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Animals have long been recognized as powerful facilitators of 
emotional regulation, trauma healing, and nervous system co-
regulation. Their non-verbal, attuned presence offers a profound 
sense of safety, connection, and grounding, making them ideal 
companions in somatic healing. As integrative somatic practitioners, 
incorporating animals—whether household pets or larger therapy 
animals like horses—into somatic healing sessions can enhance 
therapeutic outcomes by fostering deeper nervous system 
regulation, reducing stress hormones, and increasing embodied 
awareness.

This section teaches on the neuroscience behind animal-assisted 
therapy (AAT), ethical considerations, and best practices for 
incorporating animals—especially horses, dogs, and cats—into 
somatic work and client sessions (both in-person and virtually), as 
well as how horses can be integrated into somatic practices without 
requiring formal equine therapy certification. You will learn clear 
safety guidelines, character traits to assess, and how to ethically 
involve your own or client animals both in-person and virtually.
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The Benefits of Using Animals in Somatic Healing Sessions

Animals are more than companions—they are embodied, responsive 
beings that can profoundly influence human nervous systems. Their 
non-verbal communication, emotional attunement, and grounding 
presence make them ideal allies in somatic healing. As research 
continues to validate the physiological and psychological benefits of 
Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT), Master Integrative Somatic 
Practitioners are uniquely positioned to incorporate animals into 
sessions to support trauma resolution, emotional regulation, and 
nervous system balance.

• "When we pet a dog, oxytocin is released in both the dog and the 
human, promoting bonding and reducing stress."
— Dr. Kerstin Uvnäs Moberg, neuroscientist and oxytocin 
researcher
(Beetz et al., 2012, Frontiers in Psychology)
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• "Animals help us regulate because they are inherently present. 
Their body-to-body communication invites a state of safety, 
connection, and parasympathetic restoration."
— Dr. Stephen Porges, creator of Polyvagal Theory

• "Interacting with animals reduces physiological stress 
responses and increases heart rate variability, a key measure of 
nervous system health."
— Dr. Rollin McCraty, HeartMath Institute
(McCraty & Atkinson, 2012)

• "A calm animal presence can restore trust in bodily sensations 
and support interoception, particularly in trauma survivors."
— Dr. Peter Levine, founder of Somatic Experiencing
(Interview with NICABM, 2020)

Animals—particularly dogs, cats, and horses—possess an 
extraordinary, innate ability to attune to human emotional states, 
often providing what many people cannot: unconditional love, 
nonjudgmental presence, and deep, embodied acceptance.

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Somatic Animal Therapeutics

Unlike humans, animals do not assess us based on our past, 
appearance, social status, or emotional messiness. They respond to 
what is present in the moment—our energy, our breath, our body 
language. This creates a unique relational field where authenticity is 
not only welcomed but mirrored. When we are sad, anxious, or 
dysregulated, a dog might gently nudge closer, a cat may curl up 
beside us, and a horse might lower its head and synchronize its 
breath with ours. These are not trained behaviors—they are natural 
responses driven by co-regulation and the deeply social nervous 
systems these animals share with us.
Dogs
Dogs have been bred over thousands of years to bond with humans. 
Their loyalty, social intuition, and eagerness to please make them 
especially responsive to human emotion. Studies have shown that 
dogs can differentiate between emotional expressions and respond 
accordingly seeking proximity when humans display sadness or 
stress (Custance & Mayer, 2012). They offer a kind of love that is 
steady and unfiltered—providing affection and safety without 
expectation.
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“A dog is the only thing on earth that loves you more than he loves 
himself.”
— Josh Billings

Cats
Cats, while often more independent, offer a different but equally 
healing form of attunement. Their attunement comes through 
stillness, proximity, and selective engagement. When a cat chooses 
to be near you, it is not out of obedience—it is because they sense 
safety in your energy. Their rhythmic purring, often produced at 
healing frequencies, offers both physiological and emotional 
comfort. The love they provide is not conditioned on performance or 
need—it is quiet, sovereign, and deeply validating.
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Horses
Horses operate on an incredibly sensitive, embodied level. As prey 
animals, their survival depends on reading the energy of the 
environment—and that includes us. They detect subtle shifts in our 
physiology, even heart rate and breath. Because of their size and 
power, their attuned responses offer a profound opportunity for 
somatic healing. 

When a horse mirrors a client’s tension, fear, or calm, it becomes a 
living reflection of the body’s truth, allowing for emotional integration 
and nervous system recalibration. When a horse chooses to connect, 
the gesture can feel sacred.

“To be seen without judgment is one of the most healing experiences 
we can have. Animals give us that every single day.”
— Anonymous Trauma Therapist MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE
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In a world where love often feels conditional—based on performance, 
roles, or expectations—animals remind us that we are lovable just as 
we are. Their presence bypasses intellect and speaks directly to the 
nervous system. For trauma survivors, those struggling with 
attachment wounds, or anyone learning to feel safe in their body, the 
loving attunement of an animal can be the first true experience of 
what it feels like to be accepted without question.

Animals don’t speak our language, but they speak to our nervous 
system—offering safety, stillness, and connection when words fall 
short. In the presence of an attuned animal, the body remembers 
how to feel safe again. Animals teach us to feel safe, seen, and 
settled without a single word. The unspoken presence of an animal 
often speaks more directly to the body than any therapeutic 
intervention can.
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The Neuroscience of Animal-Assisted Somatic Co-Regulation
Animals naturally model self-regulation. Their nervous systems—
particularly in mammals like horses, dogs, and cats—are attuned to 
environmental cues and capable of powerful co-regulation with 
humans. 

Research has found that animal assisted therapeutic work:

• Reduced Cortisol & Stress Response: Petting or observing 
animals decreases salivary cortisol and activates the 
parasympathetic nervous system. A randomized study found a 
58% reduction in cortisol after just 10 minutes of interaction with a 
therapy dog (Pendry et al., 2014).

• Increased Oxytocin and Social Bonding: Human-animal 
interaction, especially with dogs, has been shown to increase 
oxytocin in both the human and the animal, enhancing feelings of 
safety and connection (Beetz et al., 2012).
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• Heart Rate Variability (HRV): HRV, a gold-standard measure of 
vagal tone and resilience, improves during animal-assisted 
interventions, reflecting better autonomic regulation (McCraty & 
Atkinson, 2012).

• Mirror Neurons & Attunement: Animals don’t “read” us the way 
humans do; they feel us. Their responses are congruent with our 
embodied state, activating mirror neuron systems that support 
emotional regulation and interoception (Porges, 2011).

“Animals help us regulate because they are inherently present. Their 
body-to-body communication invites a state of safety, connection, 
and parasympathetic restoration.” — Dr. Stephen Porges, creator of 
Polyvagal Theory
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Animal-Assisted Somatic Healing Chart

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION

Mental Health 
Condition

Common Symptoms Why Animals Help
How Animals Help 

Somatically

Post-Traumatic Stress   
Disorder  (PTSD)

Flashbacks, 
hypervigilance, 

emotional numbing, 
startle response

Animals support co-
regulation, offer non-

verbal safety cues, and 
reduce hyperarousal 
through oxytocin and 

lowered cortisol

Grounding, co-
regulation through 

breath and touch, heart 
rate variability (HRV) 

improvement

Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder  (GAD)

Excessive worry, 
restlessness, muscle 
tension, irritability

Animal presence 
activates the 

parasympathetic system 
and provides a calming, 

grounding focal point

Regulation via touch 
and presence, somatic 
tracking of calm animal 

states

Depression
Low mood, 

hopelessness, loss of 
interest, fatigue

Petting and interacting 
with animals boosts 

dopamine, serotonin, 
and oxytocin levels

Activation of ventral 
vagal state through 

affectionate interaction 
and mirroring calm 

behavior
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Deepening Somatic Healing Through Work with Specific Animals

Horses
Horses are large prey animals with highly sensitive nervous systems. 
They respond to even the subtlest shifts in human physiology and 
body language, making them potent mirrors for somatic awareness 
and emotional state.

