of the story and in the body

· Don’t resist your experience

