[image: ]The WHY and HOW of Embodied Psychotherapy
- Becoming an Embodied Practitioner (From the Embodied Psychotherapy Institute)

Why is it important to include the body in psychotherapy?

That question directly relates to your story and brings to mind the nervous system, especially the autonomic nervous system, which is impacted by trauma. This system is crucial in determining how safe or unsafe we feel in our environment and how connected or disconnected we feel from others. When we experience a threat, this system is affected, and healing from trauma requires working at the level of the nervous system.
Research now shows that working with the body is essential for trauma recovery, something not always acknowledged in traditional verbal psychotherapy. Fifteen years ago, this knowledge wasn't widely available, and finding information on the importance of the body in psychotherapy was challenging. However, over the past decade, there's been a significant shift in understanding the role of the body in trauma recovery.
Despite this progress, it's surprising that working with the body isn't yet a standard part of all verbal psychotherapy training. The autonomic nervous system runs throughout our body, connecting to our heart, lungs, organs, and skin. When we face a threat, our body contracts—affecting muscles, fascia, and organs—and this can become a habitual state. The body holds trauma, so it's crucial to help clients recognise and reconnect with sensations they may have disconnected from and learn how to regulate these sensations. This safety and stabilisation work is the first stage of healing.
While verbal processing is important for meaning-making, we often need to work with the body first. Trauma needs to be resolved and healed in the body before we can make sense of it mentally. Otherwise, talking about traumatic experiences, can lead to re-traumatisation. Talking about trauma can cause the body and brain to process the event as if it's happening in the present, leading to hyperarousal.
Emotions like anger, grief, sadness, and fear are also experienced in the body, not just mentally. Many clients come in disconnected from their emotions because expressing [image: ]emotions wasn't safe in their upbringing. Helping clients notice sensations in their bodies is often the best way to access and process these emotions. For example, a client who feels a heaviness in their chest may connect with the grief they are holding there.
It's also important to understand that the unconscious mind is held in the body. There's no part of the brain that holds the unconscious—it's stored in our body's memory. This is especially relevant in cases of pre-verbal trauma, where the client doesn't have words for what happened because it occurred before they had the language to describe it. Here, the therapist's embodied presence and non-verbal attunement to the client become key to offering a reparative experience.
We aren't saying that talking therapy isn't important. It brings valuable insight and understanding, but when a client has trauma stored in the body, we need to release and work through it physically first. Only then can talking therapy help bring meaning and context to the client's life.
How do you start working with the body?
The most important thing is to become aware of your own body as a therapist. Being an embodied practitioner means being in contact with your own body, aware of your sensations, and understanding that your body is a powerful tool. Your mirror neurons will pick up on the client's somatic resonance, and if you're attuned to your body, it will communicate valuable information to you.
Before using any tools with a client, it's crucial to first connect with your own body. This connection allows you to notice the subtle signs your body gives you about the client and how your body responds to them. In somatic therapy, observation and tracking what's happening in the client's body are key skills, different from the focus on listening in verbal psychotherapy.
For example, you might notice a client's shoulders tense up when they talk about a specific topic. Bringing this to their awareness can help them connect with emotions or sensations they're not consciously aware of. This kind of work requires an established therapeutic relationship, as it can feel invasive without trust.
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Clients are often unaware of the feelings in their bodies, especially when discussing anxiety. They may repeatedly tell stories about what causes their anxiety without moving forward or feeling better. As a therapist, you can help them by asking where they feel the anxiety in their body, which brings them into the present moment and away from the cycle of storytelling.
It's important to understand that talking about anxiety can keep a client in a state of sympathetic arousal, as their brain processes it as if it's happening now. The goal of somatic work is to help the client move from this hyper aroused state into a window of tolerance by stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system, which calms the body down.
This might involve finding a safe place in the body, visualising safety, or using sensory experiences to help the client regulate. This foundational work is crucial before delving into deeper therapeutic work.

Incorporating Embodied Psychotherapy into Practice

Therapists often wonder how to integrate embodied psychotherapy into their practice. The key is to take your time and continue exploring this work for yourself. Becoming an embodied practitioner starts with your own embodiment and presence. We encourage therapists to be more aware of their bodies, not just in sessions but in daily life.

When therapists focus on observation, tracking sensations, and attunement, they don't need to worry about what to do next—the client's body will guide them. These skills are more important than the specific tools learned, as they form the foundation for effective use of those tools.

Presence, skills, and embodied awareness are the building blocks of effective somatic therapy. Without them, using somatic tools can be ineffective. It's like building a house without a solid foundation—it's likely to collapse.
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