Research shows that: 
• Equine interaction improves emotional regulation, interoception, 

and trust in trauma survivors (Schultz et al., 2007).
• Hippotherapy—movement-based horse therapy—stimulates 

vestibular and proprioceptive systems, helping retrain nervous 
system responsiveness (Bass et al., 2009).
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Somatic Techniques with Horses:
• Breathing and walking alongside a horse.
• Observing a horse’s breath and movement as a co-regulation 

mirror.
• Groundwork (touching, brushing, leading) for relational safety and 

boundary work.

“Horses do not lie. Their reactions are honest reflections of the 
energetic presence we bring.” — Linda Kohanov, The Tao of Equus

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Somatic Animal Therapeutics

Equine Therapy and the Somatic Practitioner: How to Ethically 
Integrate Horses Without Certification

If you have experience with and are comfortable around horses, 
incorporating horses into your somatic sessions may be a perfect fit 
for you. It is a very simple and gentle practice that can be added 
safely to both in-person or virtual sessions with clients. It is critical to 
note that you will NEVER have a client ride or get on a horse. Deeply 
healing somatic work with horses does not even require that a client 
touch the horse.

The Power of Equine-Assisted Somatic Healing

Horses have a unique nervous system sensitivity that allows them to 
mirror and respond to human emotions and body language. 
Research has demonstrated that equine-assisted therapy can:

• Regulate the Autonomic Nervous System: The rhythmic 
movements of horses have been shown to improve self-
regulation and emotional resilience (Bass et al., 2009).

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Somatic Animal Therapeutics

• Increase Interoception and Body Awareness: Walking alongside 
a horse or even observing their breath and movements can 
enhance somatic tracking (Schultz et al., 2007).

• Facilitate Nonverbal Communication: Horses respond to subtle 
shifts in energy and posture, making them ideal for developing 
somatic attunement skills (Karol, 2007).
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Ways to Work with Horses Without Equine Therapy Certification

While formal Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) requires 
specialized training, somatic practitioners can ethically integrate 
horses in non-clinical ways such as:

1. Guided Somatic Observations: Invite clients to observe a horse’s 
natural behavior and use it as a mirror for their own nervous 
system state.

2. Groundwork and Presence: Simply standing near a horse, 
breathing with it, or engaging in non-riding groundwork exercises 
(such as leading the horse or gently touching its body) can 
foster regulation and embodiment.

3. Nature-Based Somatic Practices: Spending time in a barn or an 
open pasture with horses can naturally support co-regulation and 
grounding.

4. Metaphoric Processing: Use the client’s interactions with a horse 
as a symbolic reflection of their own relational patterns, emotions, 
or somatic responses.
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Canines/Dogs

Dogs are highly trainable, socially attuned animals that seek 
connection and provide a strong sense of relational safety. Their 
loyalty, playfulness, and protective instincts make them ideal co-
regulators in therapeutic environments.

Research shows that:
• Presence of dogs reduces blood pressure and stress reactivity 

(Allen et al., 2002).
• Therapy dogs have been shown to reduce trauma-related 

symptoms in veterans and children (Yount et al., 2013).
Somatic Uses in Sessions:
• Inviting the client to notice bodily sensations while petting or 

observing the dog.
• Using the dog’s breath or posture as a model for slowing down 

and grounding.
• Engaging in play as a form of safe mobilization and joy activation.
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Canine Companionship and the Somatic Practitioner: How to 
Ethically Integrate Dogs Without Therapy Dog Certification

The Power of Dog-Assisted Somatic Healing

Dogs have evolved over thousands of years alongside humans and 
are uniquely attuned to our vocal tones, facial expressions, and 
emotional states. Their ability to offer immediate, unconditional 
presence and regulate alongside human nervous systems makes 
them ideal somatic partners.

Research has demonstrated that therapeutic interactions with dogs 
can:

• Lower Sympathetic Arousal: Simply petting a dog for 10 minutes 
reduces blood pressure and stress reactivity, activating the 
parasympathetic (rest-and-digest) response (Allen et al., 2002).
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• Increase Oxytocin and Feelings of Connection: Interactions with 
dogs reliably boost oxytocin in both the person and the dog, 
creating a neurochemical state of safety and connection (Beetz 
et al., 2012).

• Enhance Emotion Regulation and Mood: Regular exposure to 
calm, affectionate dogs reduce depressive symptoms and 
improves emotional stability (Yount et al., 2013)..

Ways to Work with Dogs Without Therapy Dog Certification

While certified therapy dog programs require specific training, 
somatic practitioners can ethically incorporate dogs into sessions in 
non-clinical, emotionally supportive ways…
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1. Somatic Tracking Through Touch and Observation: Invite clients 
to pet or watch the dog’s breath, tail movement, or posture and 
track their own internal state in response.

2. Grounding Through Physical Proximity: Sitting beside or near a 
calm dog can increase ventral vagal tone and down-regulate 
hyperarousal.

3. Movement and Regulation: Gentle walks with the dog before or 
after a session can encourage regulation and mobilization of 
stuck energy.

4. Relational Repair: The dog’s unconditional affection and 
responsiveness can serve as a model for safe relational 
engagement and attunement.

Ethical Reminder: Always use consent-based inclusion. The client 
must agree, and the dog must always be able to leave or disengage. 
Avoid overwhelming the dog with overly dysregulated energy, 
especially with trauma clients.
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Felines/Cats

Cats offer a quieter, less directive form of co-regulation. Their 
rhythmic purring, subtle movements, and preference for safe, calm 
spaces support attunement to stillness and interoception.
Scientific evidence shows that:

• Cat purring occurs at frequencies (25–150 Hz) known to promote 
tissue healing and pain relief (Fayrer-Hosken, 1995).

• Studies suggest cats may reduce anxiety and improve mood in 
clinical settings (Turner, 2001).

Somatic Applications:

• Mirroring a cat’s stillness or breath during regulation exercises.
• Exploring the emotional response to touch or observation of the 

cat.
• Supporting nervous system settling through passive co-presence.
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Feline Stillness and the Somatic Practitioner: How to Ethically 
Integrate Cats Without Therapy Certification

The Power of Cat-Assisted Somatic Healing

Cats offer a different—but equally powerful—nervous system 
influence. Their sensitivity to environment, comfort with stillness, and 
rhythmic purring invite deep parasympathetic engagement and 
interoception. Cats model the power of self-containment and 
selective connection.

Research has demonstrated that cats can:

• Promote Calm and Parasympathetic Dominance: The frequency 
of cat purring (25–150 Hz) has been shown to promote healing 
and reduce inflammation in the human body (Fayrer-Hosken, 
1995).

• Support Nervous System Settling: Observing or gently interacting 
with a calm cat can reduce stress markers and promote sensory 
integration (Turner, 2001).
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• Facilitate Emotional Processing Through Safe Distance: For 
clients with trauma or attachment wounds, cats offer a less 
invasive co-regulation model, supporting safe connection without 
pressure.

Ways to Work with Cats Without Certification

Cats should never be forced into therapeutic roles. Their autonomy is 
central to their regulatory power. However, they can be included 
somatically in ethical, indirect ways…
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1. Breath and Stillness Mirroring: Invite clients to observe the cat’s 
slow breath, resting state, or grooming ritual to cue their own 
nervous system into rest.

2. Non-Touch-Based Co-Regulation: Many clients benefit simply 
from the cat’s quiet presence nearby, especially in cases of 
hypervigilance or social overwhelm.

3. Symbolic and Metaphoric Exploration: Ask the client to reflect on 
their reactions to the cat’s behavior (e.g., withdrawal, aloofness, 
affection) and use it as a mirror for somatic states or relational 
patterns.

4. Touch as Invitation, Not Expectation: If the cat initiates contact, 
petting can become a source of grounding and interoceptive 
feedback—but should never be required or expected.

Ethical Reminder: Cats should never be confined to session rooms. 
Their ability to come and go freely is part of their regulatory magic. 
Their safety, rest cycles, and boundaries must be respected at all 
times.
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Utilizing Personal Pets in Somatic Healing Sessions

For practitioners who have pets, integrating them into sessions can 
be a simple yet effective way to create a soothing 
environment and support co-regulation. However, it is essential to 
ensure the experience is safe, ethical, and beneficial for both the 
client and the animal.

