
Reflect on a time where you experienced a difficult 
moment. Did your heartbeat faster? Your stomach 
turn? Your throat constrict? Your shoulders tense? 

Instead of reacting quickly, what would it be like to 
slow down, watch your body closely, and notice what 

sensations arise?

Communities have been faced with self-examination and
contentious issues throughout 2020: Mask or no mask? All
lives matter or Black Lives Matter? Vote red or vote blue?
Though we’ve earnestly tried to address topics with
reason, principles, and ideas — some using dialogue,
mental training, and other forms of education, it isn’t
working as well as we’d expect. As Resmaa Menekem
explains in his book (2017), it’s not that we’ve been
insincere but rather, our bodies have their own form of
knowledge. This knowledge is typically experienced as a
sense of constriction or expansion, pain or ease, energy or
numbness. It signals to our brains whether we are safe or
unsafe.

Better known as somatic awareness, the knowledge felt
inside our bodies involves the sensations of our nervous
system. Through somatic practice, the Greek
root soma which means ”body” , sensations become
sources of information and a means of connecting with our
needs, our values, and our commitments (Generative
Somatics, 2014).

Somatic Awareness
for Resiliency During Difficult Moments
Authored by Whitney Gherman (MSW) FCS Educator, Ohio State University Extension

Somatic awareness also helps us heal impulses from
traumatic events or psychological conditioning. Fight,
flight, freeze responses emerge automatically to
protect us based on real or perceived danger. These
responses can be activated unconsciously when
offensive remarks are made or when an external
stimulus arouses an internal response. A stimulus
could be a Facebook post, a viral video, a heated
conversation with a friend, or something that triggers
our intrapersonal roots (Ober, 2016). Typically our
nervous system is disrupted, our senses are
heightened, our reactions are intensified, and our
strategies for reasoning is less readily accessible.

Survival State The lower level of the brain, the brain
stem, known for its fight, flight, or freeze response.
The only way to soothe the survival state is through a
sense of safety. As we have repeat experience
engaging in difficult topics, our bodies will feel less
threatened and able to tolerate stress without being
bothered too much.

Emotional State Also known as the limbic system,
this is where our emotions live. The way to soothe an
upset emotional state is through connection. In
African and Indigenous cultures, interconnection is
indisputable and the lack of separation to our being
is more obvious than in Western society (Selassie,
2020). When we experience a sense of belonging,
our bodies are less constricted and more curious. As
with trauma, healing happens through relationship
(ODMHAS, 2019).

Executive State The problem-solving part of the
brain. This state of the brain is optimal for learning
and gives us greater access to reasoning abilities.
With an activated prefrontal cortex we are more
effective at engaging in difficult conversations and
examining complex problems faced in society.
Research shows we can strengthen the brainpower
of our frontal lobe by engaging in healthy brain
exercises, like mindfulness, somatics, and meditation.
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When we are faced with difficulty, we can use somatic
and mindfulness techniques to retrain our brain,
regardless of age. Slowing down can promote
regulation and help us align our values and action.
Some other useful techniques for regulation that can
be used to build hardiness in our nervous system and
rewire the brain for greater resilience include:

Tracking: Bring attention to your body. Track what you
feel in your body from your feet to the top of your head.
Transition between body parts with deep, belly
breaths. (Dennis, 2020). Attention to positive factors
restore curiosity and safety in the body.

Grounding: Feel your physical connection to
something outside of yourself. Feet on the floor or seat
on the chair. Feeling our bodies and our connection to
the ground can help us feel more grounded and alive

Resourcing: Close your eyes and imagine a place or
person that makes you feel safe or welcome. Invite the
sights, sounds, smells, textures, tastes, or
environments. Attention to positive factors restore
curiosity and safety in the body.

Resource Strengthening: Feel any part of the body
that feels strong, relaxed, and at ease. Attention to
these details of your resources build strength of
positive sensations.

Shift and Stay: Shifting from a long period of anxiety or
tension to other realities and positive truths is the
purpose of this exercise. Shifting and staying there.
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Throughout the exercises, focus on your inner
experience as you move and expand your internal
awareness. These exercises can be coupled with
mindfulness activities such as deep breathing, yoga,
body scanning, etc. By practicing these techniques
over time, we access our “window of tolerance” and
build our capacity to feel ourselves, each other, and
life around us (Siegel, 1999).
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