Best Practices for Incorporating Pets in In-Person Sessions

• Assess the Animal’s Temperament: Ensure your pet is calm, 
friendly, and comfortable around different types of people. 
Therapy animals should not display signs of stress, excessive 
excitement, or avoidance behaviors.

• Create an Optional Experience: Some clients may have allergies, 
fears, or discomfort around animals. Always ask for consent 
before bringing a pet into a session.
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• Use Touch and Proximity with Intention: Allow clients to gently 
interact with the animal if they feel drawn to it but avoid forcing 
interactions. Simply having a pet present in the room can 
enhance feelings of safety.

• Leverage Somatic Awareness Exercises: Invite clients to notice 
the felt sense of connection to the animal. For example:
o "As you place your hand on the dog’s fur, what sensations do 

you notice in your body?"
o "How does watching the cat’s slow breathing affect your own 

breath?"
• Respect the Pet’s Needs: Animals must always have the option to 

disengage, move freely, or leave the session space.
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Virtual Sessions: Using Pets as a Somatic Resource

Even in virtual settings, pets can offer a powerful co-regulation 
tool for clients. Ways to incorporate them include:

• Guided Observation: If the client has their own pet, encourage 
them to watch their pet’s natural rhythms, such as slow breathing 
or relaxed posture, to mirror a regulated state in their own body.

• Inviting Sensory Touch: If appropriate, ask the client to gently 
stroke their pet and notice any shifts in their nervous system.

• Practitioner’s Pet Presence: If you have a pet and the client is 
open to it, you can briefly introduce your pet on camera to bring a 
grounding, relational element to the session.

Research suggests that even watching videos of animals can reduce 
stress and promote relaxation (Nolen et al., 2019), making virtual 
interactions with pets a valuable tool. Additionally, even having your 
clients engage with animal images (online or on social media) can 
also have huge benefits!
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Safety, Suitability & Ethical Use of Animals in Somatic Sessions

Assess Animal Suitability

Appropriate Therapy Animals Should Be:

• Calm, non-aggressive, and comfortable with touch.
• Emotionally responsive without over-reactivity.
• Free of trauma history or behavioral instability.
• Trained to respond to basic commands (dogs, horses) or reliably 

socialized (cats).

Inappropriate Animals May Be:

• Reactive, skittish, or overly dominant.
• Under-socialized, territorial, or aggressive.
• Unpredictable in the presence of strangers.
• Not attuned to human emotional or somatic cues.
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Obtain Informed Consent
• Always ask your client if they are comfortable with an animal 

being present.
• Inquire about allergies, phobias, or religious/cultural boundaries.

Create Safety & Structure
• Have a neutral “animal-free” zone available in case the client 

needs space.
• Ensure the animal has a place to retreat or rest, free from forced 

engagement.
• Do not use animals that are hyper-vigilant, untrained, or unable to 

self-regulate.

Integrate with Intention
Utilizing animals within somatic sessions takes an incredible amount 
of intentionality for appropriate, effective and safe integration. 
Always go slow. Be mindful. Plan every step out ahead of time.
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Somatic Exercises to Try:

• “Notice the temperature, texture, and rhythm of your touch as you 
pet the animal.”

• “Observe the rise and fall of the animal’s breath. Let your breath 
follow, if it feels right.”

• “Where do you feel a sense of connection or disconnection in your 
body as you engage with the animal?”

Debrief the Experience

Always, always, always ask the client for feedback before, during and 
afterwards! A client may think they will have a certain response and 
experience something completely different. It may be positive and 
profoundly healing or bring up feelings of a lack of safety or even be 
a negative impact on their nervous system when they weren’t 
anticipating it. 
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An example of this that I like to use is when I was working with a client 
and my therapeutic pet, a dog, the client became emotionally 
triggered. Even though she loved dogs and wanted to work with them 
in our session, the actual experience triggered a forgotten memory of 
her being bitten by a dog as a small child.

Invite reflection:

• “What did you notice in your body before, during, and after the 
interaction?”

• “What meaning might the animal's behavior hold for you today?”
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Virtual Sessions: Somatic Animal Co-Regulation at a Distance

Virtual somatic work can still harness the power of animal presence 
in powerful ways. This can be done through the following:

• Client’s own pet: Guide observational practices, touch exercises, 
or breath synchrony.

• Practitioner’s pet (on screen): A brief calming visual can support 
co-regulation.

• Animal imagery or video: Viewing calming animal content 
reduces sympathetic activation (Nolen et al., 2019).

Animals as Co-Regulators in Embodied Healing
Again. animals are not therapeutic tools—they are partners. When 
included ethically and intentionally, horses, dogs, and cats support 
core somatic healing principles: safety, connection, interoception, 
and nervous system regulation. For master-level integrative somatic 
practitioners, this approach is not about "doing therapy with 
animals," but allowing animals to model being, and inviting clients to 
return to their own innate embodied wisdom.
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Enhancing Somatic Healing with Animals

Integrating animals into somatic healing sessions provides 
a scientifically backed, deeply embodied way to support nervous 
system regulation, emotional resilience, and trauma healing. 
Whether through the presence of a pet, the virtual engagement of a 
client’s animal, or the profound co-regulation of horses, animals 
serve as natural, attuned partners in the somatic healing process.

For practitioners, the key is to approach animal integration 
with ethical awareness, attunement, and respect for both the client 
and the animal’s well-being. By doing so, we can deepen the healing 
journey and create profound, embodied transformation.

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Somatic Animal Therapeutics

References

• Allen, K., Blascovich, J., & Mendes, W. B. (2002). Cardiovascular reactivity and the 
presence of pets, friends, and spouses. Psychosomatic Medicine, 64(5), 727-739.

• Bass, M. M., Duchowny, C. A., & Llabre, M. M. (2009). The effect of therapeutic 
horseback riding on social functioning in children with autism. Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 39(9), 1261-1267.

• Beetz, A., Uvnäs-Moberg, K., Julius, H., & Kotrschal, K. (2012). Psychosocial and 
psychophysiological effects of human-animal interactions: The possible role of 
oxytocin. Frontiers in Psychology, 3, 234.

• Fayrer-Hosken, R. A. (1995). Purring: A mechanism of healing. Scientific American.
• Karol, J. (2007). Applying a trauma lens to equine-facilitated 

psychotherapy. Explorations: An E-Journal of Narrative Practice, 2(1), 81-90.
• McCraty, R., & Atkinson, M. (2012). Coherence: Bridging personal, social, and global 

health. Alternative Therapies in Health and Medicine, 18(3), 10-24.
• Nolen, L., et al. (2019). Watching cute animals and stress reduction. Human-Animal 

Interaction Bulletin.
• Pendry, P., Smith, A. N., & Roeter, S. M. (2014). Randomized trial of equine-facilitated 

learning with at-risk youth. Human-Animal Interaction Bulletin, 2(1), 80-100.
• Porges, S. W. (2011). The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of 

Emotions, Attachment, Communication, and Self-Regulation. Norton.
• Schultz, P. N., Remick-Barlow, G. A., & Robbins, L. (2007). Equine-assisted 

psychotherapy: Outcomes and research. Journal of Psychosocial Nursing and 
Mental Health Services, 45(12), 36-44.

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Somatic Animal Therapeutics

References

• Turner, D. C. (2001). The human-cat relationship. In The Domestic Cat: The Biology of 
its Behaviour (pp. 193–206). Cambridge University Press.

• Yount, R., Olmert, M., & Lee, M. R. (2013). Service dog training program for treatment of 
posttraumatic stress in service members. US Army Medical Department Journal, 
April-June 2013, 63-69.

• Bass, M., Duchowny, C., & Llabre, M. (2009). The effect of therapeutic horseback riding 
on social functioning in children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 39(9), 1261-1267.

• Beetz, A., Uvnäs-Moberg, K., Julius, H., & Kotrschal, K. (2012). Psychosocial and 
psychophysiological effects of human-animal interactions. Frontiers in Psychology, 
3, 234.

• Karol, J. (2007). Applying a trauma lens to equine-facilitated 
psychotherapy. Explorations: An E-Journal of Narrative Practice, 2(1), 81-90.

• McCraty, R., & Atkinson, M. (2012). Coherence: Bridging personal, social, and global 
health. Alternative Therapies in Health and Medicine, 18(3), 10-24.

• Pendry, P., Smith, A. N., & Roeter, S. M. (2014). Randomized trial of equine-facilitated 
learning with at-risk youth. Human-Animal Interaction Bulletin, 2(1), 80-100. MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

A Somatic Approach to Media & Social Media

In today’s hyperconnected world, media and social media platforms 
play a significant role in shaping individual and collective 
experiences. While these platforms provide valuable connections 
and information, their constant engagement can overstimulate the 
nervous system, exacerbate stress, disrupt emotional balance and 
even cause trauma in some cases. 

In fact, in our modern world the omnipresence of media and social 
media is virtually unavoidable. It has become baked into daily life for 
many:

o Over 4.9 billion people worldwide use social media as of 2023 
(Statista, 2023).

o Average daily use of social media is approximately 2.5 hours 
per person (Hootsuite, 2023).

o "Doomscrolling" is commonplace: Chronic exposure to 
negative news increases cortisol levels, leading to heightened 
stress and anxiety. "Our nervous system is designed to 
respond to the environment, but when the environment is 
unrelenting, it becomes a source of dysregulation." — Dr. 
Stephen Porges
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How can we engage with media in a way that aligns with somatic 
principles of embodiment, presence, and awareness? "Between 
stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space is our power to 
choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our 
freedom." — Viktor E. Frankl.

For Master Integrative Somatic Practitioners, understanding the 
impact of media on the nervous system and employing somatic 
approaches to help clients recalibrate their relationship with these 
platforms is crucial. The goal is to equip you with tools to navigate, 
understand, and guide others in engaging with media and social 
media through a somatic lens. This section will educate on the 
impact of digital media on the nervous system, body awareness, 
emotional regulation, and authentic presence.

Let’s first dive into the neuroscience behind media’s effects on the 
nervous system, the psychological and physiological consequences, 
and advanced somatic strategies to guide clients toward healthier 
interactions with media and social media.
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Media and Social Media Impact on the Nervous System

Dopamine Loops and Reward Systems

Social media platforms are designed to exploit the brain’s reward 
systems, particularly through dopamine release. Every notification, 
like, or comment triggers a small burst of dopamine, reinforcing 
compulsive checking behaviors. Over time, this creates a feedback 
loop that conditions users to seek constant stimulation.

A 2021 study in Nature Communications found that prolonged social 
media use activates the brain’s reward pathways in a way similar to 
addictive substances. This overstimulation can desensitize the 
dopamine system, leading to reduced satisfaction from other 
activities and increasing dependency on media for stimulation. MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE
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Impact on the Autonomic Nervous System

• Sympathetic Activation:
The constant influx of news, notifications, and curated content can 
activate the sympathetic nervous system, triggering a fight-or-
flight response. This results in increased heart rate, shallow 
breathing, and heightened stress levels.

o Evidence:
A 2022 study in Psychophysiology demonstrated that 
participants exposed to emotionally charged media content 
showed significant increases in sympathetic nervous system 
activity and cortisol levels, even after a short viewing period.

• Dorsal Vagal Shutdown:
Conversely, overwhelming or negative media experiences can 
induce dorsal vagal parasympathetic states, leading to feelings of 
numbness, disconnection, or apathy. This is particularly common 
in individuals exposed to distressing news or cyberbullying.
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Emotional Dysregulation and Comparison Traps

Social media fosters an environment of comparison, as curated 
content often portrays idealized versions of life. This can lead to 
feelings of inadequacy, envy, and anxiety.

Research published in Computers in Human Behavior (2020) found 
that individuals who spent more than three hours daily on social 
media reported higher rates of anxiety and depression, with negative 
self-comparisons as a mediating factor.

Neurophysiological Changes

• Reduced Prefrontal Cortex Functioning:
Excessive media consumption, particularly multitasking across 
platforms, impairs the prefrontal cortex's ability to regulate 
attention and impulse control.
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• Impaired Interoception:
Overreliance on external validation through social media can 
disconnect users from their internal body signals, diminishing 
interoceptive awareness and self-regulation.
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A Somatic Approach to Shifting Clients’ Relationship with Media

Master Integrative Somatic Practitioners can play a pivotal role in 
helping clients rebuild a balanced and mindful relationship with 
media and social media. The following strategies combine 
neuroscience and advanced somatic practices to address the 
physiological and psychological effects of media engagement.

• Nervous System Awareness and Education
Educate clients about the impact of media on their autonomic 
nervous system. Use tools like:

• Polyvagal Theory Framework:
Teach clients how media triggers sympathetic activation (fight-
or-flight) or dorsal vagal states (shutdown). Encourage them to 
notice how their body feels during and after media consumption.

"Understanding how our nervous system responds to stimuli 
empowers us to make choices that promote regulation and 
balance," says Dr. Stephen Porges, founder of Polyvagal Theory.
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• Heart Rate Variability (HRV) Tracking:
Use HRV monitors to demonstrate how prolonged media use 
affects stress markers. This provides tangible feedback for clients 
to connect behavior with physiological responses.

• Grounding and Centering Practices
Introduce somatic techniques that clients can use before, during, or 
after media consumption to regulate their nervous system:

• Before Consumption:
Teach grounding exercises, such as body scanning or sensory 
anchoring, to help clients enter a state of balance before 
engaging with media. For example:

o Feel the soles of the feet on the floor.

o Take three slow, diaphragmatic breaths.
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• During Use:
Encourage micro-pauses to check in with the body. Clients can 
ask themselves:

o "Am I holding tension in my jaw or shoulders?"

o "How does my body feel right now?"

• After Engagement:
Use somatic release techniques like shaking or gentle stretching 
to discharge accumulated tension.
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Enhancing Interoceptive Awareness

Excessive media use often diminishes interoception—the ability to 
sense internal body states. Rebuild this awareness with practices like:
• Somatic Mindfulness:

Guide clients in noticing how their body responds to different 
types of content. For example:

o Does uplifting content create openness in the chest?

o Does negative news tighten the stomach?

• Body Mapping:
Ask clients to visualize or draw where they feel sensations while 
using media, fostering deeper awareness of embodied responses.
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Establishing Media Hygiene Practices

Help clients create boundaries and intentional practices around 
media use:

• Time Blocking:
Encourage designated times for media engagement, interspersed 
with tech-free periods for nervous system recovery.

• Content Curation:
Guide clients to curate their feeds (aka training the algorithm) 
with uplifting, neutral, or educational content that supports well-
being. 

• Digital Detoxes:
Suggest regular breaks from media to allow the nervous system 
to recalibrate. Even one day per week can make a significant 
difference.
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Rebuilding Nervous System Resilience

Support clients in strengthening their capacity to handle media 
stimuli without dysregulation:

• Resonant Breathing:
Teach breathwork techniques (5-6 breaths per minute) to 
increase vagal tone and resilience.

• Rhythmic Movement:
Practices like Qi Gong, somatic dance, or walking outdoors 
counteract the sedentary nature of media engagement while 
soothing the nervous system.
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Cultivating a Somatic Relationship with Media

Encourage clients to view media as an extension of their somatic 
awareness:

• Intentional Interaction:
Instead of passive scrolling, guide clients to engage actively with 
content that aligns with their values and well-being.

• Embodied Gratitude:
Suggest taking a moment to feel gratitude for the ability to 
connect or learn through media, grounding the experience in the 
body.
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Case Study: A Somatic Transformation

Client Background:
A 35-year-old professional sought help for chronic stress and 
feelings of inadequacy exacerbated by social media use. She 
reported compulsively checking her phone and feeling disconnected 
from her body.

Somatic Intervention Plan:

• Assessment:
Identified her nervous system’s response patterns using body-
mapping techniques. Social media triggered sympathetic 
overdrive, manifesting as shallow breathing and jaw tension.
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• Techniques Applied:

o Grounding exercises before phone use.

o Resonant breathing during stressful moments online.

o Daily digital detoxes to rebuild nervous system balance.

• Outcomes:
Within eight weeks, the client reported reduced screen time, 
greater interoceptive awareness, and improved emotional 
regulation. HRV tracking showed increased vagal tone, indicating 
enhanced resilience.
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In an age dominated by media and social media, specialist level 
somatic practitioners play a vital role in guiding clients toward 
healthier, more balanced relationships with these platforms. By 
leveraging neuroscience, somatic awareness, and intentional 
practices, practitioners can help clients mitigate the overstimulation 
of their nervous systems and cultivate embodied, mindful 
interactions with technology.

Somatic Principles Applied to Media

• Embodiment: Staying present and aware while engaging with 
digital spaces.

• Self-Regulation: Using somatic practices to counteract 
overstimulation.

• Interoception: Listening to the body's feedback when consuming 
media.

• Boundaries: Setting intentional limits for media consumption.
• Explore the gap between curated digital personas and authentic 

self-expression.
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• Encourage conscious curation: Follow accounts and consume 
content that aligns with the client’s values and supports nervous 
system regulation.

As Dr. Bessel van der Kolk asserts: "Healing requires reestablishing 
ownership of your body and your mind." By integrating somatic 
principles into media engagement, clients can reclaim their sense of 
agency and restore balance in a connected yet chaotic world.
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Resources and Further Reading

• "Digital Minimalism" by Cal Newport
• Research on media’s impact on the nervous system (e.g., studies 

by Dr. Andrew Huberman)
• Somatic tools for emotional regulation (e.g., Polyvagal Theory by 

Dr. Stephen Porges)
• Mindful Tech Practices (apps like Insight Timer or Forest)
• Twenge, J. M., & Campbell, W. K. (2018). The impact of social media 

on mental health: Exploring the complexities.
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Effective Communication for Emotional Wellness and Conflict 
Reduction

Understanding the Impact of Poor Communication on Emotional 
and Somatic Wellness 

Communication is the cornerstone of human connection, yet poor or 
ineffective communication often disrupts relationships, leading to 
emotional distress and even somatic symptoms. Research from the 
American Psychological Association (APA) highlights that unresolved 
interpersonal conflict is a significant source of chronic stress, which 
can manifest physically through tension headaches, gastrointestinal 
issues, and even cardiovascular strain (APA, 2022). 

When individuals consistently fail to express their needs, emotions, or 
boundaries effectively, they may experience feelings of frustration, 
isolation, and anxiety. The body and mind are deeply interconnected. 
Studies in psychoneuroimmunology suggest that chronic emotional 
stress can weaken the immune system, impair digestion, and 
exacerbate chronic pain conditions (McEwen, 1998). 
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This "somatization" of stress occurs when emotional distress 
translates into physical symptoms, emphasizing the need for 
improved communication skills to mitigate these effects. As master 
somatic practitioners, you are uniquely positioned to help clients 
identify and transform maladaptive communication patterns, 
promoting both emotional and physical well-being.

The Role of Communication in Emotional Regulation

Effective communication facilitates emotional regulation by fostering 
understanding and connection. When individuals can articulate their 
emotions and needs clearly, they are more likely to feel validated 
and supported. Conversely, ineffective communication—
characterized by blame, criticism, or defensiveness—tends to 
escalate conflicts, leaving individuals feeling unheard and 
invalidated. MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE
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Marshall Rosenberg, the founder of Nonviolent Communication 
(NVC), emphasizes that "violence” in communication stems from 
unmet needs. By teaching clients to express their needs 
compassionately, practitioners can help reduce emotional reactivity 
and prevent conflict.
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Communication Habits to Teach Clients for Enhanced Emotional 
Wellness

• Active Listening
Active listening is the foundation of effective communication. It 
involves fully concentrating, understanding, and responding 
thoughtfully to what the other person is saying. Encourage clients to:
• Maintain eye contact and use open body language to signal 

attentiveness.
• Reflect back what they hear by summarizing or paraphrasing, e.g., 

“What I hear you saying is...”
• Ask clarifying questions to ensure understanding.

Research Insight: A 2020 study published in Communication 
Monographs found that active listening significantly reduces 
perceived conflict and improves relational satisfaction (Weger et al., 
2020).

*You have learned active listening skills within the coaching 
language section, however, this section is directed towards 
educating and equipping your clients with communication skills.
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• Practicing Nonviolent Communication (NVC)
Nonviolent Communication offers a structured framework to express 
needs and emotions without blame. Teach clients the four-step NVC 
process:
1. Observation: Describe the situation factually without judgment 

(e.g., “I noticed you interrupted me during the meeting”).
2. Feelings: Share emotions without assigning blame (e.g., “I felt 

frustrated when that happened”).
3. Needs: Identify the unmet need driving the emotion (e.g., “I need 

to feel respected when sharing my ideas”).
4. Request: Make a specific, actionable request (e.g., “Could we 

agree to let each other finish speaking before responding?”).

Quote: Rosenberg explains, “When we hear the other person's 
feelings and needs, we recognize our shared humanity.”
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• Cultivating Emotional Awareness
Emotional awareness involves recognizing and naming emotions as 
they arise. Somatic practitioners can guide clients through 
mindfulness practices to notice physical sensations associated with 
emotions, helping them respond thoughtfully rather than react 
impulsively.
Practical Tip: Encourage clients to use a feelings wheel or journal to 
expand their emotional vocabulary and gain clarity on their 
experiences.

• Setting Healthy Boundaries
Teach clients how to assertively set boundaries to protect their 
emotional and physical well-being. Assertive communication 
involves:
• Using “I” statements (e.g., “I need time to process before I discuss 

this further”).
• Maintaining a calm and respectful tone.
• Reiterating boundaries when necessary without aggression or 

guilt.
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Research Insight: A 2019 study in Journal of Applied 
Psychology showed that clear and respectful boundary-setting 
reduces workplace stress and burnout (Ashforth et al., 2019).

• De-escalation Techniques
Conflict often triggers a "fight or flight" response. Help clients learn 
techniques to de-escalate tense situations, such as:
• Taking a "time-out" to regulate emotions before responding.
• Using calming self-talk (e.g., “I can stay calm and approach this 

constructively”).
• Employing grounding techniques like deep breathing or body 

scanning.
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• Empathy Building
Empathy fosters connection and reduces misunderstandings. Teach 
clients to:
• Put themselves in the other person’s shoes (e.g., “How might they 

be feeling right now?”).
• Validate the other person’s emotions (e.g., “I can see why you 

might feel that way”).

Quote: Brené Brown reminds us, “Empathy fuels connection; 
sympathy drives disconnection.”
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Integrating Somatic Practices into Communication Skills Training

Somatic techniques can complement communication education 
and skills training by enhancing self-awareness and emotional 
regulation. For instance:
• Body Scans: Encourage clients to notice where they hold tension 

during conflicts and use breathwork to release it.
• Grounding Exercises: Teach clients to root themselves in the 

present moment, reducing reactivity.
• Role-Playing Scenarios: Practice challenging conversations in a 

safe, guided setting, integrating NVC techniques and somatic 
awareness.

Effective communication is vital for emotional wellness and reducing 
conflict, and its benefits extend to physical health. By teaching clients 
active listening, NVC, emotional awareness, and boundary-setting, 
somatic practitioners can empower them to navigate relationships 
with greater ease and resilience. 

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Communication Habits

Integrating these tools with somatic practices creates a holistic 
approach to wellness that addresses both the mind and body. As 
practitioners, your role in facilitating these transformative habits is 
invaluable in fostering healthier, more connected lives.

Later within the tools and techniques section you will learn non-
violent communication practices and tools to expand on your tool kit 
in order to further support clients in upleveling their communication.
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This section is one of my personal favorites to teach on and to 
practice in my own life. I believe it provides a much sturdier 
foundation for wellbeing, one that allows for a person to have the 
strength to support all of life’s goals and challenges. Imagine that 
this section is not only your foundation, but also a rich soil to grow the 
roots of wellbeing down into deeply… the deeper the roots, the bigger, 
stronger and more expansive your tree of life and all its beautiful 
branches will be able to grow into. I love that metaphor and think 
that it is absolutely not an over statement of the critical importance 
that these simple expanded concepts carry.

From your foundational training you learned some key take aways 
for whole person wellness from the training as well as the required 
course material, the book ‘Healing the Total Self’. The core elements 
from the book ‘Healing the Total Self’ that we will explore further are:

• Adopting lifestyle medicine approaches and blue zones wisdom 
to support clients in achieving whole person wellness and 
wellbeing
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• The concept of energy management – identifying negative 
energy/frequency, clearing negative energy/frequency and 
managing energy/frequency in order to maintain homeostasis (or 
healthy frequency)

We will take these core theories and expand on them further, 
integrating in the ancient wisdom of lifestyle medicine, more 
balanced nature aligned indigenous ways of living for optimal 
wellbeing. Additionally we will honor modern science and draw from 
numerous research studies as well as personal research trips to the 
blue zones around the world. 

The central concept of the book ‘Healing the Total Self’ integrates the 
physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual dimensions of health along 
with both the Jungian model and the Quantum model. These also 
bring into the whole person the energy body, intuitive intelligence, the 
higher self and the collective unconscious into a cohesive model for 
balanced living and longevity. 
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For master-level somatic practitioners, expanding on these principles 
involves understanding the nuances of balanced living for the whole 
self, managing energy, identifying risks to well-being, and 
implementing advanced practices that support health and longevity 
through whole person wellness.

Let me share a metaphor to convey where we must begin such an 
expansion in both our knowledge and our practice. Imagine that 
there was a farmer, this farmer was very committed to growing 
beautiful nourishing foods within their garden. Now let’s imagine that 
the farmer planted seeds into toxic soil… do you think it would 
negatively impact the crops and also limit the harvest? 

Absolutely it would! So now let’s imagine that same farmer really 
identified the problems with the toxic soil and treated the soil, got it 
fertile and healthy, the seeds they would plant would thrive, yes? Not 
necessarily. Once those seeds sown into fertile soil began to grow 
wouldn’t a successful crop also depend on the farmer weeding and 
watering the plants? Definitely! 
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This is a perfect metaphor for the importance of the three key 
aspects for managing energy effectively:

1. Identification of negative frequency/energy patterns

2. Frequency/energy clearing

3. Frequency/energy management

If all three are not done as part of a person’s somatic wellbeing 
practice CONSISTENTLY, the abundance and quality of their personal 
harvest will not flourish to its fullest human potential. 
A foundational approach to optimal wellbeing, whole person health, 
longevity, vitality and the realization of a person’s fullest potential 
and purpose requires the following...
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Integration of the ongoing practice of…

• Identifying negative frequency/energy patterns, 
• Frequency/energy clearing, 
• Frequency/energy management and 
• Operating in alignment with the integrative ‘system of self’ while 
• Moving towards whole person wellness and balance in all areas of 

self and all major areas of life (family & relationships, career & 
finances, health & wellness, self-development & spirituality).

We human beings, are energy beings at a fundamental level. Energy 
or frequency can neither be created nor destroyed. Energy moves in 
three phases; creation, transformation and competition and then 
repeats again. Energy never ends – it simply moves in cycles or 
seasons. Energy follows intention; where attention goes, energy flows. 
An even simpler way to describe this is that what we focus our 
attention on becomes magnified. The energy body brings energy to 
all the other bodies the way that spraying gas on a fire increases the 
fire and its force. 
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With this as our foundational framework to supporting our clients in 
reaching their full potential and wellbeing, further integrating in 
elements of lifestyle coaching allows this framework to take root in 
tangible ways within their lives. As the saying goes ‘faith without 
works is dead’ and I would argue that applies to wellbeing too. We 
cannot focus on one piece of the puzzle to achieve putting together 
the desired overall picture, we much take the deepest holistic 
approach.

We will breakdown these lifestyle modifications into the following:

1. Energy management
2. Food 
3. Movement
4. Mindset
5. Social wellbeing
6. Spiritual wellbeing
7. Stress
8. Purpose
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But first, we will dive into longevity and both ancient and modern 
wisdom that informs how we can support clients in achieving 
wellbeing, balance and positive expansion in each of the eight areas 
listed above. Later, we will go through each of the eight areas with 
tangible actionable steps that can be taken.

What Are the Blue Zones and What Can They Teach Us About 
Longevity and Lifestyle Medicine?

The term "blue zones" refers to regions where people live significantly 
longer and healthier lives compared to the global average. These 
areas were identified through demographic studies by Gianni Pes 
and Michel Poulain, and later popularized by Dan Buettner in his 
book The Blue Zones: Lessons for Living Longer From the People 
Who've Lived the Longest. The longevity and vitality of these 
populations highlight the profound impact of lifestyle and 
environment on health.
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The five primary blue zones are:

1. Ikaria, Greece – A Greek island with one of the world's highest 
percentages of nonagenarians and centenarians, where chronic 
diseases like dementia and heart disease are rare.

2. Okinawa, Japan – Known for having the longest-lived women in 
the world, with a high prevalence of healthy centenarians.

3. Nicoya Peninsula, Costa Rica – Residents boast one of the lowest 
rates of middle-age mortality and the second-highest 
concentration of male centenarians globally.

4. Sardinia, Italy – Particularly the mountainous Barbagia region, 
home to the world’s highest concentration of male centenarians.

5. Loma Linda, California, USA – A community of Seventh-day 
Adventists living 10 years longer on average than their North 
American counterparts.
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The Numbers: How Do Blue Zones Compare?

Research reveals that Blue Zone populations consistently exhibit:

• High life expectancy: For example, Okinawans have a life 
expectancy of 86 years for women and 80 years for men, 
compared to the global average of 73.4 years (World Bank, 2021).

• Low rates of chronic disease: In Ikaria, rates of dementia are 
nearly 25% lower, and heart disease is about 50% lower than in the 
United States (National Geographic, 2016).

• Exceptional centenarian prevalence: Sardinia has 22 
centenarians per 10,000 people, compared to 6.5 per 10,000 in the 
United States (Journal of Aging Research, 2013).

• Reduced middle-age mortality: In Nicoya, the probability of 
dying before age 70 is 50% lower than the global average (Journal 
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Lessons From the Blue Zones

• Diet: A Focus on Whole, Plant-Based Foods
Blue Zone residents predominantly consume plant-based diets rich 
in legumes, whole grains, vegetables, and fruits, with minimal 
processed foods and meat. Key examples include:
• The Okinawan diet, comprising mostly sweet potatoes, tofu, and 

seaweed, contributes to their low rates of cardiovascular disease.
• In Nicoya, a traditional diet of beans, corn, and squash provides 

high fiber and essential nutrients, reducing inflammation.

Scientific studies support these dietary patterns. A meta-analysis 
published in The Lancet (2019) concluded that plant-based diets 
could prevent up to 11 million deaths annually by reducing the risk of 
diseases like diabetes and cancer.
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• Physical Activity: Movement Is Embedded in Daily Life
Rather than structured workouts, Blue Zone residents engage 
in natural movement throughout their day. Sardinian shepherds, for 
example, walk long distances across hilly terrain, while Ikarians 
garden and do manual labor into their 90s and beyond. Regular, low-
intensity activity contributes to cardiovascular health and muscle 
preservation in old age.

• Purpose and Mindset
A strong sense of purpose, referred to as "ikigai" in Okinawa or "plan 
de vida" in Nicoya, is common among Blue Zone residents. This 
psychological well-being translates to measurable health benefits. A 
2009 study in Psychosomatic Medicine found that having a sense of 
purpose reduces the risk of mortality by up to 20%.
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• Social Connectivity and Belonging
Close-knit communities and family ties are a hallmark of Blue Zones. 
For example:
• Okinawans form "moai" groups, social networks that provide 

emotional and financial support throughout life.
• Sardinians emphasize multi-generational family living, which has 

been linked to lower stress levels and better mental health 
(Journal of Aging Research, 2013).

Strong social networks are consistently associated with better health 
outcomes, including lower rates of depression and higher immune 
function (PLoS Medicine, 2010).

• Lifestyle Medicine: Restorative Practices
Lifestyle medicine emphasizes disease prevention and treatment 
through habits that align with Blue Zone living. 

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Healing the Total Self & Longevity Habits

These include:
• Stress Reduction: Practices like napping in Ikaria or observing 

Sabbath in Loma Linda are associated with lower levels of cortisol, 
a stress hormone.

• Moderation in Eating: Many Blue Zone residents follow the "80% 
rule," eating until they feel 80% full. This helps prevent overeating 
and obesity, which are risk factors for chronic diseases.

• Avoiding Harmful Habits
Blue Zone communities generally avoid smoking and excessive 
alcohol consumption. Instead, moderate drinking, such as the daily 
glass of Cannonau wine in Sardinia, is enjoyed as part of a meal and 
social interaction.
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Blue Zones and Modern Lifestyle Medicine

These findings align with the principles of lifestyle medicine, which 
seeks to address the root causes of disease through behavioral 
changes. A study in The American Journal of Lifestyle 
Medicine (2020) suggests that adopting Blue Zone-inspired habits—
like a plant-based diet, regular physical activity, and stress 
reduction—can prevent up to 80% of chronic diseases.

A Roadmap to Longevity

Blue Zones demonstrate that long, healthy lives are not the result of 
extraordinary medical interventions but rather simple, sustainable 
lifestyle choices. By adopting even a few of these practices, such as 
prioritizing whole foods, integrating movement into daily life, fostering 
meaningful relationships, and reducing stress, people can 
significantly improve their health and longevity.

By studying and applying these lessons, we can aim not only to live 
longer but to do so with vitality and purpose. Let's review...
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Again, a blue zone is a geographic area where people tend to live 
significantly longer than the global average and has a very low 
prevalence of disease compared to the rest of the world. These blue 
zones are:

o Ikaria, Greece
o Sardinia, Italy
o Nicoya Peninsula, Costa Rica
o Okinawa, Japan
o Loma Linda, California
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Within each of these locations, there are some common lifestyle 
habits that contribute to the longevity and lack of disease the blue 
zones report. These are:

• People stay highly active throughout life. The approach to 
exercise and movement is balanced, peaceful and promotes 
enjoyment in the following ways –

o Exercise and movement as daily habits, lifestyle and 
community.

o Daily movement (walking and gardening) are common while 
exercise is approached as hobbies, play and fun.

o Building community around physical activity/exercise 
decreases the need for will power and discipline to remain 
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• Predominantly plant-based diet. It’s not about avoiding animal 
products but adding nutrient dense foods daily. Theirs is one of a 
plant-forward nutrient rich and balanced approach. It is also 
important to note the following –

o They do not eat highly processed foods

o They source locally

o There is little or no intake of chemicals, pesticides, 
microplastics & GMO’s

o They eat high amounts of healthy fats and raw leafy greens

• Strong social connections within the community. Community 
and family is central to daily life. This leads to better mental and 
emotional wellbeing. 

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Healing the Total Self & Longevity Habits

• Effective stress management practices. Not only do blue zone 
residents simply not engage in high stress living or work 
environments, but they also have a different mindset and 
approach to life’s challenges.

• A sense of purpose in life, often tied to family and faith-based 
communities. Those living in blue zones feel a sense of purpose in 
their lives. This is drawn more so from their connection and 
support to their community as well as connection to nature than 
from their careers. They work to live, not live to work. 

I want to draw additional attention to a specific blue zone, Loma 
Linda, California. This was an intentionally created community with 
shared values that have led to Loma Linda becoming the only US 
based blue zone. Additionally, Loma Linda is the ONLY big modern city 
that has achieved blue zones status and significant longevity. 
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In addition to the habits previously reviewed that outlined shared 
mindsets and lifestyle habits of all the blue zones, Loma Linda offers a 
few more based on the faith-based ideals of this religious 
community. These are -

o Mindset and doctrine of health as a pillar of religious practice, 
community and service work (volunteering = meaning and 
purpose)

o Focus on nutrition/diet (caring for your health as an aspect of 
godliness)

o Part of a faith-based community that you participate in regularly 
(doesn’t statistically matter which religion or spiritual group)

https://www.bluezones.com/explorations/loma-linda-california/
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/09/26/loma-linda-ca-what-the-only-blue-zone-in-the-us-
does-for-longevity.html
https://www.bluezones.com/2012/02/loma-lindas-blue-zone-secrets-2/
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Some of my personal takeaways from my extensive research on the 
blue zones regions revealed that overall, an approach towards a 
healthy, balanced low stress lifestyle that was void of extreme diets 
or routines was common across all blue zones. This included a 
deeply held value of low stress lives of purpose with connection and 
faith. 

Additionally what we can draw from the research and data in these 
regions is that what defines a blue zone area as well as the longevity 
and vitality that results from it can be created or destroyed. It is not 
the magic of the area or something in the water. It is the way the 
population lives their lives mentally, emotionally, physically and 
spiritually.

How can a blue zone be destroyed? Some recent studies suggest 
that the size and impact of the blue zone in the Nicoya Peninsula, 
Costa Rica may be shrinking due to changing lifestyle factors, 
potentially fading within the next few decades.
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Much of the younger population, influenced by access to popular 
culture and global trends through the internet as well as those 
venturing beyond their region for education or work and then later 
returning, bringing with them more modern poor health, nutrition and 
other lifestyle habits are having a negative impact on the longevity, 
health and vitality of the broader population in Nicoya. Without very 
intentional adjustments, unfortunately the blue zone status is on 
track to disappear.

‘Maintaining the Nicoya Peninsula as a Blue Zone would require a 
comprehensive, intercultural approach addressing social, economic 
and environmental factors. Educating the local population about the 
value and advantages of time-honored lifestyle, family and dietary 
dynamics can be a salient first step.’ - Ximena Araya-Fischel, M.A.

https://www.nextavenue.org/costa-ricas-blue-zone-is-fading/ MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE
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Conversely, blue zones can also be intentionally created within 
communities and even entire regions when they are co-created 
collectively with committed intentionality. Loma Linda is a perfect 
example of this. It earned its blue zone status not based on more 
connection to ancient indigenous ways of living and isolated location 
but from a community, industry and culture of healthy lifestyle that 
was designed from the ground up.

‘Loma Linda earned its designation as a blue zone in large part due 
to its significant population of Seventh-day Adventists. This 
Protestant religious group is known for traditions like observing 
meat-free diets, avoiding alcohol and smoking, and finding meaning 
through faith and service.’  - City News Group

https://www.citynewsgroup.com/articles/loma-linda-california-a-
remarkable-blue-zone-nbspwhere-the-worlds-healthiest-people-
thrive#:~:text=Loma%20Linda%20earned%20its%20designation,meani
ng%20through%20faith%20and%20service
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Optimizing Balanced Living

Balanced living is the cornerstone of healing the total self. It involves 
maintaining harmony across all dimensions of well-being—physical, 
emotional, mental, spiritual and energetic.

Defining Balance Across Dimensions

• Physical Balance:
Achieved through nutrition, movement, rest, and physical care that 
supports the body’s systems.

o Research Insight: A 2021 study in The Journal of 
Nutrition highlighted that consistent nutrient-dense diets and 
moderate exercise reduce all-cause mortality by 30%.
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• Emotional Balance:
Involves processing and integrating emotions effectively, fostering 
resilience, and maintaining healthy relationships.

o Clinical Connection: Somatic practices such as body-focused 
mindfulness enhance emotional regulation by improving 
vagal tone (Psychophysiology, 2022).

• Mental Balance:
Characterized by clarity, focus, and reduced cognitive overload. 
Practices such as meditation, breathwork, and nature exposure 
are known to enhance neuroplasticity and reduce stress (Frontiers 
in Psychology, 2020).

• Spiritual Balance:
Incorporates a sense of purpose, meaning, and connection to 
something greater than oneself (higher power, world, nature and 
community). Spiritual practices, including mindfulness and 
gratitude, are correlated with reduced inflammation and improved 
immune function (Psychoneuroimmunology, 2023).
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• Energetic Balance:
Maintaining a personal healthy frequency through the following -
identifying negative frequency/energy patterns, 
frequency/energy clearing, frequency/energy management. This 
requires identifying and healing root issues such as unmet core 
needs, trauma and stuck negative emotions, limiting beliefs and 
then also rewiring/reprograming the thoughts, actions, emotions, 
habits, patterns and choices that stem from less-than-optimal 
frequencies. In combination with this, developing practices that 
create healthy and positive frequencies that can be part of daily 
life are key. 
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Identifying Well-Being Risks

How do we help clients identify well-being risks? Through powerful 
questions and active listening that are void of judgement! We come 
alongside of our clients so that they can be supported in both 
gaining deeper clarity about the things that are leading towards a 
lack of balance and wellbeing and also to get resourced for 
actionable steps to increase wellbeing. 

Often as a Master Integrative Somatic Practitioner the resources you 
offer are around helping clients in creating more mental, emotional, 
physical, spiritual and energetic space thus leading to more capacity 
to take effective actions holistically. 

Let's take a look at risk areas to help our client's identify -
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Physical Risks
• Sedentary Lifestyle:

Prolonged inactivity contributes to systemic inflammation and 
chronic diseases.

o Statistical Evidence: The CDC (2022) reports that 25% of adults 
globally are insufficiently active, increasing the risk of 
cardiovascular disease by 50%.

• Poor Nutrition:
Diets high in processed foods disrupt gut microbiota and 
contribute to metabolic imbalances.

• Chronic Stress and Poor Sleep:
Chronic activation of the HPA axis impairs immunity and 
accelerates cellular aging (Nature Neuroscience, 2021). MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE
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Emotional Risks
• Unresolved Trauma:

Somatic markers of trauma often lead to chronic tension, 
autonomic dysregulation, and health decline.

o Expert Insight: Dr. Bessel van der Kolk emphasizes, “Trauma is 
stored in the body and must be accessed somatically for 
complete healing.”

• Poor Emotional Regulation:
Chronic emotional suppression can manifest as cardiovascular or 
autoimmune conditions (The Lancet Psychiatry, 2020).

Mental Risks
• Cognitive Overload:

Overstimulation from digital devices impairs focus and prefrontal 
cortex functioning.

• Negative Thought Patterns:
Persistent negativity increases cortisol production and weakens 
resilience.
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Spiritual Risks
• Lack of Purpose:

A deficit in meaning or purpose correlates with higher rates of 
depression and mortality (Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 2022).

Energetic Risks
• Lack of intentional practices
o Lack of clarity around unhealthy frequencies. Stuck limiting beliefs,           

trauma, chronic stress & negative emotions. Operating in conflict 
with one’s highest values (practicing dis-alignment). Lack of 
intentional and consistent energy management and expansion 
practices.
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Moving Toward Balance

Achieving balance requires intentional strategies across all 
dimensions of the total self. Keep in mind that your client will need to 
choose, take consistent action and be willing to practice, play and 
adjust as they move towards more optimal balance and wellbeing. 
There are thousands of ways a person can achieve more balance 
and harmony, it is a journey and an exploration, one that each of us 
will be on for a lifetime. Below are just a few evidence-based 
methods for moving toward equilibrium.

Physical Dimension
• Somatic Movement Practices:

Techniques like yoga, Qi Gong, and Feldenkrais integrate physical 
and mental balance.

o Research Insight: Somatic movement reduces chronic pain by 
improving interoception (Pain Medicine, 2022).
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• Circadian Alignment:
Aligning sleep-wake cycles with natural light improves hormonal 
regulation.

o Clinical Data: Exposure to morning sunlight increases 
melatonin production, supporting restorative sleep (Journal of 
Clinical Sleep Medicine, 2021).

• Anti-Inflammatory Nutrition:
Incorporating omega-3s, antioxidants, and fiber-rich foods 
reduces systemic inflammation.

Emotional Dimension
• Trauma-Informed Somatic Therapy:

Practices like pendulation and titration (from Somatic 
Experiencing) gently release stored trauma.

o Clinical Application: These techniques activate ventral vagal 
states, fostering safety and calmness.
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• Emotional Regulation Techniques:

o Breathing exercises, such as resonant breathing, regulate the 
ANS by increasing vagal tone.

Mental Dimension
• Mindful Media Consumption:

Reducing screen time and practicing mindfulness enhances 
cognitive balance.

• Neuroplasticity Training:
Engage in activities like journaling or learning new skills to 
strengthen neural pathways.

o Research Insight: Mindfulness meditation increases gray 
matter density in the hippocampus (NeuroImage, 2022).
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Spiritual Dimension
• Gratitude Practice:

Daily reflection on positive experiences shifts focus from scarcity to 
abundance.

o Clinical Evidence: Gratitude practices lower inflammatory 
biomarkers and boost mental well-being (Psychological 
Science, 2021).

• Connection with Nature:
Spending time in green spaces enhances spiritual connection and 
reduces stress.

Energetic Dimension
• Awareness, intentionality and action: 
o Honoring, validating and deepening knowledge around this 

dimension. Energy clearing practices such as chakra rebalancing, 
energy work or Reiki. Practicing energetic boundaries. Daily energy 
management practices
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The Eight Foundational Areas to Support Clients in Achieving 
Balance

It is important to keep in mind that as Master Integrative Somatic 
Practitioners we are never prescribing solutions, assigning protocols 
or telling a client what to do. We are helping them explore areas in 
which they may not have effectively brought into balance alone or 
with other types of care. 

Supporting your clients in moving towards more balance and 
wellbeing will always include a fully holistic approach; mentally, 
emotionally, physically, spiritually and energetically. Within the tools 
and techniques section you will be vastly expanding your somatic 
tool kit in order to more effectively support clients in optimizing each 
of the following -
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o Energy management
o Food 
o Movement
o Mindset
o Social wellbeing
o Spiritual wellbeing
o Stress
o Purpose

When each of these areas are attended to in healthy ways, somatic 
wellness increases and imbalances decrease.

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE

SOMATIC PRACTITIONER 
CERTIFICATION



Dr. Rachel Dew,
DNM, PhD

MISP: MASTER INTEGRATIVE SOMATIC PRACTITIONER CERTIFICATION

Healing the Total Self & Longevity Habits

Additional Principles That Lead to Health and Well-Being Longevity

• Cultivating Resilience
Resilience involves the capacity to recover from stress and adapt to 
challenges. Techniques such as grounding, vagal nerve stimulation, 
and intentional self-care foster resilience.
• Study Highlight: A 2022 meta-analysis in Health Psychology 

Review showed that resilience training programs improve 
longevity by 15% through reduced stress and improved health 
behaviors.

• Commitment to Continuous Growth
Lifelong learning and personal development are essential for 
longevity.
• Example Practices:

o Journaling for self-reflection.

o Engaging in community learning experiences.
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• Prioritizing Relationships
Strong social connections are among the most significant predictors 
of longevity.
• Study Insight: The Harvard Study of Adult Development (2023) 

found that individuals with strong, supportive relationships lived 
an average of 7 years longer.

• Intentional Rest and Recovery
Periods of rest allow the body and mind to repair and recalibrate.
• Techniques:

o Yoga Nidra for deep relaxation.

o Nature immersion for parasympathetic activation.
• Embodying Purpose
A sense of purpose aligns actions with core values, creating 
fulfillment and reducing stress.
• Quote: Dr. Rachel Eva Dew writes, “Purpose is the compass that 

guides the total self toward wholeness.”
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Expanding on the principles of Healing the Total Self, Master 
Integrative Somatic Practitioners can guide themselves and their 
clients toward balanced living and longevity by addressing risks, 
implementing intentional habits, and fostering resilience. Through a 
holistic focus on physical, emotional, mental, spiritual and energetic 
well-being, practitioners can cultivate transformative healing 
experiences. 

As I shared in my book Healing the Total Self, “The total self is not a 
destination but a journey. Balance is achieved through continuous 
attention, compassion, and intentionality.” By embodying these 
principles, Master Integrative Somatic Practitioners not only optimize 
their own longevity but also inspire their clients to live fuller, healthier 
lives.